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Abstract 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The purpose of the research is to examine how Dr. Howard Washington Thurman’s notions of 
community, religious experience, and an inward journey are potentially helpful tools of reentry 
from long-term incarceration. The project looks at the origin of the American prison-industrial 
complex through the twenty- first century and its impact on marginalized people of color. There 
is robust research on programmatic needs coming out of prisons, such as financial and housing 
assistance and vocational training. Returning citizens also need help to deal with inward wounds 
and traumas of life and incarceration. Howard Thurman’s notion of community, religious 
experience, and the inner-life offer a pathway to wholeness to those regaining their footing in 
society. 
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Chapter One: 

How Did We Get Here? 

 

The American Prison Experiment has been a government sanction against 

those violating the criminal code since William Penn and the Pennsylvania Quakers in 

Philadelphia established a wing at the Walnut Street Jail to house offenders.1 It 

should not be a surprise to the average observer that jail and prison time is the 

preferred tool of those charged with the administration of criminal codes. All through 

America from the earliest settlers to the civil rights era of the 1950’s and 1960’s the 

large arm of the justice system has reached for the hammer of jail time as a means to 

control dissent and physical movement.  The old axiom of “when the only tool you 

have is a hammer everything looks like a nail” applies. The Criminal Justice system 

that feeds the professionalized prison establishment is a complex and sophisticated 

sociopolitical organism. It is a life unto its own that feeds on greed, privilege, race, 

economic status, and the misfortune of the socially disconnected. Like other living 

organisms and systems, it evolves and adapts to the ever-changing environment 

around it. At first, one can be seduced by its seemingly righteous cause to keep  

 

 
1 Richard P. Seiter and Karen R. Kadela, “Prisoner Reentry: What Works, What Does Not, and What Is Promising,” 
Crime & Delinquency 49, no. 3 (July 1, 2003): 360–88, https://doi.org/10.1177/0011128703049003002. 
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American society safe from criminals who have broken faith with the common good. 

However, in practice, the poor and persons of color (Blacks and Hispanics) have 

consistently carried the weight of the prison system. The rate of incarceration for 

African American and Hispanics is more than triple the rate of Caucasian 

incarceration.2 It is important to note, in the four hundred years that slavery 

flourished, the notion of the white race as superior to the other none races of non-

European ancestry also flourished. This notion is the pathway to the current prison 

industrial complex. 

The 13th Amendment to the United States Constitution may have ended 

involuntary servitude but it did not end servitude resulting from crime and 

punishment. The legalized control of Black bodies continued along with the idea of 

white supremacy. The 13th Amendment brought about white panic and fear. Their 

means of free labor dried up, and with that came the utter destruction of plantations 

owners' wealth.3 Rich and poor whites found themselves in the same dire straits. The 

Civil War decimated the southern state's financial positions both in property and 

earning potential. The economic vitality of the South completely vanished.4 This 

reality left state and local governments in disarray. Racism and white supremacy 

found other inventive ways to assert control. White people believed Black people 

were unmotivated to work and believed that Blacks needed to be controlled, devised 

 
2 Lauren E Glaze, “Correctional Populations in the United States, 2010,” 2011, 8. 
3 Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, (New York : New Press, 
2012), 28. 
4 Alexander,28. 
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the Black codes scheme.5 Before Reconstruction, towns instituted vagrancy laws, 

essentially making it illegal for one not to be employed.6 In some locales, freed Blacks 

had to carry papers proving they were employed. The enforcement of the vagrancy 

laws was primarily a tool used for formers slaves and their descendants. If a freed 

Black could not provide proof of employment, they were sentenced to jail time. 

Those in jail were hired out for little to no pay. In the reconstruction era, the Black 

codes that controlled what industry in which a freed Black could be employed and 

what type of property could be purchased, as an example, were repealed, but the 

backlash against emancipation was at a fever pitch in the reconstruction era after the 

civil war.7 African Americans started to amass political power, and whites vowed to 

reverse the gains of African Americans. Marking the start of the Jim Crow era came 

the reemergence and enhanced vagrancy laws. The laws detailed such subjective 

offenses as mischief and insulting gestures.8 The application of these laws was 

robustly enforced against Black persons. Once again, Blacks caught up in the criminal 

justice system found themselves facing obstacles to freedom and insurmountable 

odds in the form of criminal fines. The inability to pay often resulted in jail time 

where the State could lease the person out as a free laborer under the guise of 

restitution.9  

The Civil Rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s was a time of social change 

 
5 Alexander,28. 
6 Alexander, 30. 
7 Alexander, 31. 
8 Alexander,31. 
9 Alexander,31. 
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and upheaval in the fight for equality. The period also dealt with white rage and 

resentment. During this time, the phrase "law and order" began to find its way into 

the American bloodstream. African Americans in the era of protest were portrayed in 

the media and larger public as lawless and anti-American in the pursuit of equality 

and without moral standing. Law and order became the catchall phrase to mean a 

way to control the Blacks. There was a rising crime rate in the urban centers of the 

late 1950s and 1960s when Black unemployment began to skyrocket over a ten year 

period.10 Also, feeding into white fright were riots that erupted in Harlem and 

Rochester in 1964, followed by the unrest resulting from the assassination of Dr. 

Martin Luther King, Jr.11 However, even though the insistence by white conservatives, 

the civil rights movement was a threat to the social order and the laws that upheld 

that order the 1950's through the 1970s the prison system worked within the 

framework of a medical model.12 The medical model’s focus was on treatment and 

rehabilitation to give the incarcerated a real chance for societal reentry. There were 

two public streams of thought concerning race, poverty, and crime that had been 

percolating since the late 1960s. 

Conservatives believed societal ills within Black and poor areas had little to 

nothing to do with race and class. In their mind, poverty was not the result of 

structural issues. They opined that the problem lay at the core of culture. More 

 
10 Alexander, 41. 
11 Alexander, 41. 
12 Sacha Kendall et al., “Systematic Review of Qualitative Evaluations of Reentry Programs Addressing Problematic 
Drug Use and Mental Health Disorders amongst People Transitioning from Prison to Communities,” Health & 
Justice 6, no. 1 (December 2018): 4, https://doi.org/10.1186/s40352-018-0063-8., 362 
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pointedly, Black culture. Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan's widely criticized report 

“The Negro Family: The Case for National Action” indicated poverty in the Black 

community was due to a "Black subculture."13 In other words, a character defect 

resulting from Black life was the reason for Black poverty. Liberal understanding 

believed social reforms such as anti-poverty programs, civil rights legislation, and 

other direct actions would dismantle the causes of inequality at the root.14 This 

notion is significant because the medical model was designed to promote 

rehabilitation and reintegration. 

Inmates were assessed for needs and the necessary resources to meet those 

needs in an effort to prepare for life outside of the prison walls. Programs that 

addressed issues such as substance abuse, mental health and family relationships 

were valued.15 Also, vocational needs were addressed by providing job training and 

education opportunities. In many locales, these programs were mandatory. It is also 

true that in jurisdictions where the programs were optional, inmates would choose 

to participate in the hopes of gaining favor with the parole board.16 During this 

period, the parole officer had two primary functions. The first was to investigate the 

returning citizen's reentry plan considering family and community support structures.  

Second, in the first two years of release, the officer would be a guide for the 

returning citizen to programs and other resources. The parole board, a body of 

 
13 Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, 45. 
14 Alexander, 45. 
15 Seiter and Kadela, “Prisoner Reentry.”, 362 
16 Seiter and Kadela, 362. 
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trained and experienced professionals’ whose role was to take the information 

generated by parole officers, interview stakeholders such as victim advocates, 

community partners as well as the incarcerated individual and assess the 

acceptability of the return to community plan while weighing and determining 

readiness for societal integration. They would consider the person's willingness to 

participate in prescribed programs, attitude, and ability to steer clear of conflict as 

essential components in consideration of parole. For a considerable portion of the 

20th century, preparation for release was understood to be a critical component of an 

inmate's time in prison.17 The entirety of the correctional system operated around 

the notion of the incarcerated transitioning back to a community. In the late 1970s, 

72% of released people were done so through the parole board process, setting the 

treatment structure and the needs after release.18 This concept is critical because 

parole boards operated as gatekeepers for release to ensure inmates had a workable 

release plan. Those incarcerated for violent crimes tended to serve maximum 

sentences and were not usually candidates for early parole.19 However, the parole 

board provided a hopeful incentive for good behavior for those not convicted of 

serious violent crimes. 

In the 1980s, with violent crime on the rise, particularly in urban areas of the 

United States that were attributed to the rise in drug use, the medical model started 

to decline in popularity because of the fear based political rhetoric, and the short-

 
17 Seiter and Kadela, 362. 
18 Seiter and Kadela,362. 
19 Seiter and Kadela, 364. 
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sighted notion that rehabilitation meant a community was soft on crime particularly 

in Black and brown communities. The changing outlook shifted the social and political 

fabric around the country regarding incarceration. In the 1980s, politicians began 

rallying communities to their way of thinking of crime and punishment with 'tough on 

crime" mantras, slogans, and policy positions.20 It became politically untenable to 

have a system that focused on rehabilitation and reintegration.21 The focus and the 

emphasis were put squarely on the necessity of punishment. The chief problematic is 

observable when considering and reflecting upon America's so-called war on drugs, a 

significant contributor in the mass incarceration of people of color. The law's 

proponents propagated the idea that the laws were designed to remove drug 

kingpins who were the suppliers of hard drugs such as cocaine and heroin.22 

However, the data suggests otherwise. The majority of people were charged with 

minor offenses. 80% of those cases were for marijuana, a drug less harmful than 

tobacco or alcohol.23 In her Seminal work The New Jim Crow, Michelle Alexander 

points out that in 2005 four out of five drug arrests were for a simple procession.24 

One in five suspects were arrested for intent to sell illegal drugs. She further points 

out that the vast majority of those housed in state prisons on drug convictions had 

no prior history of violent crime.25 This concept and corresponding policies were yet 

another way to influence and control Black bodies, but it had the buy-in and support 

 
20 Seiter and Kadela, 363. 
21 Seiter and Kadela, 362. 
22 Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, 60. 
23 Alexander, 60. 
24 Alexander, 60. 
25 Alexander, 60. 
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of some community leaders and clergy this time. Black community leaders and clergy 

such as Kurt Schmoke the first Black mayor of Baltimore and a significant 

representation of the CBC (Congressional Black Caucus) were so desperate for 

answers to the violent crime associated with the crack cocaine epidemic in the urban 

centers; they failed to look over the horizon to anticipate the long-term effects the 

war on drugs would have on individuals and communities. The decision to be 

advocates for the 1994 Crime Bill thereby participating in the war on drugs gave 

cover and permission structure for those in authority and influence to continue to 

perpetuate a system that in the end people of color are always on the losing end. It is 

germane to the research to look specifically at the Black church's role in community 

and the theology that led to cosigning the war on drugs period.  

In the earliest formulation of Black communal life, social justice and advocacy 

for the marginalized were central to the ethos of the community members. Famed 

historian Albert J. Raboteau and theologian Howard Thurman observed that enslaved 

people were intentional about redeeming, reorienting, and reconstructing 

Christianity learned from their white oppressors.26 27 Black slaves were creative in 

fashioning a Christian understanding that considered their lived experiences.28 Slaves 

were taught Christianity and learned of their God through the lens of their 

oppressors and lived it through bondage. To be enslaved is to have a life prison 

 
26 Albert J. Raboteau, Slave Religion: The “Invisible Institution” in the Antebellum South, Updated edition (Oxford ; 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 214. 
27 Raphael G. Warnock, The Divided Mind of the Black Church: Theology, Piety, and Public Witness (NYU Press, 
2020). 
28 Raboteau, Slave Religion, 218. 
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sentence without the possibility of parole. In too many instances being an enslaved 

African in America resulted in the ultimate penalty of death. Their death occurred 

either had the hands of the master or overseer because of a perceived plantation 

infraction. Death also came because of neglect in the form of poor living conditions, 

inadequate nutrition, extreme and harsh environments.  The slave was expected to 

work from sun up to sun down regardless of weather and without regard to his or her 

bodily needs. This reality often led to premature death. The formulation of the Black 

church from its earliest iteration was life-giving and life-sustaining for the slave. The 

understanding of the Black slave in forming a Christian witness that gave evidence of 

their lived experience was also informed by Christian piety during the early Great 

Revivals and the American Revolution. 

Piety speaks to the internal conversion experience that leads to inward 

freedom, while the American Revolution points to external freedom based on the 

Declaration of Independence's notion of "inalienable rights." The granting of Life, 

liberty, and the pursuit of happiness is the result of a birthright. This belief has 

embedded that external freedom may have to be won, struggled, and fought for to 

be achieved. There is some external freedom that one has to avail themselves of, 

outside of a permission structure. Slaveholders were invested in keeping the status 

quo. The position by slaveholders is an admission, even if tacit of their fear, slaves 

would become empowered by the idea of equality resulting from a God who is not a 

respecter of the person’s race or social status in the Divine economy.29 Everyone is of 

 
29 Warnock, The Divided Mind of the Black Church, 218. 
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equal value in the view of this understanding of the divine. Coupled with the rank 

hypocrisy observable as white Christians fought for the right to be free from the 

tyranny of the crown of England, who imposed its will on the settlers—at the same 

time lifting the virtues of God-sanctioned slavery.  Slaveholders understood the 

teaching of Christianity to enslaved people had the potential of being problematic 

and dangerous to their way of life, which is why many were opposed to the 

introduction of Christianity to the negro slave.30 One can see how the idea of equality 

for the marginalized Black body in slave society where egalitarian ethics were upheld 

for the white majority could prove problematic and dangerous. Raphael Warnock 

posits: “Revivalistic piety and revolutionary politics each being dangerous and 

potentially subversive in its own right, it is not difficult to see how both freedoms 

held together, each informing the other, provide a recipe for abolition and slave 

rebellion.”31 Warnock’s notion speaks to the potential synergistic energy created 

when a returning citizen realizes their self-worth in the Divine economy and demand 

to participate fully as a citizen in the community. Both acts are subversive in a society 

that devalues the humanity of those returning from long-term incarceration. 

The dynamic of the converted Christian slaves seeking and demanding their 

external freedom can be seen in the life of Harriet Tubman. Ms. Tubman, an 

abolitionist, liberator, and freedom fighter, understood the bifurcated reality of the 

negro. Tubman is liberation theology personified. Freedom to partake in the gifts and 

 
30 Raboteau, Slave Religion, 214. 
31 Warnock, The Divided Mind of the Black Church, 25. 
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graces of God internally and yet still bound and imprisoned in the body because of 

the devaluing of Black life and bodies. The appropriation and understanding of the 

exodus motif are the gulf that divided slave Christianity and slave-holding 

Christianity. Enslaved Africans identified with the Hebrews and the God who 

delivered them out of the hands of their Egyptian oppressor. The identifying with the 

Hebrew slave was more than a surface knowledge of both peoples being captured, 

enslavement or being born into slavery. This identification spoke to the lived 

experience of being beaten within an inch of one's life. To wake up every day with 

the knowledge that day has the potential of being worse than the previous day. 

Enslaved Africans found homogeneity with the Israelites in the enduring of the 

brutality of similar skinned people. Black slaves recognized their own plight and 

fortune in the exodus story and the need for a God who was more than sympathetic 

to their life but, more importantly, was on their side. They worshipped a God who 

took sides. The God of their understanding sided with and delivered the slave. Given 

this notion, the passion for external freedom burned white-hot in the soul of Tubman 

and others is understandable. The passion for this freedom was in Tubman’s bones, 

so much so that she risked death some nineteen times going back to the slave-

holding South to free Black bodies.32 The freedom of Black men, women, and 

children was not at the expense of her salvation, but it was equally important. In the 

mind and heart of Tubman and others, piety and external freedom were two sides of 

the same coin. 

 
32 Warnock, 24. 
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In the years since slavery, the bifurcated reality of African American Christians 

has turned problematic for the Black church and the marginalized bodies it claims to 

advocate for and represent. W.E.B. DuBois termed the problematic self-fact of the 

American negro as "double consciousness." The term describes the internal conflict 

of marginalized Blacks viewing themselves through the gaze of the white majority 

society. It is the measuring of one self-worth on the basis of a nation built on the 

backs of their slave ancestors but yet looked upon with contempt by racist whites.33 

In the early twentieth century, tension developed in the Black community on the best 

and effective strategies in the pursuit of equality. W.E.B DuBois advocated that 

social, political, and economic justice was essential to the progress of Black people.34 

In contrast, folks like Booker T. Washington, an accommodationist, thought 

Blacks could achieve equality if somehow Blacks could persuade whites that 

economic empowerment of the Black community was non-threatening.35 Somehow it 

was the responsibility for Blacks to assuage white fear by being more docile and 

accommodating the whims and notions of white beliefs. The notion of 

accommodation still has remnants in the Black church today that directly tracks with 

marginalized Black bodies in and out of incarceration. 

The life and legacy of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. has become sanitized, 

cleaned up, and polished to make him and the civil rights movement more 

 
33 W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (Cosimo, Inc., 2007), 3. 
34 Kevin K. Gaines, Uplifting the Race: Black Leadership, Politics, and Culture in the Twentieth Century (UNC Press 
Books, 2012), 157. 
35 H. Viscount “Berky” Nelson, The Rise and Fall of Modern Black Leadership: Chronicle of a Twentieth Century 
Tragedy (Lanham, Md: UPA, 2003), 63. 
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acceptable to white nomenclature. The violence and the suffering of King and other 

advocates takes a backseat to the more palatable moments like the March on 

Washington. Warnock points out the Black church still celebrated King while 

distancing itself from the radical ecclesiology he espoused.36 King understood the 

necessity and the importance of piety's internal freedom needed to be extended and 

included in external freedom. King suggests, "Any religion that professes to be 

concerned with men and yet is not concerned with the slums that damn them, the 

economic conditions that strangle them, and the social conditions that cripple them 

is a dry as dust religion." Warnock expands on this idea when he posits that in some 

ways, the Black church has sought to appease white evangelicalism because of the 

influence, power, social and political capital that can be bestowed from the power 

brokers of white evangelicalism. Black churches that have embraced an uncritical 

hermeneutic, biblical fundamentalism, and prosperity gospel emphasize piety over 

and above all else.37 The result is a bifurcation of the Black church identity.  There is 

available sociological evidence that  

"Suggests that the Black church, while continuing to focus on race and 
other issues of justice, has, in large measure, embraced a bifurcated 
understanding of salvation the privileges individual souls, not seeing the 
redemption of Black bodies and transformation of the whole of society 
as central to its vocation as an instrument of God."38 

 

In other words, social justice, the work of reentry, and other issues are worthwhile 

 
36 Warnock, The Divided Mind of the Black Church, 176. 
37 Warnock, 173. 
38 Warnock, 177. 
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outreach projects but rarely does the project rise to the level of serious theological 

reflection that undergirds the life and mission of the church. This position may 

explain why some in the Black church were so easily persuaded to latch on to the war 

on drugs and its current lack of critical engagement in returning citizens from long-

term incarceration. To be clear, lack of critical engagement in this context refers to 

prioritizing the soul over the reality of the life being lived. It is the idea that if the 

returning citizen would give his or her life to Christ, everything else will magically 

take care of itself.   

Meanwhile, while some Black churches were propping up and advocating 

policies that were detrimental to the Black community, there has been the steady 

march forward by police departments during this period, where they violate 

constitutional rights and laws without much scrutiny. The fourth amendment is one 

legal scholars believe protects against unlawful searches to deter police harassment 

and intimidation. However, since the inception of the war on drugs, there has been a 

steady march toward curtailing civil liberties the fourth amendment was meant to 

protect. Moreover, if the actions of the police could not be overlooked or justified, 

they came up with new ways to assert control. One such way is the so-called 

voluntary search. Using their position and power to their advantage, authorities 

often ask individuals to search a citizen’s car, body, or living space. Scared to resist, 

pushback on the intrusive behavior, many poor and people of color acquiesce to the 

request, not wanting to risk being physically assaulted, killed, arrested, and 

potentially jailed. Being arrested means risking time away from a job, fines, and other 
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penalties the poor and marginalized cannot financially and emotionally manage.  

 

Federal and Local Government Responses: 

 

The federal government and state and local governments began to reduce 

financial appropriations to rehabilitation programs severely. Eventually, all 

programmatic funding for rehabilitation and reintegration dried up. Money was 

reallocated to build more facilities to house individuals. At the same time, the role of 

the parole officers was reoriented from a case, or social worker tasked with the 

responsibility of helping and counseling inmates to surveillance and policing 

primarily, a risk management role accompanied with duties of maintaining internal 

systems.39 Punishment, deterrence, and incapacitation became the highest priority. 

The results from the 'tough on crime" position have been catastrophic. The increase 

in recidivism skyrocketed. As early as 1998, parole violation outpaced the growth of 

the prison populations from new inmates by 23%.40 A more troubling sign of the 

“tough on crime” policies being instituted around the country was that 76% of the 

parole violation were of a technical nature without the commission of a felony.41 

Failure to update an address, being late to check in with a probation officer, or 

missing a meeting could result in one being returned to prison.42 The technical 

 
39 Seiter and Kadela, “Prisoner Reentry.”, 363 
40 Seiter and Kadela, 368. 
41 Seiter and Kadela, 368. 
42 Seiter and Kadela, 368. 
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violations would serve as red flags to courts and other authorities in the event the 

released person committed a crime.43 The individual would be seen as untrustworthy 

and unable to follow the rules. As a result, parole boards did not want to risk being 

seen as soft on criminals and risk the political collateral damage by allowing the 

violator to continue in his or her release. Those incarcerated went from individuals to 

be treated and rehabilitated to people to be feared and punished severely, and their 

role in the larger society should be looked upon with suspicion and thus mitigated 

against as a form of control. 

The "tough on crime" stance and policies have left a patchwork of differing 

criteria in the states for an individual's release from incarceration. Only fifteen states 

and the federal government invest full decision-making authority in a parole board to 

grant a release.44 Twenty states have robust restrictions around who is eligible for 

parole. While other states have no limited restrictions to who is eligible, instead have 

placed time served barriers, in some cases and some states requiring 85% of the 

original sentence to be served before granting parole.45 America has invested billions 

of dollars in keeping Americans tethered to prison facilities. Not much thought has 

been given around the more people America incarcerates, the more folks who will 

eventually need to be released back into ill-equipped and resource-deprived 

communities to deal with the number of returning citizens.46 The lack of concern for 

 
43 Seiter and Kadela, 368. 
44 Seiter and Kadela, 365. 
45 Seiter and Kadela, 365. 
46 Seiter and Kadela, “Prisoner Reentry, 366-367.” 



 

 
   

16 

reentry can be directly attributed that building and maintaining prisons is very 

lucrative for investors and local governments. Rich and powerful people have 

become invested in private for-profit prisons. Influential people like the former Vice 

President of the United States, Dick Cheney, and others have made money and 

continue to make money on this marginalized population.47 A significant number of 

prison facilities are located in small rural towns. 

In many cases, the prison is the largest employer to the citizenry and, as a 

result, a significant tax base for the local government. As currently constructed, there 

is a lack of incentives to reduce the prison population. Reducing the rate of 

incarceration has the potential to set off panic in rural populations.48 Any significant 

loss in the prison population is a direct loss of revenue and jobs. As a result, many of 

these communities have solidified political power and influence around keeping the 

facilities in their community’s operating fully with a steady flow of inmates to ensure 

the continued viability of the prison enterprise.49  

According to the Urban Institute, a non-profit research organization, more than 

700,00 individuals are released from correctional facilities each year. Resource-

deprived locales, policymakers, and those working within the prison industrial 

complex are looking to faith-based programs to help meet the needs of those returning 

to the community.50 Faith-based organizations are not novices in serving the poor, 

 
47 Alexander, The New Jim Crow : Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, 230. 
48 Alexander, 230. 
49 Alexander, 193. 
50 Janeen Buck Willison, Diana Brazzell, and KiDeuk Kim, “Faith-Based Corrections and Reentry Programs:  
Advancing a Conceptual Framework for Research and Evaluation,” Urban Institute: Justice Policy Center, n.d., 77. 
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marginalized, and other underserved communities.51 Resource-deprived localities, 

along with criminal justice practitioners, are turning to faith-based organizations to fill 

the role of facilitator, social worker, and community guide once provided by 

government entities. The interest and expanse in the non-profit FBO (Faith-Based 

Organization) has grown considerably over the past decade and a half. To be clear 

religious organizations, that are providing social services to their communities is not a 

new idea. Religious organizations have been resourcing and providing social services 

to their communities since the earliest dates in American history through charities and 

prisons. However, public policy supporting the FBO with resources is relatively a new 

phenomenon. Once religious institutions and government agencies tasked with 

delivering services began to professionalize in the 20th century, they began to distance 

the work and support from the founding roots of their existence.52 They began to 

gravitate towards and prefer a more professional scientific approach to the social 

service delivery system. 

