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The Value of Prison Ministry
Bob Jordan
PO Box 1530

Prisoners For Christ
Woodinville, WA 98072

Talk with the average person on the street and their opinion of jail and prison inmates is pretty low. Polls and surveys show that crime is a major concern to Americans.  For families feeling the pinch of rising energy costs, school costs, housing costs, and the increase in local, state, and federal taxes, to have to pay for new jails and prisons draws little sympathy for the prisoner. As a result the work of a jail or prison ministry is not at the top of the list for those inclined to give to charities. When there are financial needs for shelters for the homeless, counseling centers for battered women, telethons for muscular dystrophy, and the very legitimate needs for local church ministries, the idea of supporting prison ministry is foreign, even abhorrent, to many good people.
Yet there are many legitimate reasons to support local jail and prison ministry organizations. Let me provide herein three major areas where prison ministry is worthy of support, and I’ll close with what to look for in a prison ministry worthy of your support.
Spiritual – The Almighty has much to say regarding the prisoner and His disposition to the incarcerated. The Good Book has many direct references to ministry to prisoners. It should be noted that any Christian is obliged to change their thinking on any subject when it is shown to be inconsistent with the will of God. If a Christian is disposed to “let the prisoner rot in his cell” some awareness as to God’s viewpoint would be in order. Let us consider some key scriptures from the Bible:
· Remember those in prison as if you were their fellow prisoners.  Hebrews 13:3

· The Spirit of the Lord is on me because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor.  Luke 4:18

· Then the righteous will answer him, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?  The King will reply, I tell you the truth, 'whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine', you did for me.  Matthew 25:37-40

· I, the LORD, have called you in righteousness; I will take hold of your hand.  I will keep you and will make you to be a covenant for the people and a light for the Gentiles, to open eyes that are blind, to free captives from prison and to release from the dungeon those who sit in darkness. Isaiah 42:6-7

· Some sat in darkness and the deepest gloom, prisoners suffering in iron chains, for they had rebelled against the words of God and despised the counsel of the Most High. So he subjected them to bitter labor; they stumbled, and there was no one to help. Then they cried to the LORD in their trouble, and he saved them from their distress. He brought them out of darkness and the deepest gloom and broke away their chains. Let them give thanks to the LORD for his unfailing love and his wonderful deeds for men, for he breaks down gates of bronze and cuts through bars of iron.   Psalms 107:10-16
Having been in active jail and prison ministry for 30 years I can attest to the utter brokenness of many inmates who have turned to Christ Jesus. These men (and women) have experienced deep shame for their crimes when, after sobering up and facing the reality of their crime, together with receiving Christ as Savior, they now see how their behavior was destructive, even to the point of their own shame and paralysis at ever feeling self-esteem again. Many a prison ministry volunteer has seen the genuine transformation of an inmate from crime to Christ, from bitterness to gladness, from mourning to joy, from despair to hope, from carnal thinking to having their minds renewed to serve Christ and to go about making the change over time to be more and more conformed into the image of Christ their savior. This is beautiful to behold, and God is pleased! This alone is sufficient justification to support prison ministry.
Social – Nine out of ten persons presently incarcerated will be released to society, having fulfilled their sentences. Men, women, and juveniles will be moving back into your neighborhood, maybe even right beside you. They will work where you work, go to the park where you and your family go, ride the bus your family members ride. Do you want them to be changed from what they were before they went into prison? Again, nine out of ten will get out.
Urban-located faith leaders have identified the problem of reducing recidivism
 as the most important issue facing urban communities. The persistently high levels of crime in these communities causes physical harm to residents, retards economic development, negatively impacts families and undermines the social services efforts of both government and private organizations.

Did you know…
· On December 31, 2002, over 2.1 million Americans were held in Federal or state prisons or county jails, and over 4.7 million men and women were under Federal, state, or local probation or parole jurisdiction. (Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics)

· In 2001, 860,000 men, women, and juveniles—1.8 million over the next three years—were released from Federal, state, and local correctional facilities. Over two-thirds of these individuals will be re-arrested for serious new felony offenses within three years. (Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics and Public/Private Ventures)

· A U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) study of re-offense costs found that every 1,000 releases result in 283 new crimes. (Source: DOJ Special Report, “Recidivism of Prisoners Released in 1994”)

· That same DOJ study found that recidivists commit, on average, at least two additional crimes before they are re-arrested, re-sentenced, and re-incarcerated. (Source: DOJ Special Report, “Recidivism of Prisoners Released in 1994”)

· An unemployed ex-offender is three times more likely to return to prison than an employed ex-offender. A 1996 study in New York State showed that 89 percent of parole and probation violators were unemployed at the time of re-arrest. (Source: Texas Department of Justice, 1990 and State of New York Department of Labor, 1996)

· Of the 272,111 persons released from prisons in 15 States in 1994, an estimated 67.5% were rearrested for a felony or serious misdemeanor within 3 years, 46.9% were reconvicted, and 25.4% resentenced to prison for a new crime. (Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics)
· Released prisoners with the highest re-arrest rates were robbers (70.2%), burglars (74.0%), larcenists (74.6%), motor vehicle thieves (78.8%), those in prison for possessing or selling stolen property (77.4%), and those in prison for possessing, using, or selling illegal weapons (70.2%). (Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics)
· Half of all jail inmates in 2002 were held for a violent or drug offense, nearly unchanged from 1996. (Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics)
· In 1999 an estimated 721,500 State and Federal prisoners were parents to 1,498,800 children under age 18; 22% of all minor children with a parent in prison were under 5 years old; prior to admission, less than half of the parents in State prison reported living with their children -- 44% of fathers, 64% of mothers. (Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics)
The good news about faith-based programs is that whether working independently or in conjunction with city, county, or state governments, the results are striking. Consider this:
· Bridge to Hope in Bend, Oregon assists 60 female offenders per year and achieves a 90% success rate working with women returning from prison and a 70% success rate with women returning from jail.

· In 2002, Exodus Transitional Community in East Harlem, NY served 213 individuals with just six returning to prison. This year, Exodus served 290 to date with three participants returning to prison.

· The City of Memphis Second Chance Program has served over 1,500 ex-offenders over the past three years with only four returning to prison.

· Allen County and Ft. Wayne, IN operate a two-year old reentry program in one of the worst areas of Ft. Wayne and achieved a 66 percent success rate over 12 months. This program saved the city and county nearly $1 million each year in policing, court, incarceration, and victimization costs.

· Employment is a key to stopping recidivism. Focus groups found employers willing to help – if faith-based and community leaders work with and vouch for the reliability of the ex-offender.

The Federal Bureau of Prisons has found that participants in its faith- and character-based program (Life Connections, “God Pods”) engaged in dramatically less misconduct of a serious nature while in prison. Further, there is positive but preliminary research on several faith-based programs that indicate participation is associated with improved prison behavior and lower recidivism rates for program participants following release from prison. (Source: Johnson, Texas Journal of Corrections, 2002)

Several studies suggest that regular Bible study participation over a twelve month period has a statistically significant effect in reducing re-arrest and re-incarceration for up to three years post-release. It is noted that when the inmate steps off the bus in the same neighborhood that lured him into crime, he needs a decent-paying job, a roof over his head, health care (often including substance abuse treatment and/or maintenance medication), transportation, a mentor, and a social support system.  Prison Ministry doesn’t end when the inmate is released. That is the time when it can become pivotal. Ex-offenders face so many barriers to successful re-entry (stigma, employer reticence, ineligibility for many professions) and are offered so few resources that faith-based and other community organizations are often their only hope.  (Source: U.S. Department of Justice , Office of The Deputy Attorney General , Task Force for Faith-Based and Community Initiatives)
From a social perspective alone, we all desire to live in safe communities for ourselves and our families. Yet the inmate will be moving out of prison and into your neighborhood. This person can be a new man in Christ, who has had the support of his family during prison and has the support of the community when he comes out. If he is shunned, avoided, or blacklisted, then the odds of returning to former patterns are increased, and the cycle of crime continues. The social benefit of a former criminal who has turned the corner and becomes a productive, law-abiding citizen of the community is reason alone to support prison ministry.
Fiscal – This Table on the following page is taken from the Bureau of Justice Statistics Special Report – State Prison Expenditures 2001 by James J. Stephan, BJS Statistician. Highlights from this Table include:

· Total State Prison expenditures for the United States was $29.5 Billion, or, $22,650 per inmate.

· This is virtually the volume of the 555-foot tall Washington Monument, if it was annually made entirely solid of $1 bills.  Wouldn’t this money be better applied to lowering taxes?

· Total Prison expenditures for Washington State was $488 Million, or, $30,200 per inmate. (The poverty level for a family of six is $28,400.)

· This is the equivalent to spending $1.3 million a day in Washington State alone. Would this not be better spent on schools, roads, parks, sidewalks, humanitarian aid?

These are only the cost of state prisons. This does not count the cost of county and city jails or federal prisons. It also does not include the cost of crime itself – destruction of property and, worse, the breaking up of families when one of its members goes to prison, and when one of its victims has to carry on with their life.

The total cost of crime, in dollars and human emotion, is beyond calculation, and anyone can see that it is far from trivial. Is it not worth the investment to try to do something about it?
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The prison population rate of growth is exceeding the national growth rate ten-fold. A prison today will grow by 30% in many western states in five or less years. Look for a jail or prison to be built in your neighborhood in the future (or your children’s future, or their children’s future). Someone has to pay the bill, and guess who that someone is! For societal fiscal reasons alone, jail and prison ministry support is a good investment.
Final Benefit – At the turn of the century and even up to and into the 80s, jail and prison riots were not all that uncommon. The infamous Attica Prison Riot in 1971 resulted in 39 deaths after a 4-day siege was overthrown by state authorities using force. While on my own honeymoon in 1979 the Monroe Reformatory in Monroe, Washington, a facility I had volunteered at and was there two weeks earlier, had an uprising that resulted in some buildings being burned. I watched it on the news from a hotel in Salt Lake City, Utah.
Over the years county, state, and federal corrections authorities have, as a result of research and sociological study, established thought out and enlightened policies that leverage the volunteer community to maintain order within their facilities. How many jail or prison riots have you seen on the news over the last 20 years? It’s actually hard to remember in modern times the last jail or prison riot.

The average prisoner receives one visit per year. Couple that with ever-lengthening sentences, the despair and hopelessness from feeling forgotten, combined with overcrowding, can lead to violence and riots. For many prisoners contact with the outside world allows them to feel connected and not forgotten. This then places many an inmate in a mood or disposition to receive the positive message brought in by volunteers. The length of their sentence doesn’t change, but the despair and hopelessness from feeling forgotten is mitigated by the regular visits of the volunteer. Much can be endured by anyone, even in a negative environment such as a jail or prison, when they have hope. Correctional facilities have mission statements that include protecting the safety of the community but also treating all persons with dignity. 
When any volunteer organization marshals their resources and works hand-in-hand with the progressive correctional administration and chaplaincy, then much good can be accomplished and the lid is kept on what in days gone by was a boiling pot ready to spill over. Volunteers in the correctional facilities provide a link to the outside world for many people and this has the benefit of safeguarding the correctional facility property and personnel, which is a positive benefit to the taxpayer and the families of correctional workers. 

