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faces of forgiveness
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A prison ministry in East Texas tries to
rehabilitate criminals and heal victims by doing something
inventive: bringing them together.
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OSINGACHILDISUNBEARABLE;

losing four children in one night is the hell that Bob

and Kathy Connell had tolive through in 1997, when

adrunk driver hit their kids’ car head-on. “Some-

onecould have dugafifth hole in the ground for me,

and I would have laid down beside them,” Bob says.

“The pain was more than we could stand. But there
came a point when we had to decide if we were going to die along with
them or if we were goingto join the living.” He and his wife decided to
get involved with a prison ministry called Bridges to Life, and during
visits to prisons around East Texas, they began having face-to-face
conversations with inmates, including men who were serving time
for the same crime that had claimed their children’s lives. “It started
off as a way to try to persuade people not to drive drunk, and it turned
out to be a way to heal ourselves,” Kathy says. “l Bridges to Life is one
of only two prison ministries in Texas that are trying to rehabilitate
violent offenders by creating a dialogue between inmates and erime
victims, (Volunteers are not paired with the people who victimized
them.) The eight-year-old program is an example of restorative jus-
tice, an approach that encourages offenders to see the profound im-
pactthat their crimes have had on others and to take responsibility for
their actions. The fourteen-week program, which inmates participate
in shortly hefore they are released on parele, requires them to listen
to erime victims' stories, take part in weekly discussion groups,
and write aletter (which isnever sent) to their vietims. In discussion
groups, all information remains confidential, and repeat offend-
ers often break down in front of their peers as they recount stories
of hard-luck childhoods and bad choices made along the way tothe
penitentiary. Many inmates—who have often seen themselves as
the victims—are startled to hear the devastating effect that crime
has had on the lives of their group leaders, like the Connells. *| Un-
like a number of prison ministries, Bridges to Life isnot evangelical.
“We don’t proselytize,” says John Sage, who founded the program.
“These guys have already been preached at, Still, there is a big spiri-
tual component to what we do. Instead of quoting Scripture, we try to
show them hope and love and forgiveness.” The program’s goal, Sage
explains, is to foster reconciliation. “Saint Franeis of Assisisaid,
‘Preach the Gospel at all times, and when necessary use words.””

132 | Augqust 2007

TELES ST L



ANNIE STEWA

"TWAS VICTIMIZED AS & CHILD. The phizlesl abuse stérted whi ] vl four, £

nen Fwes inrteon, & group of pimps druggesd me un, moy
led £ i ides i 51

Hil |
yin 1HE=2 &g | n, "=l |

et T ! L3 ] ce. T
to | | TT I I |

I i i T I (51 e (Teds| T 1

th I 1 I |

August 2007 | 133



DERED ON SEPTEMBER 17, 1990, We were bath A

MY HUSEAND WAS MUR
A - That's when | s a man in the hall witl

bt PR
] RRETEsN

Qo L Foass the

sCroEming. G

desd. Thre

134 | R

w

ugwst 2007

"



"ISHOT AGUYIN A DRUG BEAL GONE BAD. Back [Pen | s Just an idiat, redlly

usad te g srund pistal-whipping peomle. running wikd deing &l kinds of bad things

I've een an oatizvw albmy life, @nd prison didn't of

drotharfood,
| did druges, and | partied. In "9 YRS
o, | gave my e to Godd. Then thiz program came along, amd 1t5 apemat] my haar
"y listemad Lo vielims, o | can fesl Lisie pain, The old me me2ver thought sbout ho anothes

rErs0n folt—that nevoer cam Lo my mind. Now | can see the pain | put people thruah

thmy life. It maket mefesd the

RAugust 2007 | 135

(ST TEL L E AT T



T WAS MY FIRST MIGHT BURGLARY, | didn't think =nvone v
wallied in, andl | stabbed e, | Was lust 2 ki

kid—1 wat seventoan veaes old

father Lold m

Auqust 2007 | 137

i e






TRET LHITLEL

“|' WAS RAISED IN AN ABUSIVE FAMILY. M)

5T &
Otherwis vTan | oot out. Mow e
35 TR TROHAT, | W M s ot for Tlie e
138

| August 2007



"MY DAUGHTER LISA WAS MURDERED ON JUNE 7, 1986, WHEN SHE WAS TWENTY-EIGHT YEARS OLD.
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