In the early 2000s, then-President George W. Bush made an intentional push to 

allow FBOs to compete with larger organizations and companies for government 

funding to help meet the community's needs. The Bush Administration opened The 

Office of Faith-Based Initiatives in the West Wing of the White House. The move 

gave the notion of FBOs as legitimate and recognized entities at the highest levels of 

government and society to provide professional social services.53 Four essential factors 

can be attributed to the shift in legitimizing FBOs as recommended resources to the 

 
51 Willison, Brazzell, and Kim, 10. 
52 Willison, Brazzell, and Kim, 10. 
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larger society as social service providers. First, regulatory and public policy changes 

began to level the playing field with larger non-profits and companies with access to 

government resources.54 Second, the government opened up new streams of resources 

by providing mini-grants programs and initiatives such as the Prisoner Reentry 

Initiative.55 In addition to the robust funding increase, the government offered training 

and technical assistance to FBOs to help build organizational capacity to include 

fundraising know-how. The fourth and the most strategically significant policy 

adaptation was the intentional education and outreach programs to inform and promote 

to the general public the importance of FBOs.56 As a result of the national push at the 

highest level of the United States Government, the white House, Offices of Faith-

Based Initiatives started coming online in states and local governments across the 

country that supported and supplemented the work of the white house. Under then-

President Barack Obama, the scope and reach of the initiative expanded to include 

LGBTQ groups of faith at the table.57 In addition, the name of The White House 

Office changed to Faith-Based and Neighborhood Partnerships. 

The research as early as a Pew Research Survey conducted in 2008 showed (67 

percent) of all Americans support religious organizations applying for government 

funding to provide social services. In the same survey, when asked who could do a 

better job of delivering social services, the responses were split evenly among 

providers with (31 percent) indication religious organizations, non-religious 
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organizations (29 percent), and government agencies (31 percent).58 The percentages 

have held steady since the initial survey. This idea suggests two things. First, the 

public sees the delivery of social services as a critical component to the community's 

social cohesion and the broader fabric of the nation. Second, the percentages spread 

evenly among religious, secular, and government agencies suggest the public view the 

delivery of the services as essential to be the domain of any one segment of the 

society. There are important roles to play within and outside the government and 

religious and non-religious organizations. To be clear, the survey does not suggest that 

FBOs have free reign to do as they please with funds or how they interact with the 

individuals to whom they are tasked with providing services. According to the survey, 

two-thirds of Americans oppose granting funding to religious organizations that 

promote and encourage conversion to a particular faith. In addition, three-quarters (73 

percent) of Americans believe FBO's should be prohibited from only hiring 

individuals with their shared religious beliefs in the implementation and delivery of 

social services.59 

Individuals connected to religious organizations and volunteer-based groups have 

provided care to incarcerated and returning citizens since the early 1700s, both in America and 

Europe.60 Since the turn of the second decade of the 2000s, thousands of such groups have been 

working to meet the needs of this marginalized collection of citizens. These groups provide a 

wide variety of services both within and out of prison facilities such as housing, job training, 

financial services, parenting classes, along with substance abuse treatment. One such group is the 
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"Concerned Elders and Sharing Circle" of Cambridge, Massachusetts. Both organizations have 

been sacred safe spaces for over thirty years. In this project, they serve as a model for FBOs to 

engage in providing care both inside the walls of prison houses and in the work of reentry. Their 

work has been a successful model for over 30 years. The work within the prison system is 

focused on the individual, not the crime or charges that resulted in incarceration. 

Inmates are paired with one volunteer from “Concerned Elders” who will support the 

incarcerated individual while incarcerated throughout and beyond reentry. The personal 

connection between the volunteer and the incarcerated individual cannot be overvalued. The 

volunteer becomes a confidant, a window to a view outside the prison walls. Together they 

volunteer, and the individual begins to evaluate where the incarcerated person has been and their 

hopes and dreams upon release. They begin to answer Howard Thurman's question of "who am I 

and what do I really want out of my life?" The evaluation of aspirations and goals while 

incarcerated is necessary ongoing work in two critical ways. First, it refocuses the person away 

from their present reality and toward a steady and hopeful future. Second, those who earnestly 

engage in the preparation to lead a productive, peaceful life outside of incarceration are at a 

distinct advantage over those who have waited until reentry is thrust upon them. The preparation 

work allows those navigating long-term incarceration the space to reflect and think through the 

pitfalls and struggles of what life on the outside can present. In their time within the prison 

system, the Concerned Elder volunteer is the sounding board and feedback, so reflection and 

thinking are not done alone. It is done with someone who cares and is invested in their long-term 

success. This component is a crucial element that, if not handled with care, the trauma of 

incarceration can be overwhelming to men and women trying to imagine a future outside the 

confines and purview of the United States prison industrial complex. The ongoing care and 
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follow-up doing reentry is also a central component to the success of the quaker organization. 

Through the "Sharing Circle" gathering, the group has been providing safe, sacred space for the 

formerly incarcerated and their allies since the early1990s. The collection of individuals comes 

together every Wednesday to share a ritual that includes remembering, retelling, and reliving 

stories of joys and struggles. 

Along with the remembering, retelling, and reliving how far they have come, the space 

provides crucial space that affords the formerly incarcerated to reimagine their lives, 

relationships, and connections to the larger society. Often the individual has not had an excellent 

experience to recall in order to retell. Their entire lives, in many cases, have been full of pain, 

regret, and misunderstandings. The circle is a safe place to begin unburdening themselves of 

residual emotional pain and anxiety, and sharing the meal before the weekly ritual is a moment 

for the person to be seen as human again. To exchange laughter, kind eye contact, and touch over 

a shared meal begins to plow the soil of the heart of one who has been emotionally closed off out 

of the fear of being weak. 
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Chapter Two: 

Remembering, Retelling, Reimaging and Reliving- Personal Narratives of the 
Formerly Incarcerated 

 

 

Those leaving long-term incarceration have complicated, dangerous memories and rich 

stories. Dangerous memories are memories that can keep one tied to the past or lead to hope-

filled with redemption.61 Much like an open flame can give warmth on a cold night or it can 

cause severe and tragic outcomes when left unchecked. The lives of returning citizens have at 

times been sprinkled with ups, downs, victories, and defeats like most people on life's journey. 

However, their stories often include traumatizing events (Dangerous Memories) that laid the 

groundwork for complicating factors that played a significant role in their incarceration. Mental 

health challenges, systemic poverty, racism, abandonment, and other significant factors such as 

drug use are mile markers on the road to incarceration. This chapter aims to give space to those 

stories in the authentic voice of the returning citizen. It is a critical element to provide space for 

those regaining their footing in society to be afforded opportunities to share their stories 

unencumbered and unedited. The notion is a space where one can share their dangerous 

memories without judgment and where holy listening can occur. Whether marked by 

incarceration, privilege, prosperity, or poverty, every life story is sacred. The offering of a life 

story and thus the listening of a person’s life story is just as sacred and holy as the offering.  

 

 
61 Walter EARL FLUKER, “Dangerous Memories and Redemptive Possibilities: Reflections on the Life and Work of 
Howard Thurman,” Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy 7, no. 4, no. Winter (2004), 150. 
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 The solicitation and utilization of stories can be nurturing to the human spirit.62 In his 

work "Educating Leaders," Walter Fluker suggests stories provide the vehicles through which 

students come to appreciate and empathize with others. I agree with Fluker's conclusions. In 

furthering his position on the importance of story, this understanding can also be applied to 

returning citizens and community members. In this space, the imagination is engaged in the story 

at two different points of accessibility. The first entry point is at the narrative level, where the 

hearer is engaged in descriptive discourse and easily accessible.63 The second entry point is 

located at a deeper level where creativity and imagination are assembled and are accessed 

through the narrative. This entryway is an invitation to envision a future that prioritizes respect, 

justice, and appreciation for lived experience.64 This mode of understanding the returning 

citizen's story allows for the transmission of wisdom from past mistakes, lived experiences, and 

practices that have shaped how they understand themselves in the present reality. The 

transmissions of virtuosities in this space will help anchor one into the community's collective 

life through compassion and reconciling acts that allow for disclosure and collective meaning at 

the intersection of individual lived experience and civic responsibility.65 

 

Remembering: This is a critical process for those returning from long-term incarceration 

and should not be undervalued. Often, family and society push and pull the formerly incarcerated 

to move on from the past. In other words, one might deduce from others to move on from a life 

that has previously had to navigate in death-dealing economies. However, in the process of 

 
62 Walter Earl Fluker, Educating Ethical Leaders for the Twenty-First Century (Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2013), 6. 
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65 Fluker, 6. 



 

 
   

24 

remembering one's story, the returning citizen can experience a sense of wholeness, harmony, 

and integration.66 Walter Fluker posits that the act of remembering is recollecting, reassembling, 

and reconfiguring individual and collective consciousness into a meaningful and sequential 

whole through the process of narrativization.67 It becomes evident that remembering is 

significant to the narrativization of the past, bodies disparate and disconnected from meaning that 

is lodged in the matrices of the soul. The exercise of remembering is not simply the reacquisition 

of history once hidden.68 The process is deeply connected to emotional dynamism full of 

spiritual richness. In this space, returning citizens offer to themselves, and those who engage in 

the act of holy listening receive permission into worlds of forgotten meaning, allowing for the 

recovery of dismembered bodies of experience.69 This notion speaks to Thurman’s question of 

“Who Am I and What Do I Want?” examined in Chapter Three.  

 

Retelling: Returning citizens must not only engage in the crucial work of remembering 

their stories but equally as crucial as the retelling of the story. Retelling is a process whereby the 

previously incarcerated begin to plum and interrogate beliefs handed down through religious 

tradition, family customs, and social mores. In this space, the returning citizen asks what beliefs I 

hold that have informed my sense of self and my place in the world?70 The process of retelling 

and reimagining one's story has three interrelated steps. The initial step is self-reading. This step 

suggests a person’s core identity is shaped and comes to understand who they are by the ideas 

 
66 Walter Earl Fluker, Ethical Leadership: The Quest for Character, Civility, and community, 5th edition 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2009), 167. 
67 Fluker, 168. 
68 Fluker, 168. 
69 Fluker,168. 
70 Fluker, 169. 
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and values of influential people in their lives believed to be necessary.71 It is important to 

recognize others who have shaped our lives. However, it should not lead to an outsized 

contribution. Those who find themselves stuck in self-reading can become vulnerable to what 

others think of them and fail to exercise personal agency in the decision-making process.72 

However, self-authoring is the response to ethical situations that arise in one’s life independent 

of the judgment and values of others.73 This notion is one where self-regulation becomes a 

dominant trait in the life of the returning citizen. Self-revision is a relational ethic. This 

understanding does take into account the judgment, responses, and values of others.74 However, 

it is in the context of relating to other people, ideas, and virtues within a shared community. One 

of the biggest challenges both returning citizens and those offering space for authentic 

community engagement will encounter is the ability to look, listen and learn from others in the 

community who may have differing opinions and lived experiences that inform and shape 

personal narratives.75 

 

Reimagining: In the context of reentry reimaging, one’s story, it is not about making 

orthodoxy out of a belief system. The exercise of reimaging is about finding common ground in 

one’s chosen community. Coming to terms with the limitations of beliefs deeply held over a 

lifetime can be painful, uncomfortable, and disorienting.76 Those coming to terms with the white 

Jesus of the dominant culture, who has informed and authorized superiority in some while 
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reinforcing inferiority in others, are not in line with the historical Jesus. Historical Jesus was a 

dark-skinned Palestinian Jew who subverted the Roman Empire and religious authorities who 

succumbed to money, power, and influence. In the space of reimaging one's story, emotional and 

spiritual growth can occur.77 In the example of white Jesus and historical Jesus, there is room for 

fresh understanding and perspective without judgment. The task of reimagining one's story gives 

agency over moral vision and development that becomes the virtue that can heal ruptures that 

have taken place over time that can distort moral clarity that leads to robust action. Fluker 

concludes, "Remembering our stories is not enough; one must also retell the story. This notion 

requires critical reframing (reimagining) of the materials of our story that need addressing in the 

present.78 

Reliving: Remembering and retelling stories also require those reentering society to live 

their stories in the present moment remembering the past and imagining a fulfilling future.79 

Here at the three-way intersection of remembering, retelling, and reliving, the individual can 

make decisions from the deep well of agency springing forth from the center of wholeness.80 

From this place, the returning citizens speak with authenticity steeped in integrity. This notion is 

impossible without plumbing the depths of one's mind and heart trying to answer Thurman's 

question of "Who Am I?"  In other words, “Who Am I after surviving long-term incarceration?” 

In consideration of the interviews, it is important to keep in mind this project is the first each of 

the individuals have had to share their life stories outside their intimate circle of friends. The 

willingness to be vulnerable in this way is a testament to the inward they each have engaged. The 
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questions offered in the interviews are designed to solicit a response that will perhaps open the 

mind and heart of the reader to the fullness of the life that survived incarceration. The answers, 

in some cases, are paraphrased to account for grammar and ease of reading. The project engaged 

three former incarcerated individuals who have navigated long-term incarceration. This chapter 

details two of the ethnographic subject's portions of their question and answers. The third 

individual’s questions and answers are not provided due to the nature of the crime and an effort 

to protect the victims. However, biographic information is provided, and general information 

about the lead-up to his incarceration is provided, along with the insights learned are presented in 

Chapter Five. 

 

Story One: 

Ron O is a 60-year-old African American male from Lynn, Massachusetts, who served thirteen 

years in prison.  

  Ron grew up in a single-parent household. Although he was aware of who his dad was, 

his father did not have a relationship with his children. He has two older brothers and a younger 

sister. His older brother James lost his life to gang violence while Ron served time in Norfolk 

Prison. Along with his aunt, his mother migrated north to the Boston, Massachusetts, area from 

Waynesboro, Georgia. His mother and aunt moved north during the great migration of African 

Americans, looking for better opportunities in the northern part of the United States, primarily 

working as domestics for well-off white families in the 1950s. One of the attractions in moving 

north was the educational opportunities for their children. Ron states that one reason his mother 

and aunt chose the Boston area was that it was well known to be an excellent center for higher 

learning. “My older brother and I attended well-known Massachusetts, more notable private prep 



 

 
   

28 

schools. We spent the earlier years at Fenn School in Concord, Massachusetts, which is historic 

and well known. And then St Mark's, an independent school league here in Massachusetts. So, 

my education was basically in preparatory schools in Massachusetts.” 

The family is very close-knit. The two sisters have never lived more than a bus ride away 

from each other. Every weekend the first generation of cousins spent together. The weekends 

were full of food, laughter, and watching “Soul Train.” In describing his childhood, he indicates, 

“There has never been a time when we were not together." 

Moreover, "Unlike nowadays, where everything is done over technology, ours was 

always physical, around each other. That is the foundation of who I am when you look at it.” 

This foundation is where he describes we learned to take care of each other. The older cousins 

looked after, the younger ones. Also, as the kids became older, they were charged with helping 

the adults who had limited educational opportunities and achievement read their mail and fill out 

important forms. Being available and dependable to his family is an unshakeable bond in Ron's 

life. Later in the interview, it becomes clear that Ron takes this notion to include the community 

at large. 

From kindergarten, Ron attended Boston Public Schools, where he made lifetime 

neighborhood friends. In those days prior to bussing, kids in the neighborhood walked to school. 

It was a time when families knew each other, and the adults felt a responsibility to all the kids 

living in the neighborhood. After the 5th grade, Ron and his older brothers begin attending prep 

school. He restates how his mother was adamant that her kids get a good education. At the time, 

the mayor of Boston, Kevin White, instituted a program where some minority students were 

selected to attend private prep schools as a part of the METCO (Metropolitan Council for 

Education Opportunity) initiative. The Kitter family provided scholarships. George Kitter was a 
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well-known Boston area attorney. Ron and his brother received full scholarships to attend Fenn 

School, Concord, New Hampshire, an all-boys institution. In remembering his early time at 

Fenn, Ron describes how he felt. 

 
“We were at a disadvantage at Fenn, an all-boys school in historic Concord, Massachusetts, and 
we did well there. The sons of some of the prominent families of Massachusetts attended there. It 
is a different culture than the inner city and welfare background, to go to places where people had 
houses and stuff like that. Nevertheless, I had some great teachers and advisors; It was a nurturing 
environment.” 
 
He goes on to say, 
 

 
“I was captain of the football, basketball, and lacrosse team last year. My grades 
ranged between C plus and B plus. Maybe a couple of times, I got an A in there 
because it was different than when I was in public school where my grades were 
A's and B's; that was the only thing acceptable by my mother. The workload and 
the expectations were higher in prep school. I did not have the background that 
some of the other students had. My mother's advice was to be as good as the best 
student, which I tried to do. I tried to emulate the best student's habits, and 
obviously, we had advisors who were there to help. Then I went on to St Marks, an 
independent school prep school. This one was coed, and I did very well there.” 

 
 
Like most children, Ron wanted to please and make his mother proud. Later it becomes clear that 

the pressure to succeed and his mental health challenges become a catalyst for problematic 

behavior that contributed to his path to incarceration. He left St. Mark's in his senior year to play 

basketball at Ridge and Latin, which featured future NBA Hall of Famer Patrick Ewing, although 

that reason for leaving did not quite work out as he had hoped. His basketball skill level did not 

meet the level of play required for the team. The primary reason for leaving prep school was 

because it allowed him to maintain employment while going to school. He felt obliged to 

contribute to the family’s well-being, and the years in prep school did not afford for him to 

contribute in that manner. The advanced credits from attending prep school allowed him to 

attend school in the morning and work in the afternoon. 
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In the question inquiring about his faith tradition, it is of particular interest that he affirms 

having a faith tradition but describes his grandmothers and great-grandmothers relationship to 

the church, whereas he was ancillary.  

“Oh, yes. My family would go back a few times to Georgia, where my grandmother 
was deep into the church. Furthermore, I believe a couple of the years she lived 
right there on the church grounds as one of the deaconesses, she and my great-
grandmother were deep in the church. At Mark's, we had chapel services. The 
campus had a chapel. We had to go to formal chapel services Thursdays and 
Sundays every week. At home in Boston, we were still in the church. In a sense, 
there were churches right there in the neighborhood that we visited. I just went on 
my own and sometimes with other people. The church was an underpinning of our 
upbringing.” 

 

In considering his understanding of his faith today, Ron describes himself as a spiritual 

person. He describes his spiritual understanding in this way, “I believe the heavenly almighty 

does not have to be just in an edifice. It does not have to be the dogma of a formal setting in a 

particular building. So, I read something of a spiritual value every day.” He looks to the ten 

commandments as his guide for life and readily acknowledges that in his life, he has fallen short 

and continues to be a work in progress. He describes his understanding of the divine as a 

protective cloak that protected and guided him through complicated cultural dynamics. Going 

away to prep school, he learned to mask. In other words, not let his differing cultural and family 

configurations stick out in a setting where he was a minority. His spiritual cloak was something 

that was stable in a community he was learning to navigate. It is interesting to see the duality of 

the pressure of trying to fit into an alien culture and community life while also feeling welcomed 

into new surroundings. He describes the duality in this way. 

“In those days, Boston was going through the height of the busing crisis. For most 
of my early prep school classmates at Finn in Concord, Massachusetts, if there were 
not, African-American people who were domestics the most that they would see of 
African Americans would be somebody coming to the Concord Reformatory 
Prison. It was a bubble society in the suburbs. I know I was their first Black friend 
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for a lot of them. I did spend nights and weekends at some of their homes. I am sure 
that had not occurred before I became their classmate.” 

 
He continues 
 

“Yes, Fenn was a very open community; as I said, there were not very many African 
Americans in the town, so I was young. I would take the public transportation from 
Dorchester to Concord from the sixth grade up to graduation. I would take the 
Boston main train from the North Station. Furthermore, even though it was like the 
height of racism, porters on the Boston main train would let me leave my suitcase 
with them while I waited on the train. The Celtics and the Bruins might be playing 
there at the Boston Garden and never any problems at the North Station. 
Furthermore, when I got off Concord sometimes in the warmer weather, I would 
walk with my suitcase up Monument Street, past the Old North Bridge and, and 
arrive at the campus, or if there were a passing person or police officers, they would 
pick me up because they knew that I was going to Fenn school.” 

 
 

The interview moves into the areas of initial engagement with law and enforcement, the 

reasons for the encounters with law enforcement along with the pressure to perform, and the 

associated guilt of not living up to the family and the community in Boston standards in his eyes. 

He internalizes the guilt and shame that manifest themselves as destructive behaviors. 

 Interviewer: 

Tell me about your first encounter with law enforcement and the broader criminal justice 

system? 

Ron: 

Poverty. I grew up under the auspices of the ten commandments, and “thou shall not 

steal” prominent in those commandments. My heart desired things that my family could not 

provide for me. I think shoplifting, whether it was articles of clothing or some foodstuff at times, 

that would have been the beginning. My mother and family did not condone that behavior. Trust 

me; the discipline was severe when caught, 

Interviewer 
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Poverty and your engagement with the criminal justice system or law enforcement, did that 

alter what you thought about God or a higher, higher power?  

Ron: 
I do not think so. I think it was more a sense of guilt, not for being caught but for not 

being up to those standards that my family, my mother, in particular, had set for me, as well as 
the teachers at those schools. I felt bad. I let many people down. I said I came from an 
impoverished background. So, most families were single parents, functionally illiterate, in some 
cases. My brother or I often had to read their paperwork to them or help somebody with 
documents to maintain specific social stuff. Thus, when I got in trouble, I was supposed to go on 
to be better. I believe the book was, The Talented Tenth, W.E.B Dubois spoke about. That is 
what I and others were looked at when we left the poor community to be educated. We were 
supposed to learn to better ourselves to better our community, in essence, the African-American 
race. So, I felt guilty. 
 

Interviewer: 

Did you feel pressure? Was that pressure real or imagined pressure? 

Ron: 
Extreme pressure. There is always pressure. I could not even have streaks on my papers, 

you know, with the number two pencil, you know, it was not like a good eraser. Assignments 
rewrote the whole thing. So yeah, there was extreme pressure through SATs and everything. 
Real and imagined it existed in my mind. My brother and I had the same experiences, but he is 
different. We have had the same experiences other than he has never been involved with the 
criminal justice system. So, we had the same background, but his life turned out differently. So, 
the flaws are with me as opposed to anything else. 

The guilt was about making my mother proud. When at Fenn school, part of the 
curriculum was public speaking. I remember that everybody picked a poem or play or 
something—mine was Crystal Stairs by Langston Hughes in honor of my mother. So I was the 
only African-American person in the auditorium, and I am sure that not many of the adults might 
have known whom Langston Hughes was as opposed to Robert Frost or something of that nature. 
On those crystal stairs in honor of my mother, I did that on hard climbing. 
 

Interviewer: 

Describe the events that led to your long-term incarceration? 

Ron: 
That happened years later. I would have been in my mid-twenties, and I was in Tampa, 

Florida, where my mother's father lived with his second wife. I went down there to assist him. I 
had already been previously exposed to like being jailed overnight, some hooligan stuff but 
down there I was, uh, um, it was the start of the whole crack cocaine time, and I did not use, but 
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to make extra money, I sold crack. Also, while I was down there, I was attending Temple 
College of Business; I got caught trying to sell to a white person. He was in a bad neighborhood. 
I thought I was helping him out, and he tried to rob me, and then a scuffle ensued. I stabbed him. 
He almost died. I went to jail, between the lingering juvenile charges in Massachusetts. It was 13 
and a half years straight. 

I went to court, and they gave me a chance to clean up my stuff. However, at that time, 
Governor King, Walpole Prison, was always on the news for riots and murders. I left and never 
came back and eventually joined the military because I had no conviction yet; I could join the 
military. So those things were just still outstanding. Robbery charges were still on the books in 
Massachusetts, and they just brought that up when I finished.  

I believe my Florida sentence for assault and battery with a deadly weapon was 15 to 30 
years. I taught myself law with the help of other jailhouse lawyers, and I reduced my time down 
there. The State of Florida sent me to Massachusetts knowing that I had outstanding stuff on the 
books. I sent a writ of Habeas Corpus and asked them to bring me back. So with the whole 
situation in Florida, I lessened the time down there, brought back to Massachusetts for the 
youthful armed robberies that were still open cases, and they offered a deal for 10 to 25 years. 
I said no way. I represented myself and got it down to 9 to 15, with everything in Florida running 
concurrently with Massachusetts. 
Interviewer: 

You served 13 and a half years between states. How were you feeling about you during that 

time? 

