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Seven Questions for Prayerful Reflection

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?

5. What does John 20:23 say about our behavior?

Whose soever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them; and whose
soever sins ye retain, they are retained. (KJV)

If you forgive someone's sins, they're gone for good. If you don't
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forgive sins, what are you going to do with them? (The Message)

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

I was a stranger, and ye took me not in: naked, and ye clothed me
not: sick, and in prison, and ye visited me not. Then shall they also
answer him, saying, Lord, when saw we thee anhungered, or athirst,
or a stranger, or naked, or sick, or in prison, and did not minister
unto thee? Then shall he answer them, saying, Verily I say unto you,
Inasmuch as ye did it not to one of the least of these, ye did it not to
me. (KJV)

I was a stranger and you did not welcome Me and entertain Me, I was
naked and you did not clothe Me, I was sick and in prison and you did
not visit Me [l]with help and ministering care. Then they also [in their
turn] will answer, Lord, when did we see You hungry or thirsty or a
stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not minister to You?
And He will reply to them, Solemnly I declare to you, in so far as you

failed to do it for the least [in the estimation of men] of these, you
failed to do it for Me. (AMP)

7. What shall we then do?

REFLECTION . . .
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INTRODUCTION

What this manual offers you and your congregation

his manual is intended to help in the healing of individuals and families torn apart by crime –
whether committed against a member of the congregation or committed by a member of the
congregation.

It is designed to help members of the
congregation who are distraught while facing trial,
imprisonment, and ultimately the challenge that
returning citizens face in coming home and
reintegrating into the community and family – and to
help their families.

The manual shows churches how they can do
the healing work of reconciliation among those who
have caused harm, those who have been hurt, and the
larger community.

It will help you build Stations of Hope and a
Healing Community, one that embraces the prisoner
and nurtures and supports both his family and the
victims of crime – a community that lives in this spirit:

For I was hungry and you gave me something to
eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to
drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I
needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick
and you looked after me, I was in prison and you
came to visit me. Matthew 25: 35-36. (NIV)

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).

T
New terms, new paradigms, new thinking:

“RETURNING CITIZENS”

Notice the reference here to "returning
citizens" rather than to "ex-cons” or “ex-
offenders.” The emphasis is on what one is
rather than what one was. And this is where
the civil rights focus comes in. To use the
term "returning citizen" emphasizes that the
civil rights of those who have paid their debt
to society should be recognized. And that
also means working to change laws that, for
example, restrict voting rights or deny job
opportunities to returning citizens.

“Healing Communities”

The term “prisoner reentry” reflects the
simple fact that most inmates do return to
society. Healing Communities go further.
They press for reintegration in their desire to
see relationships restored between men and
women returning from incarceration, and
their families, communities, the larger
society and, where possible, the victims of
their criminal behavior.

“STATIONS OF HOPE”

“Stations of Hope” are churches that serve
as healing and teaching refuges offering a
renewed vision for returning citizens, their
families and communities.
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Chapter One
Faith and Forgiveness: A True Story

on Flowers was graduating from a Bible-based spiritual
and moral transformation program in Texas. In the
audience celebrating his graduation was Arna

Washington, a Houston woman who had found Ron alone in the
world and offered to be his “other mother.” After the ceremony,
she told him that he could call her anytime.

She did become his “other mother” and his mentor. Ron
did call, and the relationship they developed helped sustain him
through her discipling, supporting and guiding him.

Mrs. Washington was well-suited for the job. She, like her
husband, Marcellus, was a retired schoolteacher. They had raised
two children, a son, Derek, and a daughter, Deirdra, who became
a school teacher as well. Also, they had all been active in their
church.

By the time Mrs. Washington met Ron, both her husband
and her children had died. She cared for her son’s child, Corrick,
but her own grown children, children of Ron’s generation, were
both gone. She had been grieving for many years.

The first death she grieved was that of her daughter,
DeDe, as the family called Deirdra. The death wrought a cycle of
grieving and pain that seemed to have no end. DeDe was
murdered and then buried on what would have been her twenty-
seventh birthday. The family’s grief and rage over Deirdra’s
murder thoroughly devastated them.

Mrs. Washington said that “without her love, it was as if
we didn’t know how to live anymore.”

Marcellus, her husband, recoiled from the job he had
loved for so many years. He found he could no longer face his
students because “being around all those young people
reminded him too much of what he’d lost,” Mrs. Washington said.
He took early retirement, staying home and losing himself in grief.

