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Life Editor

The gruesome, brutal mur-
der of a beloved sister became
the genesis of one of the most
successful restorative justice
programs ever launched in
Texas’ prison systems. John
Sage founded Bridges To Life
in 1998, and did so because
his sister, Marilyn, 19 months
younger, was brutally
attacked in her home in Hous-
ton on June 30, 1993, by two
teens who wanted her auto-
mobile to go joy riding.

John and Marilyn were
inseparable from the time they
were toddlers; they played
together, grew up together,
went to college at Louisiana
State University together and
John married Marilyn’s close
friend. John and Marilyn were
fourth and fifth in a close fam-
ily of eight children.

John received the phone
call that would forever change
his life. “Marilyn’s dead.
She’s been killed in her apart-
ment,” said his wife, Frances.
Marilyn’s murderers were
arrested within 48 hours. In
the 1994 trial, the jury took
less than an hour to convict
the first murderer and even
less time to assess the death
penalty for his crime. Marilyn
had been stabbed with at least
three different knives, bludg-
eoned with a statue from a
nearby sofa table and finally
suffocated with a plastic bag
while she begged for her life.

Sage says that even with
the guilty verdict rendered
and the death penalty set, he
still did not feel that anything
had been resolved. Marilyn
was still gone. Her life had
been snuffed out like a
match’s glow. The conviction
did not do anything to bring
his beloved sister back and his
wonderful memories of her

were forever tarnished by the
images of the brutal murder
scene. Sage went to a thera-
pist for help and started tak-
ing medication, but even that
wasn’t enough. He began to
pray daily, joined a Bible
study group and learned that
God loved him and was aware
of what he was going through.
During these rough days of
living after Marilyn’s murder,
Sage said he vowed to do
more than accept God’s heal-
ing love. He wanted and need-
ed to do more.

Sage began to ask himself
where he could do the most
good toward reducing crime
and preventing similar
tragedies from happening to
others. He concluded that it
would be in the prisons. He
knew the statistics that 67 per-
cent of all inmates who are
discharged from the nation’s
prisons are arrested again
within three years of their
release. “Released inmates
violate the terms of their
parole,” according to “Restor-
ing Peace,” a book that uses

lessons from prison to mend
broken relationships, written
by Kirk Blackard with a for-
ward by John Sage. “Inmates
soon return to their old crimi-
nal ways or otherwise commit
acts that all too frequently
send them back to prison.
They tend to commit crimes at
a much higher rate than other
segments of the population, so
the most concentrated pool of
potential future criminals is in
fact a pool of past criminals,”
said Sage. “Because of the
high rate of recidivism, I felt I
could most effectively prevent
future crime by influencing
the behavior of currently
incarcerated people scheduled
to be released soon.” After
much inner reflection and
introspection, he concluded
that people who have suffered
as victims of crime are best
positioned to help offenders,
and that by helping offenders,
they could, at least incremen-
tally, help themselves deal
with the continuing pain and
hurt of their victimization.
Sage said he knows his some-
what quirky, but inescapable
logic, helped to give birth to
Bridges To Life.

Sage explained, “Restora-
tive justice attempts to repair
the harm done by crime and
restore the well being of the

victim, offender and commu-
nity. It certainly does not pre-
clude punishment or retribu-
tion of offenders. But it does
add a rehabilitative and heal-
ing component to the judicial
system. Offenders need to
experience a ‘change of heart’
and be shown alternatives to
their lives of crime. Victims of
violent crime will never ‘get
over it,’ but they need a heal-
ing process to restore some of
the tragic emotional loss they
have experienced.”

During Sage’s own healing
process, he read a quote from
Ernest Hemingway’s “Farewell
to Arms.” Hemingway wrote,
“The world breaks everyone,
and afterwards, some are
strong at the broken places.”
Sage said that a significant
part of his own journey after
Marilyn’s murder was toward
becoming strong where he had
been so broken. “For a number
of years, that seemed impossi-
ble,” he said. “I continued the
path toward restoring my inner
peace and eventually, it led me
to establish Bridges To Life. It
takes work, patience and per-
sistence.”

Bridges To Life is now a
faith-based nonprofit corpora-
tion officially founded in
November 1998 with a pri-
mary mission to reduce crime

by reducing the recidivism rate
of released inmates. Bridges
To Life brings together victims
and inmates — face to face —
to help the inmates understand
how crime affects others and
to empower crime victims by
telling their “stories” of vic-
timization. By participating in
face-to-face sessions inside the
prison, both victims and
offenders participate in a
restorative justice process.

The 14-week program
emphasizes empathy, crime,
responsibility, accountability,
confession, repentance, for-
giveness, reconciliation and
restitution. The meetings
focus on self-disclosure,
tough questions and listening.
“Listening is key to the suc-
cess of the program, especial-
ly for the inmates,” said Sage.
“For many, the chance to hear,
firsthand, the effects of their
wrath on individuals is for-
eign.” Bridges To Life,
through its process, creates an
awareness of the devastating
“ripple effect” of the crimes
of each inmate and impacts
their heart and their spirit. An
offender will not stop his life
of crime until he experiences
this “change of heart,”
according to Sage.
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John Sage, founder of
Bridges To Life program, did
so after the brutal murder of
his beloved sister, Marilyn.

‘Restorative justice attempts to repair the
harm done by crime and restore the well
being of the victim, offender and communi-
ty. It certainly does not preclude punishment
or retribution of offenders. But it does add a
rehabilitative and healing component to the
judicial system.’

— John Sage, Bridges To Life founder
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