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Working with the Baptists 
 

“Luke Four - seventeen to nineteen!  We need to put that right in front.  This chapter has to begin 

with that.” 

 

“Yes, perfect.  Let me read it to you.  Dr. Wood was filled with the Spirit as he read it to the 

group, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to 

the poor; he hath sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and 

recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised, To preach the acceptable 

year of the Lord.” 

 

“Thanks, Virgil; the King James is great, but let’s look at the other translations.” 

 

“Try Amplified.”  Each of the pastors, logged onto the Internet through WIFI on their laptops, 

scans the other possibilities on Bible Gateway site. 

 

“No, the Message is better.” 

 

“How about NIV?” 

 

“No, I agree, with Owen.  Definitely the Amplified.” 

 

Deedee’s voice vibrates the conference room chandelier as she reads the Amplified translation, 

“God’s Spirit is on me; he’s chosen me to preach the Message of good news to the poor, Sent me 

to announce pardon to prisoners and recovery of sight to the blind, To set the burdened and 

battered free, to announce,” This is God’s year to act!" 

 

“Does everyone agree on Amplified? Raise hands?” 

 

“Okay, we’ll use that version.  But we have to keep in the King James.  That’s what people are 

familiar with.  Put both in.” 

 

“Linda, on the Amplified? Please bold the last clause. And center that paragraph.” 

 

“Oh, and the abbreviation is ‘AMP.’  It goes in a parenthesis after the quote.” 

 

*   *    *   * 
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Healing Communities: A healing model for a hurting world. 

 

What in the world was that all about?  An editing session.  Four pastors and me, a writer, wonk 

and lawyer, but no preacher, that’s for sure. 

 

Last summer, the Annie E. Casey Foundation asked me to write a handbook showing how 

churches could minister to members of their own congregations affected by crime and the 

criminal justice system. We named this model and ministry “Healing Communities,” with the 

idea that communities of faith could heal the wounds caused by crime and incarceration. 

 

Unlike prison ministries where churches go into to prisons to conduct Bible studies with people 

who are strangers to the congregation, and unlike reentry ministries focused on people coming 

back to particular neighborhoods, this model focuses on the church’s own members and their 

families. 

 

The idea is that in nearly every church there is a mother whose son is in prison, a child whose 

father was just arrested, an aunt caring for her niece who was just released from prison, a person 

struggling with reintegration after incarceration, or a person still carrying the wounds from being 

victimized by crime.  The Healing Communities model seeks to heal all these wounded souls. 

 

It seeks to do what no secular program or agency can do -- provide a place where nonjudgment, 

acceptance, love, forgiveness, reconciliation, redemption and restoration can occur.  And it 

doesn’t require setting up a program, a nonprofit or getting grants to do it 

 

We are reminded that in welcoming and serving these people and their families, a congregation 

takes action not so different than caring for the sick and their families through visitation and 

support.  “After all,” says Rev. Dr. DeeDee Coleman, “Both issues are in the same text in 

Matthew 25.” 

 

The handbook was to be the teaching and learning tool that would be used in the Healing 

Communities work that was unfolding through the partnership between Casey and the 

Progressive National Baptist Convention, which had committed to a prison ministry and prisoner 

reentry initiative unveiled at the August 2007 Convention. 

 

For my quite secular work to become PNBC’s “Family Freedom Kit,” it was going to take some 

major editing.  Infusing it with the Holy Spirit and shaping it to reflect PNBC’s faith traditions 

became the responsibility of four of the Progressive National Baptist Convention’s 

Commissioners on Social Justice and Prison Ministry, Rev. Dr. Deedee Coleman, Reverend Dr. 

Virgil Wood, Reverend Owen Cardwell, and Reverend Dr. Allyson Abrams. Reverend Dr. 

Harold Dean Trulear, also a Casey consultant and an Associate Professor of Applied Theology at 

Howard University, also participated. 

 

Last fall, we sat in a conference room at the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s headquarters in 

Baltimore for two days to turn my secular version of the handbook into one embodying and 

reflecting the Word as these four PNBC pastors knew it. 
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Each of the preachers had a laptop; and each had the handbook downloaded into their hard drive.  

My hard drive was connected to a projector and the book was on the screen on the wall at the 

head of the table. 

 

As they suggested changes and additions to the handbook, I typed them in and they appeared on 

the screen.  Then the debates would begin. “Isaiah 43!”  “No, Hebrews 11!”  “NIV!” “No, King 

James is better on this.”  And so, it went for two days.  Four pastors were bringing the Word into 

this work. 

 

*   *    *   * 

 

Bringing the word forth 

 

The first thing they did was debate the title of the handbook and then agree to change it.  It had 

been “Balancing Justice with Mercy.”  Round and round they went with their suggestions, and 

they agreed that it should be titled “What Shall We Then Do? A Family Freedom Kit for 

Creating Healing Communities.”  They very much liked the Healing Communities concept, but 

they wanted to bring home the notion that this kit was going to be about doing something! 

 

The handbook had been organized to begin with a brief introduction to the Healing Communities 

concept.  The pastors liked the introduction well enough, though it needed, of course, some 

Scripture and a sense of why the church should do this work.  They added, “We have a faith 

tradition of reasonable service and giving unto others. The manual will demonstrate how people 

can be transformed into new creations, as we ourselves are transformed - changing how we 

think, how we feel, and what we do with these returning citizens (cf: Romans 12: 1-2; 2 

Corinthians 5:17).” 

 

But the pastors said, “This has to start with prayer.  Before we get to the introduction or anything 

else in the kit, we have to encourage prayer.”  To do this, they started developing questions for 

prayerful reflection - seven of them. 

 

Reflecting the underlying values and themes of the Healing Communities vision, the pastors 

wanted prayerful questions addressing the challenges of having a loved one accused of a crime 

or incarcerated and of the church in embracing both the person in prison and his family. Since 

the stigma of incarceration and the shame of having been in prison or having a loved one in 

prison is at the core of these challenges, the questions confront them directly: 

 

1. Am I, as a Christian, ashamed of my own family member who is incarcerated?  If so, 

what am I ashamed of? 

 

2. Why are we so ashamed of those who commit crimes in our communities? 

 

3. What are we afraid of and why? 

 

4. How do we, as a community, move beyond denial? 
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5. What does John 20:23 say about our behavior? 

 

6. Are you visiting your family member in prison? What does Matthew 25:43-45 say about 

visiting him/her? 

 

7. What shall we then do? 

 

*   *    *   * 

 

New language, new thinking, new paradigms 

 

Dr. Coleman, who has been visiting prisoners for years and working to help meet the needs of 

the thousands returning to her home community of Detroit, was troubled by the language used to 

describe such souls. “Ex-con,” “ex-offender” and the like define the person by the most vivid 

mistake of their life.  That’s just wrong.  Where’s the forgiveness and mercy in that? 

 

She decided on a new term: Returning Citizen.  Instead of being torn down by harsh terms, this 

one lifts up.  It has a redemptive quality about it and reminds one of the cities of Refuge, about 

which Dr. Coleman so eloquently preaches.  Once the pastors embraced this term, they started 

thinking about others.  What would we call the place where the work of a Healing Community is 

taking place?  “A Station of Hope!”  Yes, this is where a person would want to go for healing.  

As these terms were being developed, we added them and their definitions to the introduction of 

the kit. 

 

*   *    *   * 

 

Break time: The usher strut 

 

Whew.  Four hours had passed, the lunch was being delivered and we hadn’t gotten to the first 

chapter of the kit.  I didn’t much care; I was falling in love with the pastors.  I had not been with 

such a lively, engaged and smart group in a long time.  And they were so prepared and focused 

on the task.  Plus, I loved that they were so geeky.  Yes, I was surprised that preachers were so 

tech-savvy. And they were surprised that I was surprised about that. 

 

When they had first come into the room and opened their laptops, I teased them as I do when I 

lecture at law schools, “Okay, now, no YouTube, no eBay shopping.”  Discipline on this score 

did eventually break down during a lunch break when the preachers were falling over laughing 

as they watched comic Rickey Smiley’s YouTube video showing how the choir used to march in 

“back in the day.”  After Rickey’s march, the pastor paused the video, and said, “Linda, it wasn’t 

just the choir.  You should have seen the ushers!”  At which point, they rose and demonstrated 

the “usher strut” around the conference table. 

 

This had me laughing so hard.  Besides the fact that they were very funny, I suspect it was 

because of the unexpected juxtaposition of these serious scholar preachers going from calling out 

Scripture and arguing about punctuation to comically strutting around the table. 
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But I digress. 

 

*   *    *   * 

 

A story of grief and forgiveness 

 

Next, we turned to chapter one.  It tells the moving true story of Mrs. Arna Washington’s 

fourteen-year journey of grief and anger following her daughter’s murder ultimately leading to 

forgiveness.  Not only did she forgive the killer, she declared to him that she would be his other 

mom.  She was healed by this, her church, which had shared her grief and anger for fourteen 

years, was healed and the killer, too, was healed.  He is out of prison now and leading a 

successful life. 

 

They loved the story of Mrs. Washington’s journey.  She was from Houston and her pastor, 

Reverend Homer Williams, was known to some of our group; they wanted to interview him and 

hear from him firsthand about this moment, which he shared, of Mrs. Washington meeting her 

daughter’s killer in prison and forgiving him. 

 

We reached him that evening by phone and we listened to him explain that while he had always 

been a proponent of reconciliation and forgiveness, after seeing Mrs. Washington and Ron at the 

prison, he came to believe it.  He said there are confirmatory moments that God gives us, and this 

was certainly one.  Tears came to our eyes; we were seeing just how powerful this healing work 

is. 

 

*   *    *   * 

 

The handbook, now Family Freedom Kit, also has chapters on the role of pastors in building a 

healing community, the role of disciples (volunteers) in this work, and how a church can expand 

the healing to the community through advocacy on criminal justice issues. Line by line, the 

pastors critiqued the content and added relevant Scripture. 

 

One more review by the pastors in Detroit a month later, and the kit was ready to be published 

and launched at a Casey-sponsored luncheon held during the Joint Mid-Winter Board Meeting in 

Atlanta. 

 