 Ron: 
  I would say the initial part when I went to prison in Florida, I had gone to these boys 
schools., so there are regimes, there is always a headmaster or somebody in charge and then to 
the military. There were always parameters with an official person. So in that sense, it was not 
hard. The hardest thing was the lack of being in groups of people in prison. This moment is 
where education and books were important. Prison culture does not allow much for organized 
rehabilitation or engagement. Many people in prison are functionally illiterate or suffer from 
mental health issues. It is an artificial, contrived environment.  
Interviewer: 

It is interesting because you mentioned rehabilitation was not really on the table in those 

days. You may find this interesting to note that from say 1959 up through the 70’s 

rehabilitation, the medical model was at the forefront concerning reentry; in urban 

environments, crime started to increase, and so did the political rhetoric of being tough on 

crime. The emphasis went from rehabilitation and reintegration to punishment.  

Ron: 
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Especially in Massachusetts, that change was noticeable where Massachusetts, In 
Massachusetts at one point, had been integral in the practices of rehabilitation that were used 
worldwide. That all changed, especially under Governor Weld, whose slogan was “re-
introducing prisoners to the joys of breaking rocks ."That was his get tough on all programs, 
which there were many in Massachusetts compared to other parts of the country, Florida being 
one of them. When I got back here, there was nothing, and down in Florida, it was nothing, 
nothing other than lifting weights, watching TV, soap operas, and minimal books in a library. 
Along with harsh punishment. If you did something, they put you in the K wing. Then, they 
would take you outside the walls and do stupid things under the threat of shotguns, but it was a 
whole different mentality about incarceration; rehabilitation was not in the cards. 
 

How was your faith during this time? 

Ron: 
In both states, criminal justice systems religious programs, the State of Massachusetts and 

Florida in their church programs when possible. Not only to receive the "good time," but you 
also get "good" time for participating programs. I experienced the community effect being 
around like-minded people. I mean, everybody across the board wanted the "good time" to lessen 
their prison sentence. Still, there was also the feeling that there is a place to come and reflect 
about life and the troubles you had caused yourself and your family and communities and stuff of 
that nature. I have always found in my prison time that the people in any of the religious, or 
mostly the religious and the rehabilitation programs that are allowed, are of a different bent, so to 
speak, as opposed to somebody who wants to play sports or lift weights. 
Interviewer: 

Did your time of incarceration inform who you are spiritually? 

Ron: 
Yeah, I think so. History shows that many great thinkers have had a time of incarceration. 

A metamorphosis occurred for those who were open to the spirit not only to seek the change in 
their personal life, but I like to consider myself part of that group to look out to do things for 
other people too. As bad as it was in my little world, it was worse for others, and some of those 
others are not incarcerated. So, I tried to better myself and look at my character flaws to serve 
people better. 
Interviewer: 

How can faith or spiritual communities, in your own opinion, be effective in assisting men 

and women coming back from long-term incarceration? 

That is a two-part answer on my behalf. If I could do something across the board, say 
here in Massachusetts, but television is pretty much in every prisoner cell and the regular 
television programming. It is what it is. If there was a component that was mandated by the 
department of corrections, that some of the spiritual ones that pass the muster of the boards could 
be just put on the TV, you know one channel, like they do the movies every week and just put 
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that on and let it run continuously. A person with long-term incarceration by osmosis will ingest 
and pick up some of the good stuff that some of that programming will present to them. I think 
that should be something; rehabilitation coming outward starts with groups like the sharing 
circle, where you are in a setting that is not pretentious, not where people are just putting on a 
show because there is no good time to be earned. It is just good living to be learned. More of 
those types of groups that deal with ethnicity, gender, sexuality should be incorporated into the 
reentry program. 
Interviewer: 

So, a program where a person can bring their whole self and not just parts of themselves? 

Ron: 
I had wanted to start something in that regard. I was going to call it the church of the lost 

and found with the Right Reverend Ronald. Nevertheless, you know that was just a pipe dream. 
So I am not the arbitrator of all that is good and bad or right and wrong, but I think society does 
perfunctory stuff for reentry on those levels you mentioned earlier. Still, the spiritual essence is 
complex for them to comprehend how essential it is when outside the prison walls; people who 
have not gone to prison may not be personally engaged with that. So as a society, you are coming 
back maybe with a spiritual aspiration to a group of people who are just trying to do the nine to 
five, mother, father, family unit way of living and spirituality may not be part, a big part of the 
community that you are going to or your family. So, they come up to say, oh, you went to jail, 
now you want to be a holy roller, where you wear your church on your sleeve. Some of its 
societal norms prevent spiritual aspirations for a person's leaving prison seeking. 
Interviewer: 

I wonder if the dogma of religious thinking could change if framed and presented as 

personal work and not trying to get you to know Jesus or any other deity. Believe what you 

believe, but it is more about doing your inward work to be okay with you. Would that be 

better?  

Ron: 
I just believe that, like when I came up, the Black church was more instrumental in 

community life and enhanced the individuals in that community's life in all aspects. You knew 
the ladies with their hats on Sunday, but you would also see them Monday through Saturday 
obligated to open the door for them, help them at the laundry mat, help them at grocery stores. 
All of that dissipated over the years—the sense of the church in the communities that I grew up 
in. As I say, people migrated from the south to the north, and it was families that knew each 
other for 10, 15 years. That is now gone—that sense of community in the church that is part of 
the larger community. 
Interviewer: 
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Do you think, in your opinion, the Black church or any church is ill-equipped to deal with 

people who have lived through incarceration? 

Ron: 
Society today is more secular. There are as many churches now as you see liquor stores 

in a community. There was always something, the dances at a church, a gathering during the 
week, you know, where even if you did not go as a child, you knew your auntie or her friends 
were going over there to play bingo in the church. Church basketball leagues, things of that 
nature. It says it is not the center of the community like it used to be. Thus, that probably has 
impacted church groups who used to go inside the prison. The dictates of the department of 
corrections have lessened the ability by setting up impediments. So, people who have the heart 
for the incarcerated do not want to deal with intrusiveness and burdens. So that has closed that 
avenue off for people to be engaged inside with a group that could offer healthy engagement. 
Furthermore, once you are released, continue the meeting with the group. 
Interviewer: 

Now that all of that incarceration is behind you. Living your life, trying to be the best you 

can be. Whom do you believe yourself to be now after imprisonment? 

Ron: 
I am a more mature, well-rounded, and expansive thinking person. When I was younger, I 

probably had too much pride. I had accomplishments. I knew I had accomplished a lot. I had 
been exposed to a lot. I had done well academically and athletically in school. I was not a person 
who had, um, problems engaging in any group. It did not matter where I was. I did not think I 
was the focal point of any group, but I could be like a chameleon. I could mingle and just be with 
whoever was there. Moreover, I matured because I accepted myself and could accept others. 

Furthermore, in many ways, when I first got out of prison, to my detriment when I looked 
back on it, I wanted to make up for past mistakes in the sense, the overriding sense of guilt for 
not having achieved some of the things that I was positioned to do in life. So, I did a lot of social 
justice work, and it caused a little bit of a mental breakdown and was stressful enough that I was 
held over in Maclean's Mental Health Hospital for a little while for stress and the onset of 
bipolar. I worked in a convent with nuns when I first taught adult education. I worked with the 
city mission society, the oldest social service agency in the country, if not Massachusetts. I have 
set up programs that have affected the lives of thousands of ex-offenders and their families. I put 
together a directory called the Coming Home Directory, a reference book for ex-offenders and 
their loved ones to help get them back on the righteous path. 

The material the department of corrections had was outdated. I took it upon myself with 
the help of five patrons who did social justice work to go around to every social justice agency in 
the Commonwealth of Massachusetts to get their pamphlets and put it all together into a book. 
That is now online. You will not see my name on there. You will see Carol Stripe's name 
because, when I was falling into substance abuse and the mental breakdown, I did not want my 
name to be a distraction from the services one could get from using the book. 
Interviewer: 
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When you were dealing with substance abuse, what was going on in your life at that time?  

Ron: 
In 2005, I just got caught up in a bad situation where a woman I was involved with 

passed me a crack pipe, and I was off to the races, you. It changed a lot in my life because I was 
very influential in Massachusetts's reentry world and social justice world. It became evident 
concisely that my life had changed for the worst, which amplified the guilt. 
Ron: 

My brother is my hero. He has gone ahead of me; unlike my trials and tribulations, he 
went on to get married, have children, and never been involved with the criminal justice system 
and retired from the military in a leadership role capacity. He works for the State of 
Massachusetts designing websites for the Department of Transitional Assistance. He is very well 
known. His wife, whom I said, recently passed, was going through her cancer stuff. My brother 
had come to me and said, Ron, I keep hearing stories about you in the city streets. You have been 
locked up for a long time. I do not want you to hurt anybody or get hurt, you know? When the 
phone rings at night at my house, he says that I think somebody is calling about some bad news. 
I mentioned earlier; we lost a younger brother to street violence. So, he said, you got to change 
your life. So that day, I went down to the New England Center of Homeless Veterans to the 90- 
day treatment program. Moreover, I stayed for two years in that 90-day program. I just repeated 
it over and over and over until I got my mind right. I stayed in the substance abuse unit for two 
years, and they got me housing out where I currently reside in  
Interviewer: 

Is there an aspect of your story that we have not covered that you want to share? 

Ron: 
Yes, I think there is too much importance placed on the trivial right now in society. I 

believe things that matter to a person who is incarcerated are not elevated to serious 
consideration. Their potential success afterward deals with the educational capacity, especially as 
we get into a more technologically advanced society. The assistance of helping people deal with 
their inner demons like mine is the feelings of guilt for not having achieved like others in my 
peer group, given assistance afforded to me. I ended up not living up to the expectations. 
Furthermore, I am sure that other people have faced those inner demons of guilt that could 
manifest into drug and substance abuse. It is like the train that keeps picking up speed or like an 
avalanche. 

The reason I gravitated toward groups like the sharing circle or being a volunteer for a 
city mission society with Reverend Cooper or working with Eugene Rivers at the Ella Baker 
House and doing that program, setting up speaker’s bureaus with churches. I believe that was my 
way of putting into place a manner where I would always be around church stuff. So, everything 
coincided with a church in some form of all my outside activities. Every group that I dealt with 
outside of my family was spiritually associated. As I look back, a Reverend was running it or 
attached to a grant from a church program. 
Interviewer 

How did you come to the Cambridge sharing circle?  



 

 
   

38 

Ron: 
When I got out of prison, I went to the churches, they had this group at DEMEC, and it 

was like all deacons and reverends anybody with the program, and they were trying to figure out 
how to help ex-offenders. I met a whole bunch of people in the clergy there. One of them was 
Reverend Cooper. And then there was a Father Brian and Father Brian in Fort Hill, a group of 
men staying at his house following Delancey Street model, which I believe is the California way 
of rehabilitation. And from going over there to just participate with that collection of people 
staying at his house, we moved over more prominent when it got bigger. We moved to a church 
located off-center street in Jamaica Plain. From there, the sharing circle evolved by word of 
mouth. And so, I have been in that for like full 15 years. And then, you know, over the while that 
was up and running, as I said, I have put together that directory, and the Quakers in Cambridge 
had a material aids program where people get clothing and housing, as well as their criminal 
justice session. As I said, I always engaged in something related to the church. So, when I got out 
of prison, the Quakers were part of my support system. When I first got out, I volunteered at the 
material aids program. 
Interviewer: 
 
Thank you, Ron. Thank you for sharing. 
 
 
Story Two: 
 
Bruce G is a 57-year-old white male from Pittsfield, Massachusetts, who served 28 years in 
prison.  
 

Bruce was born to parents who married in the 1960s. He has three siblings. One of his 

earliest memories is of his mother leaving him and his siblings as a neighbor and never coming 

back. He was 2 ½ years old when he and his siblings were put into foster care. He describes the 

foster home as being strict. He describes their first foster home in this way. 

 
“The foster parents had rules like if you lied, you kneeled in the corner with your head up with 
your hands behind your back for as long as they said. This punishment quickly became their 
favorite punishment for me because my brothers and sisters would blame everything on me. Every 
glass broke in the kitchen; it was Brian; if something was messy or in the bathroom, it was Brian. 
I was the scapegoat for all of them, so one day, when I was about five and went to my foster parents 
and told them that I had wet the bed. It was 2 a.m., and the only bathroom on the first floor, so 
they guided me to the toilet by pushing me down the stairs, which ruptured my spleen and broke 
my leg. I was in the hospital for six months, and they decided not to put me back in a foster home.” 
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Between the ages of 3 and 5, Bruce experienced abandonment from his mother and abuse 

from his foster parents. Three adults who were charged with his care and safety became the 

cause of trauma and wounds that he would spend the majority of his life trying to overcome. As 

a result, all the foster children (Bruce and his siblings) were removed from the home by the state. 

The siblings were separated, compounding the trauma. The two girls went to one home, while 

Bruce and his brother remained together. Bruce recalls 

 “And Jimmy and I were in a foster home for 4 1/ 2 years; it was with an older couple with grown 
kids, and while we were there, it was pretty good. We could swim, play baseball, martial arts. You 
know, boxing whatever we wanted to do. We learned how to ride our bikes there, so Christmas 
was great. The family did have punishments that were not as harsh as the people before the first 
foster home.” 
 

He describes being disciplined in the new foster home in this way. 

“You would sit in a chair, and you would have to sit for a half-hour with the clock that would 
tick (seconds) like it as a kid you know half hour was forever, especially if you have to listen 
ticking you know, and so that was their punishment which can be bothersome. Now, I realize 
that every time I hear that ticking sound, it reminds me of being punished. Nothing in my house 
has that sound today. Jimmy (brother) played catch with my foster father, and I rode my bike in 
front of the house.”  
 
Unfortunately for Bruce and his brother, the safe, nurturing environment would be short-lived. 

The foster father had a severe heart attack and died. Bruce recalls how he and his brother 

received the news. 

“My foster father had a heart attack and went to the hospital with my foster mother with them, 
and when my foster mother came back, we had asked where Dad was, and she said, oh, he went 
to visit Jesus.” 
  As a result of the tragic death of the foster father, both boys were placed into another 

temporary living arrangement. During this time, Bruce's mother tried to regain visitation 

privileges. Bruce's biological father, who had been out of the picture for several years, began to 

see his children once a year on Father's Day. 
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“We did see our father once a year on Father's Day; he used to take us to an amusement park. I got 
to see my sisters on and off during the visit; my mother was trying to make an effort to get us all 
back together. Nevertheless, we are placed in another foster home with three younger kids, then 
Jimmy and me.” 
 
In the next foster home, Bruce describes being punished severely for perceived infractions in this 

way. However, now he is 13 years old and able to resist the harsh treatment somehow. 

“The father was an ex- Vietnam vet in the next foster home with anger issues. The punishment 
was 1 000 times worse. We had to eat soap. My brother and I were also put in a Catholic school. 
I was all right until I had my first girlfriend and walked her home. I was punished severely for 
any perceived infraction when I got home from school. I could not see her anymore. Now 12 
years old, trying to figure out if what I wanted was worth the punishment. He never hit us, but he 
would pick us up throw us against the cabinets, as you know. Moreover, I guess that they could 
be traumatic, I think. I have gotten tired of eating soap and writing 1 000 times and the girl that I 
was seeing used to write so small so when he told me to write 1 000 times, I used to write so 
small that they could barely read it, you know what I mean to piss him off. However, his kids 
never seem to have gotten the brunt of anything. The kids were angels compared to Jimmy and 
me. We are a problem child from Foster.” 
 

One particular incident stands out to Bruce in this foster home. His foster mother had the 

habit of taking off her wedding ring to do the dishes. One day the ring went missing, and Bruce 

and his brother were blamed. After being adamant, that he and his brother did not take the ring, 

the foster father called the police. They were bought to the police station, placed in the 

interrogation room, and grilled for over an hour. This moment is significant because both boys 

were in preteens. Both boys continued to profess their innocence. A few days later, the mother 

went into the refrigerator for butter to make toast, and the ring was in the butter. The oldest son 

of the couple, who was five years old, placed the ring in the butter because his mother used 

butter as a way to remove the ring ease.   

“So, I mean, we went with him to the police station crying. I was like, I do not know what happened 
to the ring.” 
 
The problematic situation at the 3rd fosters parents’ home continued. Bruce relays the situation, 

“So, I met this other girl who lived the street over from where we were, and I decided that I was 
going to run away. I ran away to her house; it was pretty cool because I could look out the 
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window and see when the cops showed up at my foster home. They showed up at the girl's house 
because they knew we were talking. I am behind the door when the cops are asking for me. So, 
the cops left, and the DSS worker left, and then I decided that I was wrong and went home. I 
should have gone home when the cops were there, and again you know I got picked up and 
slammed against the wall.” 
 
During this time, Bruce's biological mother secured visitation rights. Also, in this period, his 

biological father passes away. Bruce describes the visitation as a ploy for his foster parents to 

send food on his weekend visits and the ultimate goal to get his social security check due to his 

father's death. 

“There was never any food in my mother's house at that time. So, my brothers and sisters knew 
that I would bring food every time I showed up for a weekend visit, so they could not wait for 
me to come in this weekend. When my father died, all the four of us were getting Social Security 
checks, but my mother was only getting three. She had gotten Jimmy, Jesse, and Lynne, so the 
only one she was not getting was mine. She fought to get me back so that she could get the 
money. So now she is getting all four checks, and she is getting welfare from my little brother. 
It was funny one day (I noticed there still is not much food), and after eating one plate of food, I 
asked whether I could have more food. Now I overeat, you know she is getting this in the 80s, 
and she is getting around two grand a month, and the rent was $350.00.” 
 
He continues his description of the time surrounding his return to living with his mother. 
 

“My mother decides that I am too much of a pain, remember she is getting my Social Security. 
She offered my aunt $100 a month to take me in. Eventually, I went back home because my aunt 
lost her place and I had nowhere to go. I was home for about a month before I decided to ask my 
grandparents my mother’s parents, if they had a room for me. If I can, I live with him, and he could 
be my legal guardian so he could afford for me to be there.”  
 

Bruce moves in with his grandparents and his uncle Johnny, his mother’s youngest 

brother. He describes his uncle Johnny as a mama's boy who was always intoxicated. He and his 

cousins were young, and the uncle supplied them with alcohol. The family dynamics are 

dysfunctional, and Bruce continues to be collateral damage in the lives of broken adults. He 

describes his uncle borrowing twenty dollars from him. Later that night, his uncle comes back to 

his grandparents’ home drunk and picks a fight. 
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“We are both living at my grandfather's house; he comes back home smashed drunk, and we are 
sitting and playing cards with my grandparents. He comes in and gets cigarettes; while smoking 
cigarettes and playing cards, my uncle comes in and puts his hands around my neck like to choke 
me while he is drunk. I take my cigarette, and I burn his handoff, and I said, let go of me. He got 
mad at me because I would beat him in an arm-wrestling a week earlier. So now he is furious. 
Do you know what I mean? He is mad about the other thing. We were in the kitchen; I backed up 
to where the strainer was in the sink, and my grandfather decided to step in front of me right as I 
reached back into the sink grab strainer. I was trying to grab a knife to tell you the truth, but I 
came up with a tablespoon that punched him (Johnny) in the jaw; right then, he ran out of the 
house goes to my mother's house of all places. This incident is all my fault! He ends up going to 
the hospital that night. I fractured his jaw.” 
 

He remembers his grandmother's reaction to the altercation as one who was more concerned 

about Johnny. “Johnny, Johnny, Johnny, Johnny, Johnny. Bruce, this is all your fault." Johnny 

becomes addicted to the pain meds and starts drinking while taking the pain killers. The incident 

blows over, and things get somewhat back to a calm existence. There is a continuous through-

line in Bruce's life of problematic adults. His uncle once again would be at the center of a 

traumatic event. Bruce talks his family, including his uncle Johnny into having a family outing of 

night fishing and drinking. Johnny arrives early to start fishing. His uncle comes to where the 

rest of the family has gathered with his first fish of the night. They are all gathered around the 

bonfire when two strangers ask to join the party. Bruce indicated he told the two strangers this 

was a gathering of just family. The two guys are offended that they will not be invited into the 

group.  

“Then they notice Johnny, who has a fishing knife in his hand, and are like, what are you going 
to do with a knife? It is just a fishing knife. The guy was about Johnny having a knife, but he was 
not threatening anyone. Well, so next thing you know, they are talking crap. Johnny decides he is 
run's home call the cops; we live right at the top of the hill from where we were hanging out. So, 
one of the guys decides to chase him (Johnny). Johnny gets to the front porch of the house while 
he is trying to get in, and the guy grabs him to turn around, and then Johnny stabs him with the 
fishing knife as he turns around. We lived near railroad tracks. The guy stumbles across the 
railroad tracks, falls, and dies. So, it was my fault Johnny killed a guy because I wanted them to 
leave us alone, and night fishing as a family was my idea. So, the family is against me. Even 
though I am family to them, I am just a lousy foster kid. They can call DSS anytime they want 
them to come and get me.” 
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After the last incident with his uncle Johnny, he moved back in with his mother for a 

while. He describes one of his mom's drinking buddies as needing a babysitter. He believed 

things were starting to get better. He ended up babysitting for five nights a week, essentially 

moving in with the family. Eventually, they formalized the living arrangements with DSS 

(Department of Social Services) as a foster child. At this point, he has lived in five different 

foster homes, including his grandparents' home. 

“I am 16 years old living with them, and Sharon, my mother's friend, did more for me than my 
mother ever did in 2 1/ 2 years I lived with her, like birthday presents and all kinds of things, but 
my mother was so mad at me that they took the Social Security to check out of her hands. So now 
I am ostracized again. I am just a nasty dude in the foster system. She tells the other kids, if you 
are bad, I am going to put you in a foster home like Bruce.” 
 

Bruce describes his childhood as void of long-lasting friends. He was moving 3 or 4 times 

a year and changing schools as a roadblock to any substantive friendships. He remembers feeling 

out of place in the 10th grade resulting from being held back resulting from moving from school to 

school. He describes himself as someone who loves to learn and is deprived of that opportunity 

early in his life. 

 “I am 17 going to high school. I stayed back in school one year, so I am like the oldest kid in the 
the10th grade. I will tell you I want to go to school right now. However, it is impossible to finish 
the school year if you move three or four times in the school year. As a result, I do not have any 
childhood friends from school because I moved so many times. I do not remember their names. I 
do not know any last words; I have no childhood friends. In August, a different girl I am seeing 
tells me she is moving away, and in September, I am starting school again. I quit school and got 
a job with all the things going on. I had a permit, and I ended up getting an apartment that was 
right underneath where my foster parents lived. I rented the basement apartment.” 
 
Interviewer: 
 
What led to your first encounter with law enforcement and the broader criminal justice 
system? Describe your interactions? 
 

Bruce: 
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So, my crime happened one night when I was babysitting. I was downstairs in my 
apartment, but all the kids were asleep, and I was looking, and 12 -year-old came downstairs, and 
she saw me watching porn. Furthermore, I was not fully dressed. She suggested that we do 
certain poses that are in the porn. We take pictures imitating the porn. We used a polaroid 
because we could see if we matched what was being acted out a minute later. We took five shots. 
I took the pictures, ripped them up, and put them in the trash. Eventually, I ended up getting into 
an argument with my foster father. I ended up moving in with my aunt in West Springfield, Ma. 
So, I begin the process of moving. I am still cleaning out the basement apartment and taking the 
trash out when one of the bags rips. 
 

My foster father decides to transfer half the stuff into one of the other bags we are 
carrying out. He called me up to say he found one of the pictures. He wanted $300.00 and my car 
to keep quiet. I had an 85 Pontiac Fiero. I am like, no, I am not Hugh Hefner. I did not think I 
was going to jail. Her parents found out, and I figured they would not let me babysit anymore, 
but like I never thought I was going to jail. I hung up the phone. I do not believe from that 
conversation that I was going to jail. Otherwise, I would have negotiated with him. 
 

They give the cops the pictures and pick me up at a bowling alley. My mom was selling 
drugs out of her house, so the cops came by her home five times looking for me. She knew that 
night I was at the bowling alley. So, she told the cops, yeah, my son is at the bowling alley every 
Saturday night. So, they pick me up. We get to the station, then they put the picture down in 
front of me, with my cigarettes and my lighter and everything right there and a pad of paper 
down to make a statement. I call my lawyer. He is my former foster father that I lived with 
before when my mother petitioned to take me out of their home, so she could get the social 
security check I received because my father died. He and his wife were both lawyers. He cannot 
come to bail me out because I have to go to court first to get bail. He said I would probably be let 
off with five-year probation and a suspended sentence. My bail hearing is around my birthday. 
My hearing is scheduled for January 23rd, and Mr. Brady has a major stroke on the 20th. Not just 
like a small stroke-like, even when I talk to him today because I am still in contact, he slurs his 
words.  

Interviewer: 

 
How was your faith during this time? 

Bruce 
That is a tricky question to answer. When this all happened, my head was spinning. 

Remember, I am just a 17-year-old kid. There was so much going on that it was hard to think. 
Eventually, I asked God, why me? What did I do to disserve this situation? Anyone who finds 
themselves in that situation asks the same type of questions.  
Interviewer: 
 
How did you manage life? Describe any memories that stand out? 

Bruce 
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I ended up being sentenced to 40 years. Because it was a juvenile situation, I was only 
supposed to serve four years. The mother of the girl I took pictures with even goes to court and 
says I do not want Brian to go to jail. The judge is like; you do not want to go to jail? Moreover, 
she was like, no, that is my son. I get the house of correction. In this particular house of 
correction, you have to be 18 years old to be in population. I have to wait 20 days in my room 
because I am too young to be in the main population. 

Nevertheless, you can use the phone and shower; I need to tell you this part. One day I 
wanted to make a phone call, and this person gave me these newspapers, so I have something to 
read when I get back to my room. As I walk back to my room, two African-Americans walk up 
to me and are like; you will give us two packs of cigarettes on Tuesday. Please do not be 
offended; this is what I said to him. I said, what do you mean nigger? The other said he called us 
niggers, so I threw the newspapers one of them, and I just started hitting the other one. I just beat 
him until the C/O (Correctional Officer) came. This guy was like Hamburg when I got done. I 
was on top of them, just beating them, and finally, the C/O has arrived, and they tried like hell to 
get me off of them. 

I get to be put on lockdown. The following day, I got people coming up to me, offering 
me cigarettes and asking if I needed anything. Word travels fast around the prison. The 80s was 
kind of rough in prison between the Blacks and whites in Massachusetts, but now I have all these 
Black dudes coming up to me teaching me how to play cribbage, bis wiz, and spades. We played 
spades through the little cubby window. All of this stuff that happened is all pre-trial. So, I get 
sentenced, and I go to Concord, and Concord is the classification center; now, my newspaper 
article comes up. 

So now I am known as this little tough guy in the house correction. I will protect myself 
even being outnumbered like 3 to 1. Concord was crazy. They had cut back all the Springfield 
people for a year to get everybody else at the Concord classification center processed and then 
sent for all the Springfield people up in January, February March of the following year. 
Springfield and Boston did not get along. It was like rival gangs of the Crips and Bloods back 
then. I liked it compared to the other place. This facility had more freedom, better food, and a 
more extensive gym. I found the best in a workout partner. 

The gym was in the basement, and I would work out so hard he would have to carry me 
up the stairs to the cell block. I could not walk upstairs on my own. During that time, I put on 
much mass and gained strength. My new lawyer suggested that all my sentences for the various 
charges run concurrently. Because I was a juvenile, I should not have done more than four years. 
She failed to tell me when I went before the parole board, and I needed to say I did all the things 
which I was convicted.  

Remember, my original lawyer, Mr. Brady, told me I would get time served and 
probation, so I think, okay, I will do the four years and be done. I would never admit to the 
things, so I was denied parole 11 times. Plus, it was the time of Willie Horton, so I think that had 
a lot to do with me doing so much time. The Willie Horton thing happened, and it stopped 
Michael Dukakis from becoming president. So Governor Bill Weld comes in, and he is like, it 
will not happen on my watch, so parole became based on how much time you had left to serve. 
Initially, I had a total of 40 years, but because I was serving concurrently and was a juvenile at 
the time of the offense, I was within the four years to be eligible for parole. 
 

I remember the day that the parole board told me to my face that I was not getting out. I 
did everything I could to get out from mental health training to vocational stuff. They told me the 
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problem was that the rules had changed. Things with family and being locked, you get this weird 
feeling of being abandoned. So, I just ignored them, and I got involved with small engine repair, 
welding, culinary arts and went to college (Boston University). I did not get mad at the world. I 
just changed my focus. So now I am reading many self-help books. I worked out a lot. I am very 
athletic. Sports kept me going. I was a pretty good volleyball player. I was the best white 
basketball player in the HOC (House of Corrections). I am going to the gym, playing basketball 
and volleyball, trying to make the best of it. 

I had connections throughout the whole place. If somebody needed something down in 
the welding shop, I knew somebody. I had contacts in the laundry. I just decided to make 
allegiances. Because of those connections, we put together a team like the best softball team. I 
lived with the Spanish Brothers. I had a tattoo guy right in the Latin Kings. I could hit them up 
and get things from the prison Black market type. You can get bleach and stuff like that and 
bleach. I did almost 29 years, and my family only sent me $120. I had a prison job, but that only 
paid like 1.50 a week 

I think all of it made me stronger. I did not realize it; at first, people mistook me for a guy 
named Roger. This guy got 40 years for molesting his daughter. He was forcing her to perform 
oral sex. He would pop out her teeth with a spoon to make it feel better, and because we both had 
40-year sentences, people thought it was me. Remember, everyone goes through Concord before 
getting permanently placed, so stories traveled.  
 
Interviewer: 
 
Did your time of incarceration inform who you are spiritually? 

Bruce 
In some ways, yes. When I was in prison, I joined the prison choir. At that time, I think I 

was about 18. My best friend in prison was a Christian. The choir gave me a feeling of 
belonging. I never tried to judge anybody. I was aware of my circumstances. Like Tupac says, 
only God can judge. Years later, remember I did 28-years, I was introduced to Quakerism. To be 
honest with you, my friend asked me to come to the gathering because they had good coffee—
this event is where I met Quaker volunteers and was introduced to silent worship. Now, to be 
honest, the idea of silent worship was not what I had anticipated. It helped me to focus and to 
look inward. I have been a quaker for over 20 years, and I embrace the silence. It has taught me 
to look inward first whenever I face a problem. I know God, or whatever you call it, is inside me, 
helping me understand my path. 
 
Interviewer: 
 
How can faith or spiritual communities, in your opinion, be effective in assisting men and 

women coming back from long-term incarceration? 

Bruce 
This remark will sound kind of discriminatory, or I am picking on a religion, but I am 

not. I am using them as an example. Groups like the Catholics who volunteer in the prison 
system promise you will help when you get out. It is oh get in touch with us or come by the 
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church. We will make sure you get the help you need. In reality, you get there, and they do not 
offer any real help. Some of the blame belongs to the DOC (Department of Corrections). If you 
are a civilian volunteer in the prison system, you are not allowed to help a person once they are 
released. If you help, you can no longer volunteer because you become classified as a security 
risk. I guess they think suddenly now you will start smuggling drugs and other contraband into 
the prison because you continued to help on the outside. The only way a volunteer can still help 
on the outside is if their church is an official state-recognized reentry program. It would be nice 
if churches and faith organizations worked together. Some can offer volunteers that go into the 
prisons and then connect with other places who can help once you are out without being 
threatened with losing the ability to volunteer. When you spend years in prison, you develop 
trust and genuine relationships with the volunteers who have come to see you. They take that 
away from you when you leave. There was one volunteer I became particularly close to. Because 
of the crazy rules, he decided to quit the volunteer program to help me once I got out. He was 
like a father to me. As a matter of fact, he officially adopted me years later after I was released. I 
cannot tell you what it means to have a family, a father who wants you after what I have lived 
through. 
 
Interviewer: 
 
Now that incarceration is behind you. Living your life, trying to be the best you be. Whom 

do you believe yourself to be now after imprisonment? 

Bruce 
Well, I am older and hopefully wiser. Because I was denied parole so many times, I 

decided to make self-improvement. I went to college through the prison education program. I 
earned a Bachelor’s from Boston University. Now I own a home. No one thought that was 
possible, including me. My home is a safe space for any former inmate looking for a chance to 
get on their feet. You know, I have two guys renting rooms from me who served lengthy prison 
sentences. My house always has plenty of food, and you can eat what you want and as much as 
you want. We really eat here. In prison, you do not always have enough to eat. That is the one 
thing I vowed would never happen when I got out. 
 
Story Three: 
Matt C is a 59-year-old White male from Meredith, New Hampshire, who served over 35years in 
the prison system.  

Matt is a quiet man who spends most of the time in his bedroom watching movies and 
listening to music. He has severe learning disabilities and schizophrenia that have limited his 
ability to work and make friends. He grew up in a family where sexual abuse and incest regularly 
took place. His father sexually abused 5 of Matt's six siblings. He remembers his three older 
brothers and two younger sisters being abused. In the interview, he recalls vividly and with great 
specificity the details of him walking in on his oldest brother and sister engaging in sexual 
intercourse. However, he does not recall his mother engaging in physical abuse. However, 
according to him, she was the one who sent the children into the room where the abuse would 
take place at various times. 
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Interestingly, Matt did not consider being offered to his father by his mother as abuse. He 
believes his mother was trying to keep the peace the best she could manage. As a result of the 
ongoing abuse the inability to process and resist the problematic family dynamics, Matt began to 
lash out in school. Eventually, the behavior in conjunction with his mental health challenges 
resulted in him spending significant time in a facility that had expertise in dealing with 
behavioral and mental health challenges. 

Matt spent ten years between foster homes and mental institutions. Matt eventually aged 
out of the foster care system and was able to make his own choices around dealing with his 
mental health. At 19, he returned home to the site of his sexual abuse. During his time back in 
the home of his parents, he sexually abused his brother, the youngest of the seven children. 
During the criminal investigation, it was revealed that he engaged in forcible sex with some of 
the children in the foster homes he was placed in by the state. He was convicted of all the 
charges and sentenced to be incarcerated 25 to 45 years. 
 
Ethnographic Analysis. 

The quest for wholeness and unity is present in every life. However, in some ways, every 

life has to deal with destructive forces that are stumbling blocks to achieving this state of being. 

Like Thurman having to confront racism and white supremacy in his time, the ethnographic 

subjects had to confront trauma, neglect, and at times evil dehumanizing behavior at the hands of 

those who were supposed to protect and guide. In other instances, the stumbling blocks present 

in their lives were placed by their own hands. Even though dealing with stumbling blocks and 

evil is disruptive and chaotic, there were moments in their lives when they were reminded of 

their fundamental goodness. In addition, they came to realize God was on their side, invested in 

their success. The divine intent was a life of wholeness that could give way to meaning within 

the community. 

The Cambridge Sharing Circle is a place where each of the ethnographic interviewees is 

reminded, they are fundamentally good, and community meaning-making takes place. This 

notion is significant because Thurman understood that the divine intent of life was to be in a 

community. Bruce is an example of someone who has come to realize his goodness as a human 

being after long and tedious inward work. He realized the abuse, abandonment, and 
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circumstances surrounding his incarceration do not define who he is now. He is clear that the 

things that he endured prior to, during, and after incarceration have not stunted his ability to love. 

It is love that allows him to make community with others who have found themselves living at 

the margin of society. 

Ron and Bruce have known each other since their time in Norfolk prison. There is respect 

and a love for the other that goes beyond superficial awareness and comradery. Their friendship 

based on love and respect has helped each of them navigate life outside of prison. The day after 

the interview with Ron, Bruce was scheduled to come from 3 hours away with a moving truck at 

his expense to help Ron return home to Massachusetts. Thurman posits that a love ethic that 

penetrates all levels of life has to be the center of the community. This kind of love is the 

spiritual food that sustains the community. This dynamic directly results from the community 

members being intentional to prioritize and lift those at the margins. 

One of the tenets Thurman espoused when accessing and navigating the inner life is that 

evil must be dealt with head-on in order for an authentic community to emerge. In this case, evil 

is defined as situations and circumstances that degrade and dehumanize a person's spirit. One 

must first deal with their life externally and internally in a substantive manner. In dealing 

substantively with their lives, one must commit to dealing with themselves kindly and 

graciously. Again, reminding themselves that they are worthy of love regardless of the past and 

mistakes committed. In this space, the creative encounter occurs, and divine love breaks down 

the barriers that have kept the love for oneself and others at arm’s length. Matt C, who was 

sexually abused and a sex abuser, continues to work through the tension in three areas. The 

tension between his love of family that is dysfunctional, guilt for the abuse he committed, and 

the residual shame of being abused. This realm of understanding is significant to Matt because he 
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lives life in the grey areas like many of the formerly incarcerated. The kind of love Thurman is 

advocating allows one to resist extreme suffering. It is hard to deal graciously with yourself 

when you feel guilt and shame. Radical love is the antidote to extreme suffering.   

Ron, Bruce, and Matt have lived through a life that has not always been kind. Their lives 

have been saturated with pain and misunderstandings. The criminal justice and society continue 

to give succor to environments where self-worth is diminished. The inward work they continue 

to navigate is a mitigation tool against living a life without focus and meaning. 
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Chapter Three: 

 
How Shall We Live Together? Barriers and Building Blocks to Community 

 
 

Dr. Howard Thurman led an extraordinary life of critical self-reflection and spiritual 

discipline that allowed him to navigate the twist and turns on the highway of human existence. 

Thurman’s theology of unity and wholeness informs the work of societal reentry. For the 

uninitiated reentering society after long-term incarceration may seem as simple as moving in 

with a friend or family member, obtaining a new job like a returning graduate from college. 

However, men and women who have found themselves on the wrong side of the United States 

criminal justice system face a set of complex issues they are forced to navigate that affect them 

and their families. A significant number of people leaving the prison system are saddled with 

substance abuse issues, mental health needs, limited educational achievement, and the necessary 

job skills to be readily employable. The circumstance has resulted in limited self-esteem and 

worth, contributing to the lack of success in navigating community life, all of which are 

impediments to engaging in and forming an authentic community. For Thurman, the building of 

community starts with the individual. To that end nurturing of a healthy self-fact is done within 

the community. 

“We are all related either positively or negatively to some immediate social unit which provides 
the other-than self- reference which in turn undergirds the sense of self. Such a primary group 
confers persona upon the individual; it fashions and fortifies the character structure.”81 
 

The work of self is critical to the success of the collective life of the community and will be 

 
81 Howard Thurman, Deep Is the Hunger: Meditations for Apostles of Sensitiveness, 1st ed. (New York: Harper & 
Brothers, 1951), 62. 
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addressed in the next chapter. However, in order to build community on a solid foundation it is, 

in my opinion, crucial to have an understanding and working knowledge of the challenges those 

who lived through long-term incarceration continue to navigate. 

 Those misted with the essence of criminality seem to be the only group of people society 

has agreed it is justified to hate and openly discriminate against in society.82 They are unworthy 

of respect, moral concern, and human decency.83 The attitudes toward those transitioning back 

into society from incarceration are similar to the treatment of Negroes’ late 19th and early 20th 

centuries. Both groups are considered lacking character, without purpose and worth, and 

deserving of collective scorn from the society they seek to reenter.84 One can see the vestiges of 

sub-human treatment seen in the enslavement of Black Africans who came to the shores of the 

United States with feet and arms shackled. Slaves were put into cages to await their fate. Today 

those who have committed crimes are put into cages and herded around like cattle.  

 Organizations that seek to address the needs of reentry are wrestling with the question 

that every community that engages with the marginalized tries to answer. The question of how 

shall we live? This question is at the center of every community. Thurman believed the 

community was the most important quest of his life.85 The making of community animated 

Thurman from his childhood through his adult life.86 After a close reading of Thurman's 

theology, it can be concluded that community was the purpose of his ministry. The principle 

 
82 Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow : Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, Revised edition (New 
York : New Press, 2012), 141. 
83 Alexander, 141. 
84 Alexander, 141. 
85 Luther E. Smith, Howard Thurman: The Mystic as Prophet (Washington, D.C.: University Press of America, 1981), 
48. 
86 Howard Thurman, The Search for Common Ground: An Inquiry Into the Basis of Man’s Experience of Community 
(Friends United Press, 1986),5. 
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behind Thurman's concept of society is that life is grounded with an underlying unity.87 As a 

result, wholeness is a conscious intent of life, whereas fragmentation is antithetical to life.88 

Thurman posited that the quest for unity is found and observable at all levels of life, including 

the cellular.89 The pursuit of community is all-encompassing.90  

Thurman's quest for unity and wholeness is in the DNA of life. If Thurman is correct, the 

destructive force of evil that separates and divides must be addressed. The lives being released 

from prison have been touched by and impacted by some form of evil in the world. Both 

ethnographic subjects were forced to navigate traumatic and horrifying life events. 

“It was the start of the whole crack cocaine time, and I did not use, but to make extra money, I 
sold crack. I got caught trying to sell to a white person. He was in a bad neighborhood. I thought 
I was helping him, and he tried to rob me, and then a scuffle ensured. I stabbed him. He almost 
died. I went to jail.” Ron O. 
 
“The foster parents had rules like if you lied, you kneeled in the corner with your head up, with 
your hands behind your back for as long as they said. This punishment quickly became their 
favorite punishment for me.” Bruce G. 
 

 

For Thurman, evil goes against life.91 Evil is present, abiding, disruptive, and disorienting, but it 

is not aligned with the ultimate purpose of life. Put plainly; evil is against life. Anything that is 

against life will not be supported by life. Luther Smith explaining Thurman's concept, concludes, 

"Whatever divides and destroys cannot be nourished by that which unites and creates; it can only 

feed on itself and ultimately consume its own existence" in life.92 The unity Thurman argues and 

his concept of community allows community members and nature to bring about their purpose in 

 
87 Smith, Howard Thurman, 48. 
88 Smith, 48. 
89 Howard Thurman, “The Search for Common Ground,” n.d., accessed December 11, 2018. (Richmond, IN: Friends 
United Press, 1986), 5 
90 Smith, Howard Thurman, 51. 
91 Smith, 49.  
92 Smith, 49. 
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life.93 In bringing about one's purpose, people begin to realize their self-worth and ultimate 

purpose in life.94 From Thurman, it can be determined that the making of community is non-

negotiable. It is a necessary component any organization offering support to returning citizens 

must incorporate when designing and administering programming to assist in social reentry. 

In Thurman, the forming of community is the teleology or aim of life.95 Luther Smith 

writes: “The vision of community gives value, structure, and purpose to life."96 Implied in 

Thurman’s notion of community is the purpose of life is meaning making. A well-adjusted 

community allows grace and space for meaning making. This space is significant for returning 

citizens because it’s a time of reflection and evaluation of where they have been in life and what 

comes next on their journey. Meaning making is complex and multidimensional because it 

involves, values, aspiration, lived experiences and the interpretations of experiences. The 

Cambridge Sharing Circle of Cambridge, Massachusetts is a weekly gathering of the formerly 

incarcerated and their allies where meaning making is part of the ethos. My years of involvement 

with the Cambridge Sharing Circle has afforded me the opportunity to observe and participate in 

a space where meaning making is encouraged and valued. The results have allowed for positive 

life attributes of hope, happiness, healthy self-fact and social interactions to flourish for the 

participants.  

The notion Smith conveys about Thurman operates as an antiseptic guarding against 

anxiety, meaninglessness, boredom, and frustration that can manifest as inner chaos.97 For 

Thurman, the quest for community is both ethical and moral. Moreover, in this ethical and moral 
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space, Thurman believes it is the intent of God or will of God for a community to be established. 

For Thurman, this understanding of community is salvific.98 The salvific concept and 

understanding for Thurman are not in an eschatological sense. The utopia for Thurman is not 

something to be realized in the sweet by and by. Thurman believed wholeheartedly in his vision, 

and the notion of community can be realized in present reality.99 The establishing of a 

community must be rooted and grounded in love.100 Thurman asserts that a love ethic must 

permeate, be at the center of the cultural and pedagogical life of the community. The kind of love 

Thurman is describing is not superficial love. It is a love that must run deep and wide to do its 

work in the community. The love Thurman is positing is a force that transcends and dissolves 

boundaries. Differences of race, access to resources, sexual orientation, political differences, 

history of incarceration, and cultural identity can be transcended when love is the animating and 

operating force of individuals within the community.  

A community with love as an animating force must, by its very nature, be a community 

that prioritizes those who find themselves living at the margin of society. Those returning from 

long-term incarceration more often than not find themselves at the edge of the community. Those 

with privilege must recognize their privilege within the community and be intentional in 

incorporating those at the margin.101 In other words, there needs to be a willingness to expand the 

table of community life, and if a will does not exist, then like the late Congresswoman Shirley 

Chisolm, one should bring a folding chair if a seat at the table is not willingly provided. The 

work of expanding the table of love is not the work of the formerly incarcerated. This work is the 
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complete responsibility of faith communities seeking to make community with those returning to 

society from incarceration. Faith communities must be willing to dismantle structures that 

promote insiders and outsiders in order to receive everyone with love.102 Organizations of faith 

have been all too eager to divide people into categories. Some people align with a particular 

theological and social framework that is seen as allies. Then some who do not hold shared 

theological or social values are cast as adversaries.103 Religious groups of all stripes have at 

times presented the work of the community in narrow terms. Yvette Flunder in her book Where 

the Edge Gathers posits this dynamic as oppressive theology. It is a theology that determines that 

God accepts some and rejects others. The rejection is often framed as the person is the enemy of 

God.104 Therefore, there are litmus tests and ultimate dealbreakers that allow the community to 

walk away from those they claim to want to help.105 Often there is a willingness to support, help 

and guide as long as the individual navigates life, expresses faith in ways the community deem 

acceptable. 

Some religious institutions and organized crime have similar dynamics.106 Each relies on 

unwavering and unrelenting loyalty of its members. Those on the inside are task with defending 

those on the inside from outside intrusion or critique. When things go well within the 

organization, people are well received and loved without reservation. However, when one makes 

a mistake, steps away from the understood orthodoxy of the group, or has a different lived 

experience that informs their thinking, the organization's life may feel threatened. This dynamic 
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is observable in some religious circles and their relationship to LGBTQ individuals. As long the 

LGBTQ person colors inside the accepted lines of organized life they are received. However, if 

the fulsomeness of their lives causes a perceived infraction against the settled orthodoxy of 

acceptable public relationships, marginalization can occur. 107 It may be permissible to attend 

worship services, lead a choir, or head a capital campaign within the religious organization. 

However, living publicly and authentically with a same gendered partner can cause 

consternation. Like Judas, religious organizations that embrace LGBTQ persons for their gifts, 

graces and resources today may betray those once embraced when the cost of public perception 

outweighs the value of the gifts, graces and resources the individual provides the community. 

There is a thin line between a loving kiss and the kiss of betrayal. The work of forming a 

community resulting from reentry must be committed to centering the marginalized who may 

have a different lived experience. As a result, the community may be challenged in its thinking 

and approach. To be challenged and pushed to examine and reexamine approaches to being in 

the community does not need to be problematic. People change, and the circumstances people 

have experienced are fluid. Therefore, the collective life together must be adaptable to the reality 

of those in the community. Love dissolves otherwise impregnable boundaries.108 This type of 

love Patrick Cheng describes as “radical love.” It is the type of love that does not take into 

account a previous wrong done or mistakes committed during one's lived experience. It is a love 

that does not take no for an answer because it expands the welcome table of hospitality.  

Cheng, in his work Radical Love, is working from the perspective of queer theology. As 

defined by Cheng, radical love is a love that dissolves any boundary that keeps an individual 
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from experiencing divine grace and acceptance.109 Cheng's work is textualized in queer existence 

and relationship to the divine. It specifically relates to sexuality and gender. However, queer 

theology is informative and enlightening to the work of reentry regardless of sexual 

identification. If Cheng is correct in his understanding of divine love as so radical to dissolve any 

boundary, it is, therefore, reasonable to conclude that the boundaries that marginalize the 

incarcerated, formerly incarcerated from society, are also dissolved. Cheng speaks to the need to 

dissolve the boundary of the dualism of the flesh and spirit. Often in religious circles, the human 

body generally is presented or seen as corrupt. Matter, including the human body, has no 

redeeming value even though the divine created all things.110 The Augustinian view of humanity 

after the fall of Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden as born corrupted has dominated the 

Christian landscape for centuries. This idea is sin-focused or sin-centric. Sin in this framework is 

disobedience to God's commands. Adam and Eve disobeyed God's command not to eat the fruit 

from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, resulting in humanity's sinful nature. The only 

requirement for sin to be acquired after the fall of Adam and Eve, according to Augustine, is to 

be born. Cheng argues that Augustine's legalistic view of sin prioritizes or privileges pride and 

disobedience, leading to a negative self-fact. This understanding of sin leads to hiding or running 

away from the gift of divine acceptance. This position ultimately leads to shame and the inability 

to lift oneself high enough to be considered worthy of love and acceptance. Cheng further argues 

that the radical love of the divine has dissolved boundaries that separate humanity from the 

divine and the rest of creation. Cheng and Thurman agree that the aim of life is wholeness with 

the entirety of creation. This notion is helpful as a mitigation tool to guard against the anxiety of 

community building after long-term incarceration and those providing space for the authentic 
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and organic community to emerge. The work of Thurman and Cheng rejects the position that 

human flesh is corrupted; therefore, it must be tamed or mitigated. It is instead choosing to see 

the divine nature in all of creation as worthy of radical love. The God of the universe created 

everything ex nihilo, out of nothing, and sees all creation as fundamentally good. It is critical for 

the long-term success of returning citizens to understand themselves as fundamentally good. This 

idea may find resistance because of the past lived experience, but those tasked with making 

authentic community and those seeking community must come to the realization that the God of 

their understanding sees them as fundamentally good, worthy of love and respect. The workings 

of society through the criminal justice system, media portrayals, and social constructs give 

reminders of returning citizens' past. Having to disclose one's criminal history to receive 

employment, housing, and financial services reinforces the idea that those coming back into 

society are flawed. In some social circles, one may be considered irredeemably flawed.111 The 

tension between past incarceration, social status, and self-perception is a space that will need to 

be navigated successfully in the quest for wholeness. 

Thurman's position that evil must be dealt with at the individual level as one strives to be 

part of community gives credence to Cheng's notion of radical love that destroys boundaries. The 

need for radical love speaks to a state of existence that Cheng fails to lift. If there is a need for 

radical love, it is because of the existence and profound impact of radical suffering.  The 

suffering of the marginalized is at the core or center of evil. Radical suffering has the 

wherewithal to cause dehumanization and the degradation of the human spirit. Like child abuse, 

human trafficking, and sexual abuse, incarceration leaves in its wake soul wounds that act as 
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barriers to trust, love, and community.112  

“I was about five and went to my foster parents and told them I wet the bed.  It was 2 a.m., and 
the only bathroom was on the first floor, so they guided me to the toilet by pushing me down the 
stairs, which ruptured my spleen and broke my leg. I was in the hospital for six months.” Bruce 
G. 

 

In other words, the violence against the human spirit is so profound that it can render a person 

incapable of self-defense because the element that causes self-respect to ignite has been snuffed 

out like the communion candles at the conclusion of the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper.113 

Emmanuel Levinas looking at the relationship of the death of Socrates (physical death) to living 

death (existential), writes: 

“Nevertheless, we know the possibilities of tyranny are much more extensive…It can 
exterminate in the tyrannized soul even the very capacity to be struck…To have a servile 
soul is to be incapable of being jarred, incapable of being ordered…Fear fills the soul to 
such an extent that one no longer sees it, but sees from its perspective.”114 

 

Farley lifts the notion that a sense of unpredictability accompanies radical suffering. This 

understanding of pain and even death is different from the general awareness of pain and death. 

It is possible that one can wrap their mind around being detained by law enforcement for a brief 

period on an outstanding traffic warrant. However, this knowledge does nothing to prepare one 

to serve significant prison time because he or she was simply riding in a car or sharing space 

with a person charged with significant drug charges. In her work The Color Purple, Alice 

Walker paints a vivid scene of this dynamic: "When the neighbors brought her husband's body 

home, it had been mutilated and burnt. The sight of it nearly killed her…Although the widow's 
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body recovered, her mind was never the same.”115 Walker's description of the trauma reminds us 

that although one may be acutely aware of and come to terms with living in a racist society, one 

can still be jarred and shocked to the point of traumatization when the body of the husband of the 

character is laid bare for her to see.  

It is important to note that extreme suffering is both concrete and contextual.116 It pours 

from the spout of a spring that waters the ground of one’s particular situation and is experienced 

through personal inwardness. Suffering resulting from racism, poverty, injustice is as much as 

loss as suffering from long-term incarceration.  Without the understanding of extreme suffering 

on the human spirit, it is easy to interpret sin in the Augustinian framework as justification of 

suffering, and the only way radical suffering is eradicated is when eschatological harmony 

returns at the end of earthly human existence, divine power overcoming evil and the redemption 

of the elect. As Wendy Farley, writing in “Tragic Vision and Divine Compassion” righty states, 

hope in a cosmic redemption at an unknown time in a murky future does nothing to elevate the 

cruelty of hunger, homelessness, racism, and other social ills in the present moment.117 No 

academic schema, exercise, or theological framework can cast away with certitude the 

bewilderment radical suffering evokes.  In Thurman, the notion of human redemption is not 

something one needs to wait or rely on the return eschatological harmony.118 The utopia for 

Thurman can be realized in the present moment when extreme suffering at the heart of evil is 

mitigated. The evil Thurman warns against comes in the form of cruelty, indifference, and 

injustice. Those who are pushed out of the tribe or marginalized from the community sometimes 

develop what Gloria Anzaldua in “Borderlands” describes as la facultad, the ability to see and 
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sense the meaning of deeper realities and structures below the surface.119 The ability to sense 

these deeper realities aid in the overall goal of meaning making in the community. This 

understanding is important because the unchecked evil within human existence undermines the 

ethical relationships between the divine, humanity, and community. 

To be incarcerated over 10-years, an individual will experience profound suffering. 

Incarceration is a dehumanizing and degrading experience that has to be viewed through the lens 

of extreme suffering. The suffering as a result of incarceration leaves few untouched, 

unbothered, or unscathed. The phycological harm done in the name of justice is a crime against 

humanity that strains the everyday social fabric that all citizens depend upon for stability and 

shared values. The loss of one’s freedom also means the loss of familial and social connective 

tissue that binds. Without family, friends, and social connectivity, sustained incarceration behind 

concrete walls and steel bars are incubators for fear, isolation, and social ostracization, leading to 

an eroded sense of self, identity, and self-worth.120 This radical suffering is to live daily with 

reoccurring traumas. Suffering so extreme it is hard to imagine or grasp for most people living at 

the center of social existence. That is to say, people who are not forced to live at the margins of 

society because of a social construct of otherness will find this suffering hard to comprehend. 

The lack of comprehension of the suffering, trauma, and long-term phycological effects makes it 

easy for those privileged to cast the incarcerated and returning citizens from incarceration as 

modern-day lepers who drain the governmental and societal coffers.121  

Those returning to society are relegated to a sub-class of society worthy of scorn and 

ridicule. The lack of employable skills, social navigation and perceived self-control are 

 
119 Gloria Anzaldua, Borderlands / La Frontera: The New Mestiza 4th Edition by Anzaldúa, Gloria (2012) Paperback, 
4th edition (Aunt Lute Books, 2012), 60. 
120 Flood, “Reframing Trauma”, 145. 
121 Flood, 146. 



 

 
   

63 

contributing factors. In this understanding of radical suffering, it is essential to grasp that the 

entirety of a person's life once incarcerated is seen through the lens of the crimes committed.122 It 

is a stigma that attaches itself to a person's self-fact. Without question, the extreme suffering 

resulting from long-term incarceration destroys self-worth and the human spirit, replacing the 

loss of worth and spirit with deep, profound guilt and shame. The resulting negative cognitions 

and troubling emotions are symptoms of a form of traumatic stress extreme to the point of 

causing PTSD (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder) once individuals are released. PTSD is a 

disorder that develops in individuals who have experienced a jarring or traumatic event such as 

sexual assault, horrific accident, or victimization such as human trafficking according to DSM-5 

(Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders). Extreme suffering does not cease once 

an individual has been released back into society. 

The incessant scarlet letter of being labeled criminal, ex-offender, the ex-con is a 

heavyweight around the necks of those returning to society with the hope of full integration with 

a new identity.123 The result of dehumanization and reducing the humanity of the incarcerated to 

lifeless numbers in the prison system reinforces the notion of being socially undesirable. 

Research centering on the trauma of incarceration points out the forces at work “can crush self-

esteem, especially for a person who may be vulnerable.” It is essential to realize that a large 

portion of individuals is incarcerated due to mental illness. The United States, because of the 

lack of a robust national mental health policy, uses the criminal justice in dealing with those 

suffering from mental health challenges. Flood, in her research, further posits, "when self-esteem 

and affect are unstable, it diminishes coping abilities, creates an inability to establish a stable 

identity, and increases the risk of psychopathological outcomes.” When a person no longer can 
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self-regulate, they can become at greater risk of experiencing self-loathing, anxiety, and shame. 

The exhibition of these symptoms, coupled with others, forms a tightly woven tapestry that 

forms the pathogenesis of PTSD. Those burdened with PTSD are more likely to experience 

unstable affect and self-fact. If PTSD is undiagnosed or left untreated, even though the person 

may present well, the untreated symptoms can become entombed. 

As a result, rage, anxiety, and the feeling of helplessness are potentially created. This 

dynamic can be problematic to successful social reentry.124 In many locales releasing institutions 

try to address the mental health needs of the incarcerated while in their custody. However, once 

released into society without the ancillary supports and, above all, access to mental health 

professionals, many individuals will go untreated, which directly affects the returning citizen's 

ability to engage fully in the community. This notion is a two-way street. To engage in the 

community, one must be willing to participate while simultaneously being engaged by other 

community members. To be clear, persons who are unable to deal with appropriately and 

successfully the crosswinds associated with the shame, guilt, and the public embarrassment of 

being incarcerated suicide becomes a viable alternative to living with the overshadowing shame 

and guilt.125  

To build and sustain community after long-term incarceration, the need for tools to resist 

radical suffering resulting from the traumatizing effects of prolonged prison time and subsequent 

inhumane treatment. Farley posits that suffering is resisted in two ways. First, suffering must be 

called out and brought into the light of day.126 Former Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis 

echoes this sentiment writing in a 1913 article in Harper’s Weekly: “Sunlight is the best 
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disinfectant.” It is the duty and obligation of all right-thinking, morally grounded, and ethically 

anchored persons to speak truth to the powers who keep the American prison system primed with 

the bodies of Black, brown, and other marginalized citizens. The other form of resistance comes 

about by realizing there is not a realistic way out of a particular situation. The disease is 

incurable or the prison is inexpiable. The feeling of hopelessness is the fuel that keeps radical 

suffering burning white-hot in the lives of its victims. Even in these hopeless situations Farley 

concludes resistance to radical suffering is realistically achievable.127 

 

Bruce G 

“I remember the day that the parole board told me to my face I was not getting out. I did 
everything I could to get out from mental health training to vocational stuff. They told me the 
problem was that the rules had changed. Things with family and being locked, you get this weird 
feeling of being abandoned. So, I just ignored them, and I got involved with small engine repair, 
welding, culinary arts and went to college (Boston University). I did not get mad at the world. I 
just changed my focus.” 

 

Much like an incurable disease, being incarcerated and suffering the associated trauma is 

akin to living one’s existence in an impregnable armed encampment like the African slaves 

brought to live a life of servitude and suffering on American plantations. Famed historian Albert 

Raboteau in his work Slave Religion, points to the forming of community and faith among the 

enslaved as a form of resistance. It is in this form of resistance where the will to live arises. 

Waking up every day and navigating one’s circumstances is an act of resistance. The formerly 

incarcerated and other marginalized bodies determining to live a full life despite radical or 

extreme suffering is an act of resistance. According to Farley the act of living is as a form of 

resistance to hegemonic forces. In so doing, radical suffering becomes redemptive suffering.128 
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Redemptive suffering is a form of love that allows access to the heart or inner space by 

becoming vulnerable.129  

Bruce G speaks to this dynamic in his prison experience after being denied parole for the 11th 
time.  
 
“So now I am reading many self-help books. I worked out a lot. I am very athletic. Sports kept 
me going. I was a pretty good volleyball player. I was the best white basketball player in the 
HOC (House of Corrections). I am going to the gym, playing basketball and volleyball, trying to 
make the best of it.” 
 

Thurman suggests that to become vulnerable in this way is to risk more suffering. However, it is 

through the risk of exposing oneself to more suffering that the redemption of the other person 

transpires. In other words, redemption happens when one person becomes what is needed for the 

other individual when it is needed most.130 This idea of redemptive love through suffering is not 

contingent on the response of the other person. Love in this way is unsolicited and does not 

consider whether a person may or may not be worthy of being loved in the eyes of hegemonic 

society. The notion that the formerly incarcerated suffering can become redemptive helps form a 

stable community. It allows those in the community to give and receive love by validating their 

experience of extreme suffering and being seen as valuable to the community and not simply as 

one in need. 

In service to living a life of wholeness and harmony with all community members, there 

must be tangible compassion. Not compassion for compassion's sake, but one fueled and spurred 

on by authentic love. Love is extensive and intensive.131 Love is present in a world where those 

who operate in it operate in grey areas where ethical dilemmas emerge. All of the creation finds 
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itself under constant threat, from creatures and humanity to ecosystems.132 More often than not, 

the threat is not from persistent existential evil, but rather the threat lies within creation itself. 

Conflict in life is unavoidable. Love that dissolve’s and ultimately destroys boundaries is 

idiosyncratic. This notion is the type of love that fuels compassion to love the person convicted 

of a horrific crime and also love the victim of the crime. It is a mode of being that is moved into 

action by the suffering of others to take action on their behalf. In other words, this type of 

compassion resists suffering rather than justifies it by offering comfort, healing, wisdom, and 

empowerment needed in a particular context. This type of compassion does not have a cursory 

knowledge of suffering, extreme suffering, and marginalization; some in the community have 

navigated or continue to navigate. For this type of compassion to be effective, it must have 

genuine and intimate knowledge of the suffering.133  

Bruce G 
 
“Because I was denied parole so many times, I decided to do self- improvement. I went to 
college through the prison education program. I actually earned a Bachelors from Boston 
University. Now I own a home. No one thought that was possible, including me. My home is a 
safe space for any former inmate looking for a chance to get on their feet. You know, I have two 
guys renting rooms from me who served long prison sentences. My house always has plenty of 
food and you can eat what you want and as much as you want. We really eat here. In prison you 
don’t always have enough to eat. That’s the one thing I vowed would never happen when I got 
out.” 
 

In this context, compassion can discern components of another person's suffering. In so doing, it 

shines fresh light on the idea that compassion and justice are two sides of the same coin. Justice 

is defined as the active process of remedying or preventing what may cause the sense of 

injustice. Compassion and justice ride together. Compassion fueled by the love that can dissolve 

boundaries because it resists anything that degrades or dehumanizes will make room for 
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reconciliation. 

In creating a community that includes all marginalized or privileged people, gathering 

together in peace, harmony, and authentic kinship, there must be an ethos that demands an 

oppressive free environment. In so doing, the community can be sustainable because it guards 

against oppression that uses authority to seek advantage at the expense of the oppressed and 

marginalized. Oppression in this manner is dangerous because it suggests that simply being 

whom you are makes one eligible for oppression. A gay Black man who has been incarcerated is 

continuously othered, as a result of racism and anti LGBTQ sentiments. This othered life in the 

eyes of society is in a state of un-redeemability. It must be understood that often those returning 

from long-term incarceration and other marginalized populations learning to live authentically in 

a caring and nurturing environment will find it challenging to navigate this newfound freedom. 

This new freedom is constantly in tension with lived experience and society, reinforcing the 

message of worthlessness and second-class citizenry.  

Often people who have been stripped of rights, dehumanized, and degraded are unsure of 

community expectations and boundaries. Wherever freedom occurs, it is also coupled with 

responsibility.134 Freedom without responsibility and accountability is detrimental to the life of 

the community. Yvette Flunder determines “the object of getting free is being free:” Whereas 

‘the object being free is living free.”135 To live free from oppression must be a freedom that 

allows the formerly incarcerated to live into a new life that is whole and yet accountable and 

responsible to the other members of the community to perpetuate an environment that allows 

everyone to bring their life, experiences, hurts, fears and dreams to be space that is judgment-

free. Thurman’s notion of community is dynamic. The dynamism is found in the meaning-
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making when those who come together form a community. It is the ongoing evaluation of trying 

to make sense of the past to have lessons learned that inform the present and give hope to the 

future. This notion is observable in the consistent testing and retesting of commitments, mutual 

vulnerability, shared responsibility, and accountability. Freedom and responsibility will be more 

fully explored in Chapter 4. 
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Chapter Four: 

 
Inward Discovery for Outward Living After Long-Term Incarceration 

The Journey with Wounds into Freedom and Responsibility 
 
 
 

The locus of this chapter is that inward discovery leads to outward recovery. The 

discovery results from a journey asking the critical questions "Who am I?” and “what do I really 

want?” In Chapter 3 the central focus or anchor was meaning-making in the larger community 

context. However, there are two sides to the meaning-making coin. It is impossible to have a 

robust and authentic, meaningful community without coming to terms with the meaning of one's 

life.  These questions posed by Dr. Howard Thurman drill down to the center of the human 

enterprise of self-understanding through self-discovery. It is my opinion that the process of 

returning citizens answering Thurman's questions “Who am I” and “What do I really want” is 

crucial to their eventual success in forming an authentic community rooted in a substantial 

healthy sense of self. The inward journey is a life-long enterprise or ongoing project. Life is 

fluid, and the circumstances in which we live consistently change. Our needs and desires at age 

23 are most likely not the same at age 53. In this light, it is fair to conclude that those reentering 

society after long-term incarceration are not the same coming out of the prison system as they 

were going in. Thurman’s mode of thinking is that the individual must begin with their own 

"working paper."136 This idea is the process of coming to know oneself and potential in life.137 
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Returning citizens must come to terms with the past circumstances that have shaped their lives. 

Coming to terms with one's lived experiences can be fraught with fear, anxiety, and loathing. It is 

no small feat to examine and reexamine the events, moments, and incidents that may have 

caused trauma, pain, and discontent. They are dangerous memories that remind the individual of 

missed opportunities, life, and potential success. Dangerous memories are genuine for those who 

have lived through long-term incarceration and now are set on the inward journey of self-

discovery. It is crucial that returning citizens engage in ongoing self-reflection because it is in 

this process this sense of self, one comes to discover their self-worth or at the very least have a 

sense of it.138A healthy sense of self is derived from the tension between self-fact and self-

image.139 This understanding is the wrestling between the former incarcerated lived experiences 

and whom they believe and understand themselves to be in the world in the present moment and 

hope to be in the future. Thurman believed self-love is the basis out of which all other love 

flows. This idea takes on critical importance for Thurman. Self-love validates the individual's 

life, but it is also the impetus that guides the individual away from self-centeredness rooted in 

narcissism.140  

 

Self-love is the kind of activity having as its purpose the maintenance and furtherance of 
one's own life at its highest level. All love grows primarily out of the qualitative self-regard 
and is, in essence, the spiritual exercise. If we accept the basic proposition that all life is 
one, arising out of a common center-God, all expressions of love are acts of God.141 

 

The plowing of the ground of the mind for the cultivation of the inner life is a pillar for 
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advancing a real sense of self and authentic existence in the world.142 Thurman understood the 

dangers of isolation and privatization in the development of the inner life.143 He guards against 

these dangers by insisting on verifiable external empirical validation of the experiences of the  

 

individual inner life.144 Thurman's mechanism for safeguarding against self-deception asks two 

essential questions. First, how does one know that he or she is not being deceived?145 Second, is 

there any empirical way for one to know beyond any strand of doubt, meaning with verification, 

the conclusions drawn from experience are authentic and accurate?146 Walter Fluker interprets 

Thurman’s understanding of the verification of the inner life experience as the: “rational 

coherence between the inner experience of self and the external world is the methodology 

employed to test for self-deception.”147 Thurman asserts that anything that denies the 

fundamental foundation of orderliness that rationality depends on cannot be endorsed or given a 

stamp of approval.148   

Without the sense of self for Thurman, a person begins to wander through life because 

the inner compass in each individual continues to lie dormant, waiting to be tapped. Thurman's 

emphasis on looking inward cannot be overstated when applying his notion to the context of 

reentry. The criminal justice system and society, as previously argued, have contributed to 

creating an environment where the self-worth of the individual is consciously and continuously 

eroded.  
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The incarcerated and formerly incarcerated face reminders that in perpetuity, the larger 

society regards them unworthy of peace, respect, and the decency of humanity. Social gatherings 

in safe spaces like in Thurman’s formative years and career are used to affirm the common 

humanity and worthiness of God's love. Thurman, in his biography, retells a story his 

grandmother Nancy Ambrose, a former slave, would often relay, how plantation owners would 

usually allow negro preachers to preach to the slaves as a way to use the biblical witness as a 

means of keeping order and oppression as the status quo. The preacher would often close his 

message to the assembled slaves "They are not niggers but children of God."149 Thurman's 

grandmother relayed this story to her grandchildren to give them a sense of pride and wholeness. 

Her story spoke directly into the contrary winds of the Jim Crow era, which is still relevant even 

in the 21st century, where Blacks were forced to live in sub-human conditions and have their 

existence at the margins of America’s social structure. Grandmother Nancy’s admonishment to 

her grandchildren, speaks to the intentionality those who are incarcerated along with those 

reentering society to must see themselves as valuable, worthy of love and respect. 

 

 Thurman’s notion of the inward journey that leads to discovery presupposes that 

life has embedded within significant meaning. However, the meaning is the project of the 

individual to discover. This idea for Thurman is inner consent. Inner consent is a deep spiritual 

hunger to know oneself and the divine. The hunger for Thurman transcends age, culture, race, or 

any other groups into which individuals self-select or society divides them. Although Thurman's 

theological framework is presented in the Christian context, it is also fluid, offering access points 

outside the Christian context. That is to say, it can be translated to fit other faith contexts. One of 
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the goals of this enterprise is to help those re-engaging in society connect spiritually with the 

God of their understanding. The example below, although full of traditional Christian imagery, 

the fluidity of Thurman is viewable in the offering of inner consent. One does not have to ascribe 

a particular faith to reach the eternal. The only requirement is that of personal inner consent. 

There is in every person an inward sea, and in that sea, there is an island, and, on that island, 
there is an altar, and standing guard before that altar is the "angel with the flaming sword." 
Nothing can get by that angel to be placed upon that alter unless it has the mark of your 
inner authority; nothing passes "the angel with the flaming sword" to be placed upon your 
altar unless it is a part of "the fluid area of your consent." This understanding is our crucial 
link with the Eternal.150 

 

Thurman's framework and language to this project is an invitation to come to explore the inner-

life regardless of a particular faith experience or none at all. 

This understanding stands separate from the forces of society, culture, and other outside 

influences. These outside forces may bombard, crowd, and cramp one’s life, but it does not 

prevent the inward journey, much like a plant being crowded by the root system of larger plants 

and the life-giving sun shaded because of the larger plant’s superior stature.151 It is inevitable that 

in order for the smaller plant to live, it will have to bend, twist and contort in whatever way is 

necessary to gain access to life-giving and sustaining resources. The search and journey for 

nourishment are all-encompassing. Its root system will search until it finds water. In other words, 

there is an innate sense not to give up. To be clear, the inward journey is not for the faint of 

heart. There is always a constant push and pull to rely on notions easily grasped and detected by 

the four senses. To a great extent, our lives find comfort in what we can touch, see, taste, and 

hear. This idea is observable in the ways in which we measure friendship and value. 

Those serving long prison sentences and ones whose time behind bars has concluded 
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carry the shame of their crime, labels of an inmate, formerly incarcerated, along with the 

unintended consequences of burdens and shame family members are forced to bear. Trauma 

Theorist Stephanie Arel, who has analyzed shame affectively posits that shame can be interred in 

the body because the mind and body comprise a system connected to the external world. The 

mind cannot be separated from the body when considering shame. The internalization of shame 

happens because the contiguity and potential for negative fervency can bring about the judgment 

of self, or parts of oneself are distorted and corrupt. The distorted understanding of self can 

happen consciously or unconsciously.152 The feelings brought about by being exposed to the 

world, researchers have found this physical and mental space can also inspire denial of shame.153 

Ironically, the denial of shame corroborates and points to diminished self-worth.154 Denying 

shame can become an affect driven experienced fully in the body expressed through anger and 

guilt.155 

To explore more fully the idea of what it means to bear the shame and other traumatic 

events in the body, it is useful to look at Gregory of Nyssa's recounting of the death of his sister 

Macrina. In his fourth-century hagiography, he paints the scene of a dimly lit room where wails 

of mourning can be heard, and the busyness of the preparation of his sister’s body is taking 

place. He is admonished by Macrina’s attendant to come to look closely at a scar on her body. 