R
Jesus and Zacchaeus

Jesus entered Jericho and was
passing through. A man was there
by the name of Zacchaeus; he was a
chief tax collector and was
wealthy. He wanted to see who
Jesus was, but being a short man
he could not, because of the
crowd. So he ran ahead and
climbed a sycamore-fig tree to see
him, since Jesus was coming that
way. When Jesus reached the spot,
he looked up and said to him,
"Zacchaeus, come down
immediately. I must stay at your
house today." So he came down at
once and welcomed him gladly. All
the people saw this and began to
mutter, "He has gone to be the
guest of a 'sinner.' " But Zacchaeus
stood up and said to the Lord,
"Look, Lord! Here and now I give
half of my possessions to the poor,
and if I have cheated anybody out
of anything, I will pay back four
times the amount." Jesus said to
him, "Today salvation has come to
this house, because this man, too,
is a son of Abraham. For the Son of
Man came to seek and to save what
was lost." Luke 19, v. 1-9.
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Her son, Derek, “who’d been so close to his baby sister, broke down completely and
developed serious kidney problems.”

As for Mrs. Washington herself, she went to church and back to teaching, but her own
struggle was ceaseless. “I kept looking at DeDe’s picture and talking to her as if that might keep her
with me,” she said, “ begging God to let me hear her voice one more time. I tried to make sense of
what had happened. No matter how hard I prayed, the answers didn’t come.”

Within ten years of DeDe’s murder, Derek had died of kidney failure and her husband of a
heart attack. She said, “I knew what really killed Marcellus was
having both his children go before their time.” Mrs.
Washington’s “immediate family was wiped out,” and she
blamed her son’s and husband’s deaths on her daughter’s killer.
She vowed she would never allow him to be released from
prison.

Every time the killer came up for parole and she was
given the chance to protest, “a bitter flame rekindled inside
me.” Protest she did. “He deserved to rot in prison,” she said.
“As long as I had breath left in my body, I’d make sure that was
where he stayed. You’re darn right I protested!”

* * * *

eirdra’s killer was Ron Flowers. Yes, the same Ron Flowers who, fourteen years after his act of
murder, began receiving the love of his victim’s mother as his own “other mother.”

How did Mrs. Washington move from rage to love?
What happened between the time that she wished the killer
would “rot in prison” to her becoming his “other mother”?

* * * * *

he murder. In 1984, at nine o’clock in the evening, Deirdra left her family’s home for a date and
promised she would not be out late. At one in the morning, the family’s phone rang. Deirdra’s

date, Carlton, told Mr. Washington that his daughter had been shot.

The parents raced to the hospital. Mrs. Washington never forgot that night of horror. “The
bullet had ripped through DeDe’s brain, and the doctors told us there was no hope. Only machines
were keeping her alive. We never left her side. ‘Come on, baby, fight,’ I urged, squeezing her hand,
praying that somehow my love could bring her back. But around six in the morning, DeDe gave a

D

T

SOURCES:

Pat Nolan, vice president of Prison
Fellowship, first told us about this
story. He also shared the video Prison
Fellowship made of the principals.
Many of the quotes found here are
from the video and from an article
Arna Washington wrote for Crossroads
magazine, published in August 1999.

Wherefore I say unto thee, Her sins,
which are many, are forgiven; for
she loved much: but to whom little
is forgiven, the same loveth little.
Luke 7:47 (KJV)
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little sigh, and she was gone. I kissed her cheek for the last time and vowed: ‘I won’t rest, baby. Not
until I get the person who did this to you.’ ”

For the next fourteen years, Mrs. Washington never learned exactly what had happened to
her daughter that night. The police said her daughter had been “in the seediest part of Houston, in
front of an apartment building crawling with drug dealers, when she was shot.” But, “I told the
officers there was no way our daughter, whose friends used to tease her about being more innocent
than her kindergartners, would even have known such a place existed.” Carlton told Mrs.
Washington that “he’d taken her there—to collect a debt” and that then “a couple of men jumped
him and beat him up. In the scuffle, someone shot DeDe.”

Ron Flowers was the shooter. Mrs. Washington couldn’t wait for the trial, for the
opportunity to “‘look that man in the face and let him know exactly what he’s done. And then I’m
going to ask the judge to put him away forever,’” she told her husband.

But there was no trial. Ron plea-bargained a 35- year sentence for the killing and she never
did get to look him in the face before he was sent to prison – or to learn exactly what happened that
night.

arole. Fourteen years later, Mrs. Washington received a notice from the State of Texas. At first it
seemed to be just another notice about Ron’s coming up for parole. But this one was entirely

different. It said that Ron was about to be released on mandatory parole. She was incensed. She
crushed the letter and said, “Those long-held feelings leapt to the surface like flames licking hungrily
at tinder. ‘Lord, you know why I’m angry,’ ” she cried. “ ‘I’ve struggled to accept that nothing is
going to bring my baby back. But accept that the man who killed her is going free? You’re asking too
much!’ ”

In the ensuing weeks, Mrs. Washington heard
new and different messages about prisoners that
challenged both her and her anger. First, at her annual
church conference, she heard a prison choir and was
surprised that the men “didn’t look mean and hard,” as
she assumed they would. Next, her pastor, Rev. