Salt & Light Study Guide
1.2C FORMER OFFENDERS
Meditate on God's Word:
Then the King will say to those on his right, "Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. … I was in prison and you came to visit me." Then the righteous will answer him, … "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 25:34-40)
· This passage has led many people to get involved in prison ministry for Jesus' sake. (See, for example, Steve Humphreys' story in "Bringing a Calling into FOCUS," p. 363.) How would you paraphrase Jesus' words in this passage to include serving former prisoners? 
Open Up: 

· What was something in this chapter that surprised, inspired or challenged you? What questions did it answer for you, and what questions did it raise? 

· One of the barriers that former offenders encounter in the community is fear. Name what specific fears people might have as a neighbor, employer, or fellow church member in relating to someone with a prison record. When and how should we reach out despite our fears? 
· Brainstorm a list of ways that poverty and involvement with the correctional system may be interconnected—how poverty might contribute to, and result from, incarceration.

Read and Reflect: 

· Discuss the barriers to employment faced by people with criminal records (p. 68). See Misty's testimony on p. 74 on her struggles related to unemployment. See also the story on p. 200 of one employer who has chosen to hire former offenders. In addition to providing a source of income, how might a good job impact a former offender's life? 
· According to p. 69, a "proactive, collaborative strategy" can significantly reduce reincarceration. What are the rewards to the broader community of promoting such a strategy? What might be the obstacles? How, specifically, could churches participate? 
· Dr. Kofi Korsah notes on p. 69, “Knoxville already has strong prison ministries, but a weakness in terms of when inmates get out.” Why have Christians tended to be more involved with prisoners behind the walls than with former prisoners and their families out in the community? 
· Consider the biblical perspective in Ephesians 4:28 that views prisoners and former offenders not through the lens of what they have done, but what they can do to be a blessing to others. Which of the service opportunities sponsored by your church could appropriately involve former offenders as volunteers?  

Unpack the Research:  

1. Find the statistics related to the rates of recidivism (i.e., rearrest and return to jail or prison) in the Knox County Correction System and the Tennessee Prison System (p. 75). 

· Consider the average daily costs in the Tennessee correctional system (according to the annual report of the Tennessee Department of Corrections, FY 2006-07): 

· An offender on parole or probation supervision: $3.00/day. 

· An offender who returns to jail: $45.00/day; to prison: $60.00/day. 

· Using this data, calculate an estimate of the cost of recidivism, in the county and state. What might be a better way of using these resources for the benefit of the community? 

2. Review the Fast Facts on Knox County Correction System on p. 75. 
· Knowing that 1 in 5 inmates has a serious mental illness, how do ministries with prisoners and former prisoners need to prepare in order to be better equipped to serve effectively? See Dr. Roger Nooe's comment (p. 154) that jails and prisons "have become today’s asylums." 
3. See the Fast Facts on the Tennessee Prison System on p. 75. 
· African Americans make up about half the state's prison population, but 17% of the overall population. (Also see the point on p. 72 on the disproportionate presence of African American youth in the juvenile justice system.) Why is it important for people serving in the correctional system to try to understand the factors involved in these racial dynamics? 
· See the statistics relating to the high cost of corrections in Tennessee. One factor in these expenses is that about 1 in 40 adults in Tennessee is now under correctional control (1 in 31: The Long Reach of American Corrections, Pew Center on the States, 2008). Consider also that lower educational achievement correlates with increased criminal activity. Given these current trends, what is likely to happen to the budget for corrections in the future? Are these patterns of spending inevitable? What different budget priorities can you envision?
· Consider the last statistic related to the children of prisoners. How might the challenges faced by former offenders have an impact on their children? See the description of Amachi on p. 26 as an example of ministry with children of incarcerated parents. 
Get Personal:

· If you know someone who seems to be headed down the same path as Robert Reno (p. 70), what hope does his story give you to keep praying for and reaching out to this person? 
· How could you serve former offenders and their families through one of the suggestions in "Make a Difference Through Your Life" or "Make a Difference as a Volunteer" (p. 72-74)?  
· Which of the suggestions under "Make a Difference Through Your Church" (p. 72-73) could be possible at your church? 

· Imagine the former offender who shared his story in the Glimpse (p. 67), showing up for worship at your church. How can your church ensure that it offers a welcoming community for people with a similar description and life story? 
Keep Learning: 

· See the chapter on Public Safety (1.3E) for more information related to crime in Knox County and the effect of crime on communities. 

· Read the chapters on Housing (1.5B) and Work (1.5C) for more on how to respond to these two major obstacles facing former offenders. 
· Many families with a currently or formerly incarcerated parent experience poverty. Learn how churches can help provide "Pathways Out of Poverty" in chapter 1.4A. 
· Treatment for substance abuse is a factor in crime prevention and successful community reintegration; see the chapter on Overcoming Addiction (1.4D). 
· See the chapter on Mental Health (1.3B), and especially the box of statistics on "Prisons and Jails: Mental Health Treatment Facilities by Default" on p. 99, for more on the significant link between mental illness and incarceration. 

· Strong family bonds are a key factor in whether an individual succeeds in probation or parole. See the chapter on Family, 1.1A on nurturing healthy family relationships. 

Closing Quote and Prayer: 

I don’t think you can separate justice and mercy. If you just get what you deserve, we are all in bad shape. The mercy we are showing the world is the mercy that Christ showed to us. Ministry [with juvenile offenders] has to blend those two components: “You need to change,” but also, "I am going to help you, let's walk this out together." 

- Karen Loy, principal, Northwest Middle School 

· Thank God for his great mercy toward you. Pray for the grace to share God's mercy with someone who has experienced incarceration, and to help them walk a new path. 