She instructs him not ‘pass over it” (the scar), for it is the site of one of Macrina’s greatest 

miracles. The attendant recounts the history of the wound now scarred.156 By all indications, 
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Macrina developed a growth spreading towards her heart. Her mother, Emmelia, realizing the 

potential severity of the circumstances, begs her daughter to have the mass examined. However, 

Macrina refuses to do so because of the associated shame of having to bear her nakedness in the 

eyes of another person.157 The consensus of scholars is that Macrina suffered from some form of 

breast cancer. Instead of medical attention, she chooses to pray to God for healing. The attendant 

points out the growth site to Gregory of Nyssa because the mass has disappeared. What is left is 

the scar where the growth once resided. It is important to understand that there was not a visible 

wound like one may think about when reflecting on the crucifixion of Jesus. In this case, the 

wound is an internal core that gives way to an external scar.158 The attendant assigns meaning to 

the scar. What remains is a reminder of “divine consideration.” Macrina’s scar marks the body of 

past suffering; in the marking of the past suffering, it is also a departure from the suffering into a 

new phase of life. A scar is a place that can be seen and touched. However, there is more to be 

gained in the scar on Macrina’s body than the ability to see and touch. The site allows the mind 

to focus on the healing that took place by placing a memorial to the healing on the body.159  

This observation does not suggest that those leaving long-term incarceration are 

magically healed, and all is forgotten. However, as her brother Gregory of Nyssa told, this 

episode in Macrina's life is instructive when considering those navigating reentry while on the 

inward journey of self-discovery. In my experience, those returning to society have often been 

encouraged or at the very least sharply implied to try to forget the years of incarceration that may 

have been full of pain, angst, emotional suffering, and physical neglect as a way of breaking with 
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the past in order to have a successful future. In some instances, this mode of thinking and being 

is lifted by those supporting the formerly incarcerated because they are ill-equipped to deal with 

the depth and breadth of the traumatic experiences that lay squarely on the shoulders of men and 

women trying to navigate their new living dynamics. This position is the path of least resistance. 

However, if the past is not dealt with in a health-restoring manner, the residual effects will 

eventually surface in the long run. In reflecting on racism in the United States, Wendell Berry 

speaks to the spiritual toll hidden deep, complex wounds and the damage unattended wounds 

have to the soul (mind, body, will, and emotions). He writes: "Far from curing the wound of 

racism, the white man’s Christianity has been its soothing bandage- a bandage masquerading as 

Sunday clothes, for the wearing of which one expects certain moral credit.”160 Shelly Rambo, in 

her work "Resurrecting Wounds” interprets Berry in this way: "The image of bandaging what 

has not come to the surface speaks to the insidious role of Christianity in this history."161 She 

further concludes, "Christianity claims to offer to heal, but in fact, it is implicated in covering up 

and covering over wounds that lie beneath of the surface.”162  

The work of tending to wounds on the inward journey is the work of the individual. Faith 

communities must be cleared- eyed enough to recognize the harm done historically in regard to 

racism and harm done in the larger society to rush to paper over wounds of the formerly 

incarcerated. In my opinion, the "name it and claim it" theology and “prosperity theology” 

popular in some circles of Christendom in some aspects has harmed marginalized persons. These 

theologies suggest the promises outlined in the biblical witness to God’s people must be first 

named before being claimed. The implication is the work of the spirit is instantaneous in its 
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manifestation and there is little to no responsibility for the individual in pursuit of their higher 

sense of self. When instant gratification is not obtained, this may lead to the feeling of 

unworthiness. This work is not arguing against these theologies in general. However, navigating 

the inward journey in light of past long-term incarceration these theologies can be problematic. 

In my pastoral experience, the practitioners of "name it; claim it" and “prosperity theologies have 

given little to no room for ongoing concrete and substantial inner work to take place. As a result, 

there is a tendency to move directly to the healing position regardless of what has occurred. 

There is a space of time between the onset of the wound and the scarring resulting from healing. 

Thurman would interpret this space as the inward journey. Confronting and dealing with 

personal wounds and the wounds of another directly is not a new space of responsibility for 

people of faith to navigate. 

The Johannine gospel illustrates the dance between the wounded and the gazing eyes of 

community members. Chapter twenty begins with Jesus appearing to Mary Magdalene, who did 

not recognize her Lord. A second appearance followed this appearance to his disciples absent 

Thomas until his third showing. 

19. When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the house 
where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them 
and said, “Peace be with you.” 20. After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. 
Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. 21. Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with 
you.” As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” 22 When he said this, he breathed on them and 
said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit.” 
 
24. But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not with them was Jesus 
came. 23. So the other disciples told him, "We have seen the Lord." But he said to them, "Unless 
I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and y hand in 
his side, I will not believe." 26. A week later, his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas 
was with them. Although the doors were shut, Jesus came and stood among them and said, 
"Peace be with you." 27. Then he said to Thomas, "Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach 
out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe. 28. Thomas answered him, “My 
Lord and my God!” 29. Jesus said to him, “Have you believed because you have seen me? 
Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe. 
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This account of the three appearances of Jesus to his followers is helpful in understanding the 

formerly incarcerated working through their inward struggle while having to navigate the terrain 

of a new reality that is not of their making. Mary did not recognize Jesus and mistook him for a 

gardener. It is not until Jesus speaks that she comes to understand she is face to face with her 

Lord. Mary's frame of reference is of who Jesus was prior to his crucifixion. Men and women 

who are leaving prison institutions have been altered. It bears repeating that no one who has been 

imprisoned long-term escapes the situation unscathed. They are both altered due to their time in 

the institution, but they are being altered as they journey inward and onward, discovering whom 

they have yet to become. Like Mary Magdalene's family, the larger community only has the 

frame of reference of who the formerly incarcerated were. Furthering the illustration, it continues 

to be helpful to dissect and interpret the second appearance of Jesus to his disciples. Jesus said to 

them, "Peace be with you," and showed them his hands and side. The disciples recognize him 

and rejoice. This scene painted in the Johannine gospel speaks to moving with intentional speed 

away from parts of the human experience that tends to make community members 

uncomfortable. Those supporting returning citizens often move quickly to the celebration of 

release without adequately recognizing the emotional and physical trauma, pain, and violence 

those who have long-term incarceration experience are saddled like Macrina’s attendant 

instructing her brother Gregory of Nyssa not to pass over the site of a previous wound and give 

his gaze upon his sister's body the appropriate amount of attention deserved because it is just not 

the site of past suffering but a line of demarcation to the future. It is the responsibility of the 

returning citizen embarking on the personal inward journey and those in support to give space 

for selah moments—a moment to pause and reflect on the past and the hopes of the future.  
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The third appearance of Jesus is drastically different from the previous two. This 

appearance is not simply a case of misidentification of the glossing over the experience of 

trauma. In tradition, the Thomas scene has been interpreted as simply a benign vehicle to which 

Thomas uses to come to believe. However, notwithstanding the interpretation in tradition, an 

alternate rendering of the scene in the visitation with Thomas is that of a confrontation.163 

Thomas insisted on dealing with Jesus on his terms. He would not believe unless Jesus gave him 

unfettered access to his body. This scene is a moment of power and control. It is a demand that is 

coercive and perhaps risks reopening the wounds of a traumatized body. This approach to 

understanding Thomas' request is reminiscent of state actors, family, and community controlling 

every aspect of returning citizens' lives. For the larger society to believe the one who is returning 

to society is ready, able, and trustworthy of and with newfound liberty outside of prison, their 

agency must be curtailed while all the responsibility to succeed is the formerly incarcerated to 

bear. The curtailing and mitigating of liberty are about managing risks of exposed reputations of 

those in support and their relationship to society.  Shelly Rambo, in her work "Resurrecting 

Wounds," describes Jesus' encounters with the twelve disciples in this way;  

They are under the grip of the logic of power and privilege, susceptible to the forces that define 
life within death-dealing economies. However, when he returns, Jesus confronts them with their 
participation in the devaluing of life. He does so as one devalued, as one marked as a criminal 
and sentenced to death. His life was deemed to have no value. When he returns, he brings the 
memories of past harms forward, displaying them, insisting that the disciples come to terms with 
the past. Although they attempt the easy route, heralding the return of Jesus whom they knew, he 
refuses quick access. He registers the fear beneath their celebrations. While they try to grasp him 
on their terms, he cuts through the logic of fear with words and releases a spirit to them to 
confront the wounds of the past. As the power of spirit inhabits them, they will face the past 
without being forced to repeat it.164 
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Jesus in the Christian understanding is human and divine. It is useful to the project to 

explore the humanity of Jesus more fully.  In this illustration, Jesus represents the returning 

citizen trying to reenter a community that does not see him for who he is in the present moment. 

The physical violence and subsequently associated trauma do not fully register with the 

assembled. Their frame of reference is that of what he used to be. Jesus recognizes this dynamic 

and moves to a space of responsibility in order to navigate his freedom. In this instance, the 

freedom Jesus is experiencing is beyond physical freedom. This freedom Jesus is navigating 

transcends time and space. He takes and navigates his responsibility to insist his disciples see 

him for who he is now.  

In much the same way as Jesus, the individuals in the 21st century transitioning from 

forced confinement must contend with freedom and responsibility forthrightly and directly. 

Freedom and responsibility are the opposite sides of the same coin of life. A freed life cannot 

have one without the other. This notion can be problematic and challenging for people who have 

had their freedom subverted and their responsibility curtailed. The subversion is more than the 

loss of freedom of movement. Joining the loss of the freedom of movement is the loss of the 

freedom of choice. One is no longer free to choose when he or she showers. The power to decide 

what to eat and what time to eat has been stripped away. The freedom to enjoy recreational 

activities is vanquished and placed in the hands of strangers in too many instances see the person 

as the inmate number assigned to them upon entering the facility. Every moment in the daily 

existence of an inmate is accounted for by forces outside of the individual's control. Once the 

inmate is released back into society, freedom and responsibility become their project to manage. 

The ability to navigate and manage personal freedom with the complete understanding of 

responsibility is not a light switch that can be turned on and off at will. Nevertheless, with 
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freedom comes responsibility. It is a necessary life skill when tending to one's inner personhood. 

In Thurman, there is a distinction between freedom and liberty. Liberty is defined as 

external privileges and prerogatives bestowed on an individual.165 The United States Constitution 

is a document that bestowed the right to freely assemble, a free press, abolition of slavery and 

involuntary servitude among other rights. While freedom to think and tap into the divine is 

inherent to and located in every human, Thurman's notion of freedom broadly is a discipline of 

the mind and emotions. The mind is focused on a goal and a purpose with a plan to achieve the 

goal that is within the purpose — the notion of freedom at the micro-level centers in two areas. 

First, for Thurman, freedom represents the ability to respond, act and move within the present 

time as the individual believes necessary when determining one's future.166 This view 

encompasses the social, physical, and natural dimensions of life.167 To be clear, there are forces 

outside of the control of the individual. However, Thurman is suggesting the individual cannot 

be defined by those forces.168 The second aspect is at the center of Thurman's notion of freedom 

in the sense that there are options and alternatives at the person's disposal.169 This notion is 

distinct from exercising the options or alternatives one sensed. There can be natural forces 

outside the control of the individual that could make exercising the options or alternatives 

challenging.170 Incarceration, joblessness and homelessness are forces that are in tension with 

Thurman’s notion of freedom. Thurman believes the sense of options and alternatives rests in the 

inner-self, the Locus of which is in the will. Freedom for Thurman can be distilled to a quality of 

existence that is part of the essence of the individual. Thurman's working idea concerning 
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freedom is deeply connected to his notion of love. In Thurman's theology, there is a movement to 

love that pushes, pulls, teases out, and guides the individual to its highest level of self.171 There 

seems to be a constant and consistent resolve to reconstruct the order of things — the freedom 

that a human being possesses permits the individual to act in the most loving ways in life. Love 

and freedom allow a person to live a committed life anchored in his or her community of choice. 

On the other side of the preverbal coin of life is responsibility. Thurman's idea of 

responsibility centers on being aware of the consequences of one's actions rests solely with and 

on the individual.172 This idea expands to the individual's reactions as well.173 The person is 

responsible because they are free. Walter Fluker in “They Looked for a city” unpacks Thurman's 

notion of responsibility in this way; “Responsibility is corollary because when the individual 

assumes responsibility for one's actions, she or he confirms the grounds of his/her self and 

authenticity."174 Fluker further explains, "therefore, one can never unshoulder responsibility for 

one's actions without forfeiting one's being."175  Responsibility operates both in the personal and 

social areas of life. This idea of responsibility for Thurman is a shared experience with others 

because it carries over to relations with other people.176 

 

I can become a prisoner of events, I can cry aloud at the miscarriage of justice in  
the universe. I can do a whole range of things, but when I get through all of my  
exhortations, my protestations, my agonizing, I am still left with the tight logic of  
my responsibility to say "yes" or "no” to my situation. Yes or no and make  
it stick. This is the freedom man has. He does not have to say “yes” even to events  
he cannot control.177 

 
171 Smith, Howard Thurman, 57.  
172 Fluker, They Looked for a City, 37.  
173 Fluker, 37. 
174 Fluker, 37. 
175 Fluker,37. 
176 Fluker, 37. 
177 Howard Thurman, “Freedom Under God” (Thurman Papers, Boston University: MA, n.d.). 
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Thurman’s idea concerning responsibility can in part be traced to his framing of the 

Genesis creation myth in the Hebrew Bible. Thurman suggests the fall of Adam and Eve from 

the Garden of Eden was not about original sin in the traditional understanding of the story. As 

noted in chapter 3, Thurman and Cheng disagree with the Calvinistic and Augustinian view 

hinging on the total depravity of humanity as a way of understanding the love ethic. Although 

Thurman and Cheng agree, they get to the agreement for different reasons. For Thurman, 

humanity did not fall into the total depravity of sin but rather moved from a state of innocence to 

one of responsibility.178 In the state of innocence, the creatures had no responsibility. God 

provided everything the creatures needed. They did not labor for food or had to shelter 

themselves. It is said that knowledge is freedom. Once the creatures ate the tree's fruit of the 

knowledge of good and evil, the creatures became responsible for themselves and to God.179 In 

describing the consequences the creatures endured, Thurman quoted the French philosopher and 

playwright Jean-Paul Sartre "Man is condemned to be free." Community, freedom, and 

responsibility are byproducts of individual personality that are significantly impacted by the 

inner life. The inner life is where the work of self is examined, shaped, and molded. The goal of 

wholeness is an inside process that has outward manifestations. The inner life for Thurman is not 

an abstract place. The inner life is where the self is discovered, and it is also where the spirit of 

God abides, and the creative encounter takes place. The German philosopher and theologian 

Meister Eckhart concluded that a divine spark dwells within all of humanity. Thurman believed 

that for wholeness to be actualized in human existence, the inner life must be trained through 

 
178 Howard Thurman, “The Search for Common Ground,” n.d., accessed December 11, 2018, 18.  
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encounters with God.180 The primary discipline Thurman employs is prayer. The use of prayer is 

a mechanism that plows the heart's ground in preparation for an encounter with the divine. 

Prayer deployed in this way for Thurman is a form of meditation. The moment of meditation 

allows the individual to begin the necessary task of quieting down the noise and stirrings of life 

that fill the inner place.181 This task is done so the divine spark that abides within the individual 

can become pronounced, and the inward self can move toward God.182 In so doing, the individual 

both participate in the encounter and observes.183 Thurman takes the individual through what he 

calls "centering down." The centering down is the space and process of quieting the inner noise, 

stirrings, and traffic previously stated. Thurman clarifies that in these moments, the divine 

speaks, and our questions are answered.  

How good it is to center down, to sit quietly and see one's self pass by! The streets 
of our minds seethe with endless traffic; Our Spirits resound with clashing, with 
loud silences, while something deep within hunger and thirst for the quiet moment 
and the resting lull. With full intensity, we seek, ere the quiet passes, a fresh sense 
of order in our living; A direction, a robust sure purpose that will structure our 
confusion and bring meaning in our chaos. We look at ourselves in this waiting 
moment- the kinds of people we are. The questions persist: what are we doing 
with our lives? - What are the motives that order our days? What is the end of our 
doings? Where are we trying to go? Where do we put the emphasis, and where are 
our values focused? For what end do we make sacrifices? Where is my treasure, 
and what do I love most in life? What do I hate most in life, and to what am I 
true? Over and over, the questions beat in upon the waiting moment. As we listen, 
floating up through all of the jangling echoes of our turbulence, there is a sound of 
another kind- A deeper note which only the stillness of the heart makes clear. It 
moves directly to the core of our being. Our questions are answered, Our spirits 
are refreshed, and we move back into the traffic of our daily round. With the 
peace of the eternal in our step. How good it is to center down.184 
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The process and practice of centering down would prove beneficial in individuals 

working and navigating the various challenges, pitfalls, and potential setbacks one encounters 

reentering society. Many persons fall into the category of reentry who may not recognize or 

identify with the movement and life rhythm of the community they are forced to engage. The 

reasons for this dynamic are numerous, but central to the problem is that in many instances the 

locality of the prison facility where they were housed long term and eventually released into is 

outside the urban centers that many of the inmates would find familiar. The intentionality of 

relocating inmates at great distances away from their support structures is a long-standing issue 

prison reform advocates have raised with government authorities. In the centering down process, 

Thurman articulates a device or tool that reorient the mind and spirit, serving as a floatation 

instrument that allows the individual to rise from the depth of the destructive cycle they were 

involuntarily immersed. Thurman also posited that the discipline of suffering could help prepare 

the individual for an encounter with the divine. Thurman understood suffering as physical pain 

or an equivalency that may motivate or push the individual to a mental space of self-

preservation.185 186 Walter Fluker identifies two possible problems the individual who is 

experiencing suffering potentially encounter. The first is that the personalization of evil can 

manifest as enmity toward God. When an individual personalizes evil, the resulting suffering is 

internalized as an attack on one's privacy and disruption to the orderliness of personality that 

informs the inward journey. In essence, it is a denial of good. For Thurman, evil is an inherent 

part of life in the same way good is part of the same life. Evil for Thurman cannot be treated as 

an isolated phenomenon. The personalization of suffering and the hostility towards God can also 

allow the individual to marshal the inner capital that can produce a hyper-focus that prepares 
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she/him for a divine encounter.187 Thurman's notion in this regard is beneficial to persons who 

have experienced the prison system. Thurman, in his way, is validating the experiences the 

individual has encountered in the past and will eventually meet again in the future. In some 

ways, the experience with suffering continues the possibility of being redemptive, even if only 

producing the atmosphere where sharp focus occurs to prepare the individual for the encounter 

with the divine.188 Moreover, it helps claim one's narrative. Part of reentry into a community is to 

remember, retell, relive and own the stories of our lives.189 This process is the means of 

prophetic witnessing to where the person has been, leaving markers of remembrance. All lives 

will experience crisis on their earthly journey. Thurman notes that the crisis is not the end of all 

things.190 A moment of crisis has the ability to dominate ones thinking and force other things 

related to daily life to the background. The rhythm of life is off-balance, and every facet of life 

seems to be on the side of the crisis. Do not let your heart be dismayed because trouble does not 

last permanently. 

Lastly, there is another concept in the religious thinking of Howard Thurman that is 

useful for those on the inward journey of self-discovery. Thurman's notion of religious 

experience is helpful in the pursuit of a fully integrated self with the world one lives, moves, and 

has its being. The notion also ties directly with Thurman's understanding of community. 

Thurman's religious experience is the total of the interrelationship of the individual, God, and the 

world.191 In this space, one discovers the connective tissue of life's inner and outer realms that 

ground the basis for realizing community. Religious experience is the pathway to which one can 
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feel a kinship with all life. Through seeking truth through meditation, scientific inquiry, service, 

or another commitment, the individual can discover the truth.192 The process of seeking the truth 

is the activity that one becomes aware of the unity of all life. Seeking truth by various means is a 

critical element for the individual reorienting themselves to the world outside of the prison 

compound. The encounter with the divine as one pursues truth offers refreshment for the spirit 

and nourishment for the soul.  Thurman's notions of self and the inner life are highly private and 

could produce isolation if one takes his notions of the self as a whole unto itself. Thurman was 

keenly aware of the potential trap isolation can set. The duality of the inner and outer dimensions 

of life needs the community as a safeguard against isolation and sort of a proving ground to the 

commitment to removing the barriers erected by forces of the world that keep the individual and 

all persons from reaching their full potential.193 

Thurman was convinced that the divine intention could never be defeated. God has a 

purpose for humanity, and no manner of evil will be able to subdue God forever. What the divine 

wills to happen shall come to pass. This understanding is where the hope of a better future rests. 

The men and women leaving prison to restart their lives anew need their spirits refreshed and a 

balm for the battered soul. Through the study and practice of the inner life, Thurman presents a 

unique way of getting to self-knowledge. This project's position is that when one comes to terms 

with what they have been subjected to in living out their existence, they will discover they are 

survivors. They are overcomers of unimaginable circumstances, and their scars are not only the 

site of past trauma but, more importantly, a living memorial to the healing that has taken place. 

This understanding links to Thurman's inward discovery. When one discovers they are more than 

their circumstances and the contradictions of life do not have the last word, outward living after 
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long-term incarceration becomes possible if not much more manageable. 
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Chapter Five: 

 
Last Things. 

Where Do We Grow from Here? 
 
 

This final chapter will be to bring the project to a close. This final chapter will return to 

the primary research questions and assertions at the center of the project to illuminate the central 

insights. In so doing, the project will offer a ritual to communities of faith seeking to provide 

safe, sacred space for the inward work returning citizens must do to achieve wholeness. In 

addition, a sermonic reflection will be offered to undergird the community theologically. Both 

offerings are mitigation tools against external pressures that impede the inward journey towards 

wholeness. 

 

The primary research question and assertions are at the center of the project. 

This project has three essential questions and two main assertions. What are the barriers 

to a successful societal reentry? What options or resources do those incarcerated believe are 

needed to move beyond incarceration into full community integration? These questions allow the 

formerly incarcerated individual to think about and assess their needs. The final central question 

is the positive roles faith and religious organizations can play in being allies and activists on 

behalf of this marginalized population? The central assertion of the project is that the inward 

spiritual work that Dr. Howard Washington Thurman advocated is vital work that returning 

citizens must do as part of the quest for wholeness after incarceration. Secondly, providing a 

safe, sacred space for inward spiritual work and authentic engagement is a worthy and necessary 

undertaking that religious communities should willingly engage. 
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Central insights of the project. 

The research findings reveal that the criminal justice system is a complex socio-politico 

organism that organizes itself as a tightly woven tapestry that is not easily disentangled. The 

organism tapestry has been adaptable to changing circumstances to maintain power since the 

country's founding to the present moment. The system feeds on greed, influence, and power. It 

was interesting to discover that the medical model that promoted rehabilitation and reintegration 

was once the preferred model of many prison institutions from the late 1950s until the late 1970s. 

The change toward a more punitive model was not based on science or outcomes that proved 

problematic to the social structure, which could justify such a dramatic change in approach to 

reentry. The change revolved around white grievance politics. Politicians saw an unhealed 

fissure between urban life and suburban, rural white sensibilities that could easily be exploited to 

advance their influence and power. Politicians exploiting unattended racial wounds is not a new 

phenomenon. However, the project's finding was the degree of willingness politicians and those 

in authority to be content or unmoved by the human collateral damage as a result of the policy 

change. 

 The project also revealed several other intriguing findings. One such finding was the 

intersection of revolutionary politics with its egalitarian ethics and the early formulation of the 

Black church. The enslaved understanding of piety and its internal dynamism was not opposed to 

the external freedom they fought for in the larger society. They took a weaponized hermeneutic 

and reoriented it to one useful to their lives. This form of Christian witness was the seeds of the 

African American social justice movement anchored in the Christian theology of liberation. 

What is intriguing is the steady march away from this early understanding of internal conversion 
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and lived experience informing the Christian witness. The embrace of a white evangelical 

hermeneutic with a heavy reliance on internal conversion at the expense of lived experience is 

still prevalent today. This understanding continues to limit the willingness of some faith 

communities to embrace thoroughly marginalized populations. 