What To Look For in a Jail and Prison Ministry – Having been a part of the jail and prison ministry community for 30 years I’ve seen a lot of jails, prisons, juvenile institutions, and jail and prison ministries. Here are some things I’d look for in any such ministry worthy of support:

Finances – Are they financially sound and accountable? A good measure is if they are members of the Evangelical Council for Financial Accountability. Ask to see their books. Do they have a finance committee? Broad donor base? Take the time to investigate the home office and interview their office manager.
Leadership – Do they have a Board of Directors? A president in good standing in the community? Solid management? Beware the “one man band” in this or any ministry. 
Value – The sheer volume of volunteer hours, when totaled, multiplied by a reasonable hourly rate, should be significant for both county (jail) and state (prison) ministry. 1000 volunteers donating 1000 hours in a month at $15 per hour equals $15,000 worth of value to the Corrections System. Two volunteers donating 50 hours is $1,500, and it’s tough for any one volunteer to devote 50 hours a month to any ministry long-term.
Growth – Are they steadily increasing their influence in the jail and prison system? Do they attract new volunteers? Anything healthy is growing! How is their growth measured? Ask them!
Training – Do they have the means of training volunteers in best practices? What is their track record in the institutions? Do they have a good report among the administration of jails and prisons?
Testimony – Do they have a good name among churches, jail and prison chaplaincy, and jail and prison administration? Do they have a good testimony with their landlord, their employees (and former employees)?
Holistic – Are they offering ministry not only to inmates, but to their families? What kind? Family services? Aftercare, Re-entry? Can they follow the inmate from county jail to prison? Pen pal? Newsletters? Many volunteers?
Vision – What is their vision? Do they have a plan to reach that vision? Are they measuring progress to this plan?

Teamwork – Do they work with other like-minded ministries, or do they compete with them?

Spirituality – Are they a soul-winning organization? Are they evangelical? Do they support the work of the local church? Do they pray? Is their Statement of Faith available for review? 
Talent – Do they have high-caliber ministry? How are they with publishing, worship and concert teams, preaching and teaching teams? Are they organized? Is the office run efficiently? Is their overhead cost low?
Diversity – Do they work outside of the prisons? Van ministry, publishing ministry, job training for inmates? Support for wives and families? Aftercare? Re-entry? Pen Pal? Children and juvenile assistance, Aid and Assistance to deserving families? 
Accountable – Do they do their own thing or are they accountable to the local church, to a governing board? Do they involve many churches in the work of ministry? Do they respect authority? How do you know?
________________________________________________________________

Speaking for Prisoners For Christ Outreach Ministries, I can say that we score very, very, very well in all of these categories. To demonstrate that, request an annual report or our major donor packet. You’ll be glad you did! And remember Prisoners For Christ when it comes time for giving. PFC is entirely worthy of your support and is funded solely by those who believe in the work that we do.  
Prisoners For Christ is not a prisoner advocacy organization. We take no corporate position on sentencing guidelines, capital punishment, or prisoner rights. We are a missionary organization called to the mission fields of the jails, prisons, and juvenile institutions locally, nationally, and around the world. Our purpose is to lift up Jesus Christ to the inmate community, which includes not only the offender, but the offender’s family and the correctional staff (administration, officers, chaplains). Because of International expansion in such countries as Kenya, The Philippines, Russia, Rwanda, Congo, Uganda, Mexico, Burkina Faso, India, and more, the sun literally never sets on Prisoners For Christ. Not a day goes by where a PFC team isn’t ministering somewhere, 7 days a week, 365 days a year!  PFC is about winning souls, teaching the precepts of the scriptures, and providing practical aid and assistance as an extension of the compassion of Christ. We work with Chuck Colson’s Prison Fellowship ministry both in local projects and on the International front; we also work with community jail and prison ministries.
Ask one of our Board members to visit you and show you the many impacting projects we have before us. You may well want to sponsor one of them! Big dreams, big goals, big plans require the help of The Almighty and the partnership of many, many people. Together we can make a difference in the lives of those broken by sin and iniquity, and have a better society for it as well. We believe with God’s help people really can change. Together, through the volunteer and the donor, much good can be done! You can be a part of the solution to the spiritual, social, and financial needs of prisoner, their families, and society alike by investing in worthy jail and prison ministries. Visit Prisoners For Christ at www.pfcom.org. God bless you!
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�  Recidivism is the term used to denote the return to criminal activity of persons previously convicted of crimes. Recidivism rate refers to the percentage of those who return to crime, once sentence has been served.
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