 Another area of interesting findings is in the area of remembering and retelling a life 

story. One of the assertions this project made is the importance of those who have experienced 

prolonged trauma of incarceration that can trample, subdue and degrade the human spirit be 

afforded space to tell their story would be a freeing exercise. In observing Ron, who served a 

total of 13 years in prison, it became clear his disposition in the interview was excitement and 

appreciation for having the opportunity to tell his story. One of the takeaways from this interview 

is how the pressure to succeed heaped on someone with mental illness can be destructive. The 

pressure not to be a disappointment to his mother scholastically and socially was a tremendous 

burden for the middle school and high school teenager at the time with undiagnosed 

schizophrenia. Part of this pressure comes about because of situations out of Ron’s control. He is 

going from an inner-city Boston public school at the height of the Boston school busing crisis 

that fueled racial animus to a New Hampshire prep school that was majority Caucasian after 

losing his brother James to inner-city Boston gang violence; this dynamic galvanized the 

pressure he felt. This finding is observable in his answer to the question about poverty, 

engagement with the criminal justice system, and its effects on his understanding of the divine. 

Ron concluded that poverty and his time dealing with the consequences of theft resulting from 

poverty did not play a role in engaging faith. However, he states guilt for not living up to the 

family's standards, particularly his mother. Ron further concludes that the pressure felt was 

extreme. Another critical finding in Ron's story is his effort to shield his mother and older 
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brother, who joined him at the New Hampshire, all-boys prep school, contributing to his 

succumbing to the pressure that led to destructive behavior. The project is not positing his 

mother, brother, and other family members contributed to his pressure. Intriguingly, his family's 

answers have intentionality in shielding their characters from potential blame for his life choices. 

It suggests, at the very least, subconsciously, that he believes his answers could potentially 

portray his family in a negative light. This finding is exemplified in his conclusion that all the 

flaws are with him when referring to the time he and his brother attended prep school. 

 Continuing the ethnographic findings, there are several insights the interview with Bruce 

yielded. It is striking and revealing his capacity to remember his life that was full of abuse, 

trauma, and abandonment in a way that gives meaning to what he understands himself to be now. 

In this finding, Bruce's capacity to forgive those who were charged with his care, safety, and 

well-being resulting in his life, particularly his early life being disruptive and painful, is 

informative. This notion is observable in remembering the episode his uncle Johnny comes to his 

grandparent’s house drunk. Bruce is now 15 1/2 after being abandoned by his mother for the 

second time. A fight between him and his uncle ensues in which the uncle has his jaw broken 

and becomes addicted to the painkillers. His grandparents blamed Bruce for the altercation and 

the subsequent addiction. The second incident was his uncle killing someone in self-defense at a 

family night fishing gathering. Once again, Bruce is blamed for the actions of his uncle. This 

time the blame rest at his feet because he was the one who suggested the family go night fishing. 

One of the core findings rests in his ability to shoulder blame regardless if it is rightly deserved. 

He fashioned these memories and other dangerous memories of his lived experience into 

something valuable and usable in the form of fortitude and drive to endure 28 years of 

incarceration, resulting in him graduating from Boston University while incarcerated, now a 
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homeowner who rents rooms to individuals reentering society after long-term incarceration. He 

is a living illustration of Thurman’s notion that the constrictions in life will not have the final 

word. 

 All of the ethnographic subjects have a running through-line in their lives. From sexual 

abuse, child abuse to the inability to navigate the pressure to live up to perceived family 

expectations increased their awareness and need for a creative encounter with the divine. All the 

subjects had some form of Christian upbringing, from the Black church tradition to Methodism 

and Catholicism. Interestingly, each took their Christian experience and remolded to a spiritual 

understanding without dogma and doctrine as a theological underpinning after society and 

institutionalized religion failed them. 

 The research further revealed how the Cambridge Sharing Circle has values, virtuosities, 

and community practice in place that line up with Thurman's notion of community. Thurman 

valued community at the level of divine intent. The Sharing Circle lives and illustrates what it 

means to be authentic with the marginalized. It is a community that has as a core component 

mutual respect, trust, and goodwill towards the other members of the group. It is interesting to 

see this dynamic at work when a community member slips and has to go back to rehab or prison. 

The community pulls together to make sure the recidivated or who needs to complete a rehab 

program again is fully supported and loved. Once the rehab is complete or the incarcerated 

individual is rereleased, they are received back into the community without reservation, 

judgment, or shame. The community does not care how many times the person repeats the cycle 

of incarceration, rehab, and release. Only that the person sees themselves like the divine sees 

them, and that is as fundamentally good worthy of respect and love. Like Thurman, the 
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community members are keenly aware that evil is abiding and present. However, love is a more 

potent force than evil in their understanding. 

 What was of further interest is how each of the formerly incarcerated navigated and 

continued to journey their life with wounds. Matt who suffered sexual abuse as a child is of 

particular interest. In this instance, the victim of sexual abuse later became a child sexual 

victimizer. The crime committed resulted in an over 35-year prison sentence. It is intriguing how 

certain wounds like sexual abuse may never heal. Sexual abuse, child abuse, human trafficking, 

and other human atrocities can cause soul wounds. A wound that dehumanizes the victim and 

degrades the human spirit. In conversation, it became clear that the individual is still trying to 

make sense of the abuse both as a victim and a perpetrator. As he navigates the inner life to 

understand who he is now, it is evident that he has not forgiven himself. There is both a feeling 

of remorse and justification. He revealed that he did not hurt his victim in the interview because 

anal penetration was quick. As soon as the victim indicated discomfort, the penetration ceased. 

The moment speaks to a power dynamic. The interviewee is sexually abused had power used 

against him. In turn, as the abuser, he wields power to both inflict and diminish the cause of the 

discomfort of his victim. The further insight here suggests an element of shame is operating and 

encumbering inner life work that distorts the sense of self. 

 It is also of keen interest to observe the Quaker influence in Thurman’s theology and 

spiritual engagement. Thurman studied under Rufus Jones, a Quaker mystic at Haverford 

College. The ethnographic subjects either during incarceration or after being incarcerated made a 

decision to identify as Quaker or spiritual without defining a faith tradition. The Quakers 

tradition like Thurman’s of looking inward significantly impacted their understanding of the 

divine. No longer was the divine a being that was afar off and non-communitive. Rather the 
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divine was accessible and able to communicate when they looked inward toward the center of 

their spiritual consent resides. The interview subjects have entered back into society successfully 

at varying degrees of success. This approach contributed to their success outside of prison. The 

success of the returning citizen interviewed varies. Like people who have never experienced 

incarceration their challenges that have hindered their success such has mental health. In addition 

the successes achieved are also in large measure in spite of the obstacles the state government 

placed in their way. The example of this dynamic is volunteers in the prison system being unable 

to be supportive once the individual is released without jeopardizing their ability to volunteer in 

the prison system. 

Areas that would merit further research. 

Looking back on the project as a whole, the questions, assertions asked, and stated paved 

the way for a project that will be useful to the church universal. However, at the outset of the 

conception phase of this project, I wrestled with whether to include LGBTQ+ returning citizens. 

As a member of this marginalized community, I realize the importance and significance the 

research could potentially have on the community members that frequently are invisible in 

religious and criminal justice circles. I determined the LGBTQ+ returning citizens deserve a 

research project where the unique set of circumstances concerning their lives would be addressed 

solely, lessening the potential of their stories being diluted by the larger population of returning 

citizens who identify as heterosexual. There are several initial questions worth exploring during 

further research. Most prison systems do not consider if the housed individual belongs to the 

LGBTQ+ community. 1) Did the returning citizen feel the need to hide their orientation as a 

matter of safety? 2) Were there traumatic effects resulting from the prolonged presentation of 
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themselves inauthentically? 3) Are religious communities that offer space ready to embrace 

LGBTQ+ fully and authentically? 

 

How will the Major Project contribute to the church and society? 

 In my professional ministry context, I pastor medium-sized church in the state of 

Vermont that is 99% Caucasian. The ministry context presents some challenges that would not 

be the case in a more urban setting. Lifting issues of race, incarceration and social justice 

advocacy are riddled with pitfalls like white fright and guilt that can lead to misunderstandings 

and the feeling of judgment. The project is helpful to the church and society because it brings to 

the forefront issues of mass incarceration and racism to a community that may not have given 

any critical thought or theological reflection about individuals and communities who have this 

lived experience. This work forces white rural churchgoers to examine their privilege and 

engagement of justice issues that do not affect them personally for the vast majority of their 

constituents. This ongoing examination is an excellent example of Thurman's notion that 

assumptions must be put to the test. Sacred spaces in urban areas cannot be the only places that 

see the necessity of inward spiritual work for those returning to society. The project offers 

majority-white spaces an opportunity to grow spiritually and socially. It is time for the church 

and society to be willing to have conversations that potentially are uncomfortable. In much the 

same way, the Black church forced white churchgoers and leaders to come face to face with 

issues that destabilized their sense of hegemony. In my view, a good thinking church or religious 

community is either saying "ouch" or "amen." I hope this project will cause churches and 

communities to get uncomfortable and learn that being uncomfortable is a result of assumptions 

being challenged, and it is in this state of being discomforted that growth and change occur. My 
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United Church of Christ colleagues in the God is Still Speaking campaign used the tagline 

"Never place a period where God has placed a comma" that speaks to our need to be comfortable 

with being uncomfortable so that God's wisdom can flow. 

 

A Ritual for Faith Communities in support of Returning Citizens from Long-Term 

Incarceration: 

This ritual includes elements adapted from Howard Thurman and The Cambridge 

Sharing Circle. The purpose of the ritual is to give faith and religious communities a tool to 

invite the formerly incarcerated and their allies to a consecrated space for a sacred time of 

reflection. The time of ritual purposefully does not have a permanent designated leader. This 

dynamic allows for organic leadership informed by the move of the spirit to emerge each week. 

Also, it is vital that a community meal be offered prior to the ritual gathering. The meal is an 

opportunity for sincere and authentic community engagement. Sharing a meal with the gathered 

community is just as scared as the time of ritual. The sharing of the meal softens the heart to 

hear, receive, and be exposed to the humanity of the individual community members. 

Gathering Guidelines: 

1) Turn off all cell phones and electronic devices. 

2) Respect the Talking Piece; only the person holding the Talking Piece should speak. 

3) Refrain from giving advice. 

4) Be mindful of the time when speaking. 

5) Listen carefully and lay judgments aside. 

6) Commit to maintaining confidentiality. 
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Gathering Values:194 

1) Respect for human dignity 

2) Equality for all community members 

3) Trust and confidence in the power of community. 

4) Mutual responsibility between the individual and community. 

5) Goodwill, support, and healing. 

Ritual Supplies: 

1) Folding Chairs 

2) Rug 

3) Four candles. Three small candles and one large white candle 

4) Sage 

5) Lighter 

6) Centering music. Choose a piece of music that invokes peacefulness, mindfulness, and 

comfort. 

Ritual Outline for the Gathered and Leader: 

1) Arrange chairs in a circle with the rug in the center. Place the three smaller candles in a 

circle in the center of the rug. Place the larger candle in the middle of the circle of 

candles. Place the sage and lighter on the side of the candles. 

2) Welcome late arrivals and newcomers. Explain the gathering time and ritual process. 

3) Dim lights and light the candles 

4) Read the gathering guidelines and values 

 
194 Patricia Wild, Way Opens: A Spiritual Journey, ed. Joyce Maddox, First edition (Lynchburg, VA: Warwick House 
Publishers, Lynchburg, VA, 2008), 194. 



 

 
   

100 

5) Light the sage. The leader will go around the circle offering the sage as a symbol of ritual 

cleansing from the Native American tradition.195 

6) Read Howard Thurman’s Centering Prayer. 

How good it is to center down, to sit quietly and see one's self pass by! The streets of our 
minds seethe with endless traffic; Our Spirits resound with clashing, with loud silences, 
while something deep within hunger and thirst for the quiet moment and the resting lull. 
With full intensity, we seek, ere the quiet passes, a fresh sense of order in our living; A 
direction, a robust sure purpose that will structure our confusion and bring meaning in 
our chaos. We look at ourselves in this waiting moment- the kinds of people we are. The 
questions persist: what are we doing with our lives? - What are the motives that order our 
days? What is the end of our doings? Where are we trying to go? Where do we put the 
emphasis, and where are our values focused? For what end do we make sacrifices? 
Where is my treasure, and what do I love most in life? What do I hate most in life, and to 
what am I true? Over and over, the questions beat in upon the waiting moment. As we 
listen, floating up through all of the jangling echoes of our turbulence, there is a sound of 
another kind- A deeper note which only the stillness of the heart makes clear. It moves 
directly to the core of our being. Our questions are answered, our spirits are refreshed, 
and we move back into the traffic of our daily round. With the peace of the eternal in our 
step. How good it is to center down.196 
 

 

 Immediately following the Thurman prayer, play the centering music. 

7) Ask for continued silence and let the first speaker emerge from the silence. Upon 

receiving the talking piece, each speaker should gaze around the circle and look each 

participant in the eye, silently acknowledging their presence. 

8) Once the first person has spoken, the talking piece should be passed clockwise (to the 

right). 

9) After the last person has spoken, allow time for the gathered to process and breathe in the 

moment. 

 
195 Wild, 194. 
196 Howard Thurman, A Strange Freedom: The Best of Howard Thurman on Religious Experience and Public Life, ed. 
Catherine Tumber and Walter E. Fluker (Boston: Beacon Pr, 1998), 305. 
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10) Stand, join hands and recite the Serenity Prayer or another prayer appropriate to the 

context of the gathered. 

Sermonic Reflection. 

Scripture Text: Acts 12:1-12 

Here we have Peter’s 3rd arrest. He has already escaped incarceration 

previously. Now he is waiting to be executed. This incident is just not the Pharisees 

and Sadducees looking to exert power over this group of believers, as was the case in 

the crucifixion of Jesus. It appears the whole community, along with their Roman 

oppressors, has joined forces. Ironically, the Jews would be in the Passover season, a 

time to remember how God delivered them from their Egyptian oppressor now; some 

are siding and plotting with a new oppressor. It is also interesting that we are not told 

whom all were put in Prison; Luke only mentions Peter and the execution of James. 

Moreover, this James is the son of Zebedee, the brother of John. This James, the older 

of the two Apostles named James. We know he was one of the three who were 

privileged to witness the transfiguration, the resurrection of Jairus' daughter, and the 

agony in the garden. This disciple is the same James that asked to be seated at the right 

hand of Jesus when he came into his kingdom. Remember Jesus ask; can you drink 

from the same cup I have too? Their answer was a big ole yes! Jesus replied, "you will 

surely do that" Here we have James, a martyr of Jesus, indeed fulfilling the prophetic 

utterance Jesus spoke into the atmosphere (Drinking from his cup)  

Peter's situation seemed hopeless. From a human perspective, it seems 

impossible to save Peter's life. Most of us have been in situations that looked and felt 

hopeless. Furthermore, if you have not been in that situation, keep living; you will 
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experience it. Those who have been in dangerous circumstances, you know the drill- 

go over the situation in your mind over and over again (wash, rinse and repeat), and it 

seems there is no logical way out! You need the divine to move quickly and not tarry, 

as the old folks in the church I grew up in used to say. There is that voice in the back 

of your head that starts in a whisper, and with each passing day, the situation stays 

unresolved, the voice seems to get louder and louder (you are not going to make it. 

God is not going to intervene this time. You are not holy enough or righteous enough. 

You do not make the list of who is who in Christendom. You are not important 

enough to God". 

This sense of despair is the same place of hopelessness this community found 

itself. They are in a real crisis! Stephen is dead! James is dead! The reality is that Peter 

will die if God does not intervene. This reality is what brought the community to its 

knees in prayer. Notice it was the church that was praying and not Peter. He seems to 

have peace about the situation, content or perhaps given up, seeing no way out. I can 

assure you that if I were in Peter's shoes on the eve of my execution, I would not sleep. 

I would be calling on the name of Jesus, and if he took too long, I would find some 

other God-like figure to call upon. So, God hears their prayer, goes into his contact 

list, calls up "Angelic Resources," who then dispatch an agent of heaven to see about 

Peter. 

I began to think about Peter and his multiple incarcerations, and my mind 

drifted to the thousands of our brothers and sisters caught up in the oppressive 

American Criminal Justice system. There are thousands upon thousands of our young 

people wasting away in prison. In the work of justice ministry- In the past, I have 
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worked with a group of Quakers called "Concerned Elders" around societal reentry 

and prison reform, so I have seen this travesty first-hand. There may be folks in this 

sanctuary right now who have personally experienced the wrath of our criminal justice 

system. It may be your son, daughter, cousin, a parent who was/is incarcerated; 

perhaps it was you that was an inmate at a state or federal facility. For me, this is 

personal and close to home. My younger brother is serving a Maximum 40- year 

sentence, a minimum of 12 before he can even think about parole. Well, how did he 

get there? He suffers from several mental health disorders. He is a skilled carpenter, 

and before going to jail, he built houses for a living. When the housing market tanked 

in 2007, he lost his job and the ability to pay for his medication, and no one knew he 

was not taking his medication. The voices came back and drove him to the point of 

insanity, and bad, irrational choices ruled the day. The judge said you are a grown man 

and should have found a way to get your meds when considering mitigating 

circumstances. So, he became another number in the long line of inmates being treated 

for mental illness in the criminal justice system. 

I invite you to use your imagination if you have never been inside of a prison. 

Walk down the cement floored corridors of an American correctional facility, hear the 

sound of steel doors clanging in the distance, see human beings caged like wild 

animals. Humans herded like cows from one place to another. Let outside to recreate 

penned in like dogs at the kennel, and I invite you to smell the stench of the decaying 

human spirit, then ask yourself where the God of this text is? Perhaps you will begin 

to feel as I did. I was upset with God because of the human condition of our sisters and 

brothers who find themselves living within the American Prison System. 
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I wanted to know where is this God in our text who looked through heaven's 

portal in eternity to see Peter in the dimension called "time" and decided to send one 

of heaven's finest to resolve Peter's conflict. Where is that God now? Where is the God 

who led his children of Israel away from their oppressor in the form of a cloud by day 

and a pillar of fire by night? Where is the God that shook the earth until Paul was 

freed from his bonds? And like Job, while in his life crisis, I looked everywhere for 

God. High and low. Left and right. Behind me. In front of me and "perceived him 

not.” We know the less educated you are, the more likely it is for you to be 

incarcerated.  

People from poorer or marginalized communities have fewer educational 

opportunities (Poor knows no color). Now they are part of a penal system that is 

rigged against them. What do you mean preacher by rigged? They are charged room 

and board while they are forcibly jailed. If they had a job before they went to prison, 

rest assured they lost it. There might be a prison job that pays pennies a day, but there 

are only so many of those to go around. Prison job or no prison job, you are accruing a 

bill for the time you are detained. If you are blessed to have a family that may be able 

to buy necessities (Deodorant/toothpaste) for you while locked up, they are forced to 

buy strictly from the prison commissary or their supplier at exuberantly inflated prices. 

Upon your release into probation, you are charged a daily monitoring fee. Keep in 

mind that you have no job, and the chances of you securing one right away are slim to 

none. If you have a family member who is able and willing to take you in while you 

get on your feet, they cannot be on public assistance because it is against the rules to 

have a convicted felon living with them, or they risk losing their assistance and 
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housing voucher. We give lip service to family values while bemoaning absentee 

fathers as a country. Do not pay your fines and accrued penal system bill; you will find 

yourself re-incarcerated, stuck in a vicious cycle. So yes, it is a rigged system. 

Moreover, those charged with maintaining the system have the nerve to look at you 

with a straight face and call it JUST!  

Have you been in the place where you said God, I read about all of these things 

you have done for other people? You healed the woman with the issue of blood. You 

raised Lazarus from the grave and calmed the stormy sea. Not only that, you ed 5000 

people with two fish and five loaves of bread. You have also been known to give sight 

to the blind. Where are you Now?  

Where is the God of this text? We were told as children that nothing is 

impossible for God. Where is the God momma told me could make a way out of no-

way? The one who is the bridge over troubled water? Where is the one Aunt Bessie 

called the Lily of the valley and cousin Lulla Bell said was the bright and morning 

star? I need that God because too many men and women are languishing in prison 

without a shred of hope. One day, I sought God for a balm that would soothe my 

wounded heart. The spirit-directed back to this passage. More pointedly, Verse 7 

(Read V7). Notice the chains fell off Peter first inside the prison if the chains did not 

fall off Peter inside the gate and somehow, he managed to hop/wiggle to get outside 

the gate. He still would be just as bound outside as he was inside. 

What are you saying, preacher? We have to get free in the situation before 

external freedom can do us any real good. And in my work with the incarcerated, I 

know if we can lead our sisters and our brother to freedom here (MIND). To freedom 
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here (heart). If you can get your heart free. If you can get your mind free, no jail cell 

will be able to contain you. No situation will be insurmountable. Yes, we need 

appropriate public policy and advocacy, but there is internal freedom at the personal 

level that needs to take place. Being incarcerated may not be your story. It may not be 

your experience. You may be locked up in a bad situation, and a way out seems to be 

unrealistic. You may be in the grips of addiction that you cannot shake loose. I am 

here to let you know that change is closer than you realize. To use Paul's language, 

for, within your earthly vessel, you have something on the inside working to manifest 

change on the outside. It is Paul who introduces the church to the concept of thought 

modification "Be transformed by the renewing of your mind" "Think on these things, 

whatever things are lovely, whatever things are true. "We are heavens agents of love 

walking with our sisters and brothers to reclaim their dignity and self-worth. And 

when the time comes for their physical freedom, they will have moved from reformed 

to transform! "IT IS AN INSIDE JOB."  
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Appendix 

 

 

Literature Review 

A Strange Freedom is a collection of Thurman's writings on religious experience and 

public life. Walter Fluker and Catherine Tumber edit the work. 

 

In Fluker's They Looked for A City, he gives a comparative analysis between Martin 

Luther King, Jr's concept of the beloved community and Thurman's notion of community. 

However, there is a common thread that runs through both understandings that are useful to the 

project. This thread is the role love plays as an animating force. Thurman and King both 

recommended love as a means to overcome oppression that restricted authentic community. 

Thurman emphasized the power of love to overcome the internal barriers (inner-life) of fear, 

self-deception, and hate. However, King understood love as a means of social justice and the 

organization of power in developing a just and responsible society.  

 

Luther Smith’s The Mystic as Prophet presents Thurman as a mystic prophet. That is to 

say, in work by Smith, we can see how Thurman's understanding of spiritual power (Inner-life) 

can tackle the issues and conditions of all who are oppressed, mainly Black Americans. This 

framing of Thurman is particularly useful because it plumbs out the necessary inward work each 

must do to contribute to the community entirely. The contributions of Fluker and Smith bring 

necessary grounding that will be essential to the point of the work. A community-powered by 

authentic love is nurturing to the spirit and is vital to navigating democratic space. Those who 

were incarcerated are deprived of such space. In prison, your life is not your own. You are told 
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what to do and when to do it with no thought to your feelings or needs. Once out of the confines 

and control of the state, re-entering persons are thrust into newfound freedom and responsibility. 

Freedom and responsibility are two sides of the same coin. You cannot have one without the 

other. 

Fluker and Smith's works analyzed Thurman. Thurman himself is a significant 

conversation partner; the project will look to two essential works authored by Thurman. The 

Search for Common Ground and Meditations of the Heart.  

 

The Search for Common Ground is the seminal work of Thurman around the community. 

Here he began to think through and reflect on what it means to be a community and be in a 

community with others. He explores the creation myths in the Hebrew Text of Genesis and the 

Hopi Indian as a launching pad searching for common ground. In many ways, he is looking for 

common patterns and themes of the meaning of life and the why of life the myths offer. 

Thurman was exploring community while pastoring in San Francisco Fellowship Church, 

a community that was a racially diverse congregation in 1944. The understanding of community 

in the presence of tension is essential to this project. Thurman helps identify some of the 

challenges in making a community when it goes against social norms. Thurman is searching for 

commonality within racial tension. This notion is beneficial not only because racial tension still 

exists but because those returning to society after incarceration, like the American negro of the 

1940s, are those the dominant cultures seek to marginalize. Returning citizens are part of the 

marginalized, looking to find common ground among themselves and the larger society. I believe 

it is a valuable practice to look for patterns and themes within the context of reentry.  This search 

is not done at the expense of the individual and their inner-work. Thurman offers a window into 
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this understanding. He states, "I've always wanted to be me without making it difficult for you to 

be you." 

In Meditations of the Heart, Thurman writes meditations that focus on the inner life. 

Spiritual hunger runs deep and is insistent on being nourished within the human spirit. The 

hunger for Thurman transcends age, culture, race, or any other groups into which individuals 

self-select, or society divides them. Thurman seeks to address in mediation form the universal 

call to be nourished spiritually as a necessary step to achieve wholeness. In Thurman, wholeness 

can be seen through the interrelatedness and workings of inner and outer life. This understanding 

is vital to the project because it gives a theological framework to Thurman's understanding of the 

inner life. In this project, I am claiming there needs to be critical inward work done individually 

in those re-entering into society. Thurman's theological framework, although often presented in 

the Christian context, is fluid. That is to say; it can be translated to fit other faith contexts. One of 

the goals of this enterprise is to help those re-engaging in society connects spiritually with the 

God of their understanding. The example below although full of traditional Christian imagery, 

the fluidity of Thurman is viewable in the offering of inner consent. One does not have to ascribe 

a particular faith to reach the eternal. The only requirement is that of personal inner consent. 

Thurman describes inner consent this way. 

There is in every person an inward sea, and in that sea, there is an island, and, on that island, 

there is an altar, and standing guard before that altar is the “angel with the flaming sword.” 

Nothing can get by that angel to be placed upon that alter unless it has the mark of your 

inner authority; nothing passes "the angel with the flaming sword" to be placed upon your 

altar unless it is a part of "the fluid area of your consent." This is your crucial link with the 

Eternal. 
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Thurman's framework and language to this project is an invitation to come to explore the inner-

life regardless of a particular faith experience or none at all. 

 

 Alexander and Wilkerson look at the broader landscape of the American Criminal Justice 

and Societal Caste System. Both systems play a significant role in designing the topography 

marginalized people are forced to navigate. Both systems work in tandem to maintain the status 

quo. 

 

Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow, gives the broad strokes of the broken criminal 

justice system. She brings attention to the schemes those in authority have explicitly devised to 

keep African American men in the grip of the state. Alexander’s work is significant to the project 

because it gives a deep look into the multilevel assault on the human enterprise of the poor, 

vulnerable and marginalized. The work opens the closet door to reveal some underlying political 

structures like unemployment and social neglect that give way to economic deserts. These 

realities have been the permission structure for the state to incarcerate thousands of thousands of 

Black men, both young and old, in years past. The problem has increased with the rising level of 

young Black women being incarcerated. However, this project is not looking at political and 

theological strategies to mitigate against the schemes of the state and political power that sees the 

marginalized as pawns to achieving more political power. It is, however, applicable in the sense 

that it gives a solid foundation to understanding the robust structures the incarcerated have come 

up against and which continue, to place barriers to their success outside of the prison walls. 

When a person leaves active incarceration, they are by no means finished with the criminal 
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justice system. There is often the need to navigate the parole system and restitution, both of 

which play a significant role in the recidivation rate in every jurisdiction.  

 

 

Isabel Wilkerson’s Caste is helpful to the project because her work offers insight into 

how society is divided up by caste. Whether by birthright or means of economics, she illuminates 

the social constructs developed that play a significant role in one's self image in relation to the 

larger society. Wilkerson fills in the historical gaps that Alexander leaves open. Although 

Wilkerson is not specifically unveiling the underpinnings of incarceration in American society, 

she does pull back the covers on America's Caste System. This work is helpful in further 

understanding the system that is designed to keep those in lower castes immobile. The 

criminalizing of Black and brown bodies is part and parcel of the American Caste System. 

Wilkerson quotes historian Alden T. Vaughn reflecting on African slaves arriving in 1619 who 

were regarded as "at the outset a singularly debased status in the eyes of white Virginians." We 

often hear commentators and politicians in the wake of the George Floyd police murder, along 

with countless others of unarmed Black, brown men and women, suggest "this is not who 

America is." After a close reading of American History, I posit that the criminal justice system as 

a means of caste and the violence within the system is exactly who America is. Wilkerson's work 

broadens the historical scope beyond race by including class, economic status and family origin 

as planks in the American caste system. 

 Seiter, and Kadela provide research on what is working and what is not in the wider 

context of reentry after incarceration.  The work is also helpful to understanding the progression 

of reentry programming from the earliest permutation to the present while also giving context to 
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the mixed terrain differing programs need to maneuver depending on the state in which they 

operate. The Urban Institute research specifically looks religious based reentry programing to 

flesh out the effectiveness of faith based and religiously centered programing 

  

Crime and Delinquency Richard P. Seiter, and Karen R. Kadela, provide research 

regarding what is working, what does not, and what is promising in the field of reentry after 

incarceration. This research will provide a check against suggested strategies that have been 

proven to be less than helpful for those transitioning back into society. The research is proving 

helpful in understanding the progression of reentry from the past to where it stands today. The 

authors posit complex and multi-layered reasons for some of the changes, both positive and 

negative. The reasons range from the devaluing of the tough-on-crime attitude, strained funding 

for prison in-house preparatory reentry programs that focus on job skills and interpersonal skills 

to community services, and the degrading of traditional supports within the community. One 

item of particular note the research puts forth is that in the United States, a patchwork of criteria 

is used for release. In fifteen states and the federal government, a parole board has the complete 

determination of an inmate's release. Twenty states have severely restricted who is eligible for 

parole. Some states have restricted who is eligible and have laws requiring at least eighty-five 

percent of the sentence to be completed before parole is granted. There are only fifteen states, 

according to the research, that allow complete discretion of the parole board to determine release. 

Thus my work must be general enough to cover these various conditions.  

 

“The Urban Institute: Faith-Based Corrections and Reentry Programs: Advancing a 

Conceptual Framework for Research and Evaluation” provides an essential overview of those 
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being released and the expectations for programs that assist them. The research notes that close 

to 700,00 individuals are released from correctional facilities each year. Resource-deprived 

locales, policymakers, and those working within the prison industrial complex are looking to 

faith-based programs to help meet the needs of those returning to the community. Faith-based 

organizations are not novices in serving the poor, marginalized, and other underserved 

communities; however, few studies on the effectiveness of faith-oriented organizations provide 

tangible reentry support. The research seeks to answer questions that drill down to the programs' 

effectiveness in reducing recidivism and measure other important outcomes such as job 

placement and secure housing. In addition to providing essential data, the research is valuable to 

the major project because it is not exclusively Christian. However, it is essential to note that 

eighty-five percent of the respondents self-identified as faith-based. Those choosing to identify 

as faith-based were part of the three significant Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and 

Islam). The remaining respondents chose the term “spiritually-based”. This nuance in naming is 

essential. In Thurman, the understanding of the divine is fluid and personal. Therefore, it is 

critical to the enterprise of the project to capture those programs self-identifying as spiritually 

based. Borrowing the language of Seiter and Kadela’s work at Saint Louis University, the 

research is further beneficial to understanding more concretely what is currently working, what 

may not be working, and what is promising.  

 The trauma research is essential to the project because it points to why Thurman is 

important and necessary to the work of reentry. The other research used in the project around 

criminal justice and reentry focus on systems and structures. The trauma research tells the story 

of the effects of living life in incarceration. 
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Reframing Trauma: The Transformative Power of Meaning in Life, Work, and 

Community. More than 700,00 citizens returning from incarceration have experienced a 

traumatic event. Interestingly inmates learn to disguise their feelings and internalize the effects 

of their symptoms to navigate prison life. The practice has a carryover effect once released from 

incarceration. Many return to the community, struggle to find work, maintain a positive self-fact 

and social identity. Incarceration is a traumatic reality that stains all who come in contact. In 

addition to living in fear, loss of liberty and social marginalization resulting from leaving loved 

ones behind degrades the individual's sense of self. The perception of the larger society of post-

incarceration persons is that of lepers, damaged goods, sub-class of society unworthy of respect 

who are a drain on the social compact. The total sum of a person's life is defined by crime, a 

perpetual status of a former inmate, ex-offender, ex-con that operates as a scarlet letter that gives 

license to their stigma and marginalization. The conversation undergirds the significance of 

Howard Thurman's notion of the inner-life to those who are post-incarceration. According to 

Thurman, the most fundamental aspect of life is its constant search for nourishment, both 

physical and spiritual. The work suggests the trauma of incarceration by limiting self-fact, social 

identity, and the masking of the effects of the trauma contribute to spiritual malnutrition. When 

one is subject to mental trauma it is natural to develop coping mechanism to mitigate the effects 

of the trauma. In so doing, there is the chance the individual begins to mask who they really are 

in order to survive. This may be in the case where the citizen is part of the LGBTQ community 

but the environment is unsafe for one to be fully authentic. Over a period of time this masking 

and the presenting of alternate self-facts chips away at the spirit of a person. 
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Annotated Bibliography: 
 
 
Borderlands / La Frontera: The New Mestiza. San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 2012. 
  

At the intersection of race, politics, sexism, extreme poverty, and homophobia, 

marginalized people are forced to navigate contradictory social systems. The work furthers 

W.E.B. DuBois's notion of "doublemindedness."  Individuals subjected to multiple social 

systems concerning social class, sexuality, and language develop dexterity in moving through 

dominant social norms. The theory conceptualizes oppression as non-static. Each social system is 

fluid, and its navigation requires nimbleness on the part of the individual. The work is helpful in 

reflecting on returning citizens from incarceration. Those returning to society also find 

themselves at multiple intersections trying to navigate unfamiliar social systems. As a result, 

resistance to oppressive systems by the marginalized person is, by necessity, contextual and 

fluid. 

 
Cheng, Patrick S. Radical Love: Introduction to Queer Theology. 1st edition. New York: 

Seabury Books, 2011. 
 

In its highest form, radical love dissolves boundaries set in place by social and 

spiritual constructs. This demonstration of love is at the center of Christian theology, 

considering Christians’ belief that God through the incarnation of Jesus and his death, 

resurrection, and ascension dissolved boundaries. The boundaries between life and death, 

time and eternity became fluid through the life and work of Jesus Christ. The work is 

helpful in considering radical hospitality offered by religious spaces to the formerly 

incarcerated. In addition, the work is an avenue that is useful in moving Howard 
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Thurman's notion of the community forward. Queer theology situates itself at the 

intersection of Christian theology and queer theory to demonstrate radical love. 

 
 
Dorrien, Gary. Breaking White Supremacy: Martin Luther King Jr. and the Black Social Gospel. 

1st edition. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018. 
 

The Black social gospel has deep roots in Black culture and religious spaces before the 

modern civil rights movement. This work situates the Black social gospel in the mid-twentieth 

century Black church with Martin Luther King, Jr as its martyred central leader. The work 

illuminates the work of King, Howard Thurman, and other figures who embraced thoroughly 

modern, progressive justice-focused social gospel at the outset of their public careers. It will 

expand my historical understanding. 

 
Farley, Wendy. Tragic Vision and Divine Compassion: A Contemporary Theodicy. 1st edition. 

Louisville, Ky: Westminster John Knox Press, 1990. 
 

The work is a break from traditional theodicy in three distinct ways. First, the 

work resists the traditional understanding that situates sin at the center of evil. The work 

instead centers on extreme suffering, the suffering that dehumanizes and degrades one's 

humanity. In tradition, the fall of humanity in the garden of Eden is where sin entered the 

world. In so doing, human suffering is justified because sin is at its core. This notion is 

important when considering how the formerly incarcerated are viewed in the larger 

society as deserving of their suffering. Second, in tradition, eschatological harmony is 

restored when good triumphs over evil. This notion subdues the outrage of human 

suffering by offering a neat cosmic or otherworldly ending. Finally, my project is in 

solidarity with Farley’s notion that religious and democratic spaces must deal head-on 
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with human suffering, even at the level of resisting language that positions divine power 

as domination over its subjects in the manner of judge and ruler. This work will help 

shape the theological framework for my project. 

 
 
Fluker, Walter Earl. Ethical Leadership: The Quest for Character, Civility, and Community. 

Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2009. 
 

A case is made new leaders of the twenty-first century must resist the top-down 

leadership of the past. In doing so, leaders need to be acutely aware of new realities that 

shape struggles and issues they are forced to confront. Equally as important, leaders need 

to be aware of the inner habitat that shapes character and community. Leaders who are 

not aware of the interior habitat of their subconscious may be vulnerable to situations and 

circumstances that risk the team's goal. The work is based on Thurman's notion of the 

inner-life. The work is helpful in that it situates Thurman in the contemporary context. 

This contextualizing is particularly useful in considering the importance of the project's 

inner-work, returning citizens must do to mitigate the effects of incarceration on one’s 

self-description. 

 
  
  
 
Fluker, Walter Earl. The Ground Has Shifted: The Future of the Black Church in Post-Racial 

America. New York: NYU Press, 2016. 
  

The offering is a critical analysis of the Black church’s historical, prophetic tradition. The 

discourse is moved forward by offering a new way forward for a new generation. The work 

posits a strategic positioning of the Black church by focusing on Black youth and other 
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marginalized persons left behind because of global capitalism. Black and brown returning 

citizens fit the definition of marginalized Fluker is referring to. The Black church has the 

capacity to meet the needs of the formerly incarcerated if it can meet them where they are. For 

the Black church to stay relevant, it must find creative ways to be an interlocutor to Black life 

and culture. 

 
Griffin, Horace L. Their Own Receive Them Not: African American Lesbians and Gays in Black 

Churches. Eugene, Or: Wipf & Stock Pub, 2010. 
  

The work is a critical engagement and analysis of the historically Black church's 

lack of hospitality to gays, lesbians, and trans persons through the stories of Black LBGT 

Christians marginalized within a marginalized group (Black Church). The work presents 

LGBT persons in their full humanity. Their frailties, shortcomings, gifts, and talents are 

laid bare in a way that offers an authentic pastoral theology to succor the marginalized 

and give strength to the weary. This work is helpful model in considering ministry to 

those wounded by incarceration and the more extensive criminal justice system. 

 
 
Flunder, Yvette A. Where the Edge Gathers: Building a Community of Racial Inclusion. 

Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 2007. 
  

It makes a case for the marginalized to make community even at the edge of society 

where they are often forced to reside. The work posits that those who cannot hide their 

marginality must make an authentic community even while exposing their nakedness and 

vulnerability. The project may make use of the biblical witness through sermons to offer 

pathways to establish, nourish and sustain communities at the margins. 
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Lewis, Jacqueline J. The Power of Stories: A Guide for Leading Multi-Racial and Multi-Cultural 

Congregations. Illustrated edition. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2008. 
 

The work uses stories of leaders who lead multi-cultural and diverse churches around 

race, ethnicity, economic diversity, and class status. There are particular events in each leader's 

life around race and culture that inform their leadership. The result of their remembering and 

retelling of their stories are rich environments that are radically inclusive, valuing all that the 

individual brings to the community. The work is helping in the area of how to present the stories 

of the formerly incarcerated. It also sheds needed light on the power of stories to the larger 

community. 

 
 
 
Pavlovitz, John. A Bigger Table: Building Messy, Authentic, and Hopeful Spiritual Community. 

Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2017. 
  

The locus of the bigger table is the understanding that one does not have to share 

a common experience to respect the other's path. This idea is essential in considering 

making room in religious spaces for returning citizens. Life is lived in the grey areas. 

Community members must be willing to meet folks in the grayness and messiness of their 

existence without insisting they entirely give up parts of themselves to belong to the 

spiritual community. The invitation to authentic belonging is the essence of radical 

hospitality. 

  
 
Rambo, Shelly. Resurrecting Wounds: Living in the Afterlife of Trauma. Baylor University Press, 

2018. 
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There are traumatic incidents and subsequent wounds that linger well after the 

immediate event or events. Some wounds do not go away. Rambo’s framing is helpful to 

my thinking theologically around the inner trauma experienced as a result of being 

incarcerated for significant periods. The work uses Holy Saturday as the framing for 

wounds and scars that linger. The Johannine resurrection text illustrates Jesus as bearing 

the wounds and scars in his resurrected body. However, the wounds of Jesus often get 

erased in Christian theology and preachment in favor of the overcoming death narrative. 

Dealing with and tending to trauma wounds is necessary inner work for returning 

citizens. However, the project is not attempting to wade broadly into the work of trauma. 

Nevertheless, it is essential to acknowledge the existence of trauma and the linkage the 

inner work Thurman posits as a viable tool in dealing with the lingering effects of trauma. 

 
 
Thurman, Howard. With Head and Heart: The Autobiography of Howard Thurman. First edition. 

San Diego: Mariner Books, 1981. 
  

The autobiography lifts for observation crucial moments in the making and 

shaping of Howard Washington Thurman, both professional and personal. Thurman 

describes the work as "the highlights of a career because it is impossible to describe a 

life." In addition, the work gives context to other Thurman works and writings. 

 
 
Thurman, Howard.  Jesus and the Disinherited. Reprint edition. Boston, Beacon Press, 1976. 

  

The seminal work looks to the religion of Jesus as a tool for spiritual liberation for 

those living with "their backs against the wall." More than what has become known as 

Black liberation theology's claim of Jesus identifying with the poor and marginalized, 
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Jesus was in his earthly existence poor and marginalized. Jesus did not grow to maturity, 

escaping the oppression of the ordinary lives of those of his time. Thurman presents Jesus 

as a relatable human figure that is truly accessible to the marginalized. Christianity has 

been unable to deal effectively with injustice around racial discrimination, particularly 

within its ranks. Thurman’s querying of the inability of Christianity to deal with extreme 

oppression is relevant to the project. There is common ground returning citizens and 

those marginalized by racism are navigating within society and the bonds of Christianity. 

Both are grappling with marginalization within the larger society and faith that at times 

has failed to deal adequately with the systematic marginalization by society's dominant 

culture. This understanding gives clarity as to why Thurman's notion of the inner-life is 

not exclusively Christian. There is an acknowledgment of the fluidity of life and faith.  

 

Thurman, Howard. Disciplines of the Spirit. Reprint edition. Richmond, Ind: Friends United Press, 
1963. 

Thurman examines certain universal aspects of human experience as the context in and 

through which we encounter God. Areas considered in this collection of essays include 

commitment, growth, suffering, prayer, and reconciliation. This work helps fill out Thurman's 

theological framework of the inner-life. 

 

Thurman, Howard. Deep Is the Hunger: Meditations for Apostles of Sensitiveness. 1st ed. New York: 
Harper & Brothers, 1951. 
  

Deep is the Hunger is a compilation of meditations Thurman wrote for weekly Sunday services 

at Fellowship Church, San Francisco. The meditation intended to nourish and challenge the 

parishioners in a time of racial, religious, and national tensions. The subtitle "Meditations for 
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Apostles of Sensitiveness" references Paul's letter to the Church at Philippi (Philippians 1:9-10), 

urging a love rich in knowledge and insight and infused with a sense of what is vital. It is this 

illumination of what is vital the work is centered. Thurman unpacks his inquiry under the 

headings of “A Sense of History,” “A Sense of Self,” “A Sense of Presence.” This work will help 

deepen my understanding of the inward work Thurman posits, in particular, the sections on "A 

Sense of self" and "A Sense of Presence." This idea speaks directly to Thurman's notion that an 

individual needs to develop their own "working paper" to flesh out who they are and what they 

want. 

 
Thurman, Howard. The Inward Journey. 1st ed. New York: Harper, 1961. 
 

 These meditations were initially presented in the weekly Bulletin during Thurman’s 

tenure as Dean of Marsh Chapel (Boston University). The compilation is the third volume of 

Deep is the Hunger. In this work, Thurman furthers his notion of inner work by addressing the 

deepest needs and aspirations of the human spirit. This work is both a description of and 

nourishment for the spiritual quest. This work is helpful if furthering and broadening my 

understanding of the inward work the project is lifting as a viable tool for returning citizens. 

 

Raphael G. Warnock. The Divided Mind of the Black Church: Theology, Piety, and Public Witness. 
Religion, Race, and Ethnicity. New York: NYU Press, 2014.  
 

 The focus of the work is to tease out the tension held in the historically Black church 

between Black theology and the Black church. Borrowing from W.E. B. DuBois Warnock 

frames the space as "double consciousness." The double consciousness of the Black church 

stems from its privileging personal piety at the expense of its awareness and engagement of 

social justice issues that directly impact those whom the church serves. This bifurcated reality is 
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seen as segments of the Black church embraced white evangelicalism, prosperity gospel, and the 

uncritical engagement of fundamentalism. Warnock posits that this solidarity has placed the 

church at odds with its roots. Slave Religion, as termed by historian Albert Raboteau, took white 

Christianity and fashioned it into a usable form for slaves who were taught Christianity as a 

means of control by their white slave masters. Thurman echoes similar thinking describing slaves 

as having redeemed a religion the slave master profaned. The work helps broaden and deepen my 

understanding of the historical terrain of why the Black church has missed opportunities to 

engage critically in the systematic racism that is the pipeline to the criminal justice system. It is 

critical that returning citizens be able to enter healthy worship and spiritual spaces. Dr. Teresa 

Smallwood rightly points out safe space for returning citizens is one that does not promote a 

'divided mind' about them, but a 'made up mind' committed to the justice of God. 

 

Key Terms and definitions for understanding Howard Thurman’s notion of 
self. 
 
 

Inner Life- Aspects of an individual's life that are not readily observable. Like the outer life, the 

inner life informs the personality. The inner life is a spiritual enterprise. One's inner life is where 

I.S. takes root. Thus it must be a central focus of attention in the reentry process of persons 

reintegrating into the community.197 

 
Outer Life- Aspect of an individual's life that are readily observable. Most reentry programs 

limit their attention to outer life concerns. Like the inner life, the outer life informs the 

personality. 

 
197 Thurman, The Inward Journey. 
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Individual Working White Paper- A term Howard Thurman uses when describing how self-

evaluation is formed. The process of coming to know oneself may potentially result in an in-

depth detailed guide that outlines a person, struggles, challenges, strengths, weakness, goals, and 

victories. The purpose is to help answer "Who am I?" and "What do I want?198199 

 
Central Terms regarding incarceration and reentry: 
 
 

Long-term incarceration- In this project, long-term incarceration means ten or more years in a 

state or federal prison or detention facility. 

 

Incarceration Syndrome (ICS.) & Post Incarceration Syndrome (PICS)- This is a mental 

disorder in individuals either currently incarcerated or recently released; symptoms are most 

severe for those who encountered extended periods of solitary confinement institutional abuse. 

The traits listed below stem from an individual experiencing an environment of punishment that 

provided little opportunity for education, vocational training, or rehabilitation. According to 

vertava health, there are several facets of this disorder: 200 

• Institutionalized Personality Traits: This passivity is derived from an individual’s 

ongoing state of learned helplessness, as they encounter various deprivations within their 

incarceration. This suppression of their personal nature and individualized critical 

 
198 Thurman, With Head and Heart. 
199 Walter E. Fluker, They Looked for a City: A Comparative Analysis of the Ideal of Community in the Thought of 
Howard Thurman and Martin Luther King, Jr.(Hardback) - 1989 Edition (University Press of America, 1989), 34. 
200 “Dual Diagnosis: Post Incarceration Syndrome and Therapy after Prison,” Vertava Health, 1, accessed June 28, 
2021, https://vertavahealth.com/dual-diagnosis/post-incarceration-syndrome/. 
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thinking rises as a defense against prison authorities and also towards their fellow 

inmates, who at times may challenge their safety. 

 

• Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD): This disorder is based on trauma originating 

both before and during their time in prison; individuals may suffer from cognitive 

impairment, feel "on edge," develop periodic angry outbursts, they may mentally relive 

events, and have distorted or negative feelings about themselves or others. 

 

• Antisocial Personality Traits (ASPT): These passive-aggressive tendencies are a coping 

mechanism against the abuse derived within the prison system and also in response to 

their fellow inmates’ predatory and abusive behaviors; it can result in an individual 

becoming antagonistic towards both authority and their peers. 

 

• Social-Sensory Deprivation Syndrome: This is caused by prolonged periods of solitary 

confinement that deprive an individual of any social contact and inflict a state of sensory 

deprivation upon them. Some symptoms express through imaginary conversation 

partners, self-stimulation (rocking forward and backward as a means of comfort), and 

regressed social skills. 
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• Substance Abuse Disorders: Inmates, both current and former, often turn to drugs to 

self-medicate as a way to temper and escape the symptoms and disorders caused by 

PICS. The extent to which these symptoms manifest is based on several factors, including 

the foundation of coping skills individual had before being incarcerated, length of their 

sentence, the frequency and intensity of the abuse they endured, the amount and length of 

time spent in solitary confinement, and the extent to which they could participate in 

institutional programs. 

 
  
Community- A feeling of commonality with others resulting from shared attitudes and lived 

experiences ultimately gives value, structure, and purpose to life. This definition is not limited to 

those who find community with other previously incarcerated. The community in this project is 

intersectional. 

 
Religious Experience- The perceived interrelationship between the individual, God, and the  
world. 
 
Terms and Definitions that should be avoided because of stigmatization 
 
Convict- A person serving a prison sentence. Slang for a person who has served prison time. 
 
Felon – A person who has committed a felony. Stigmatized as someone who is malicious, 
treacherous or wicked   
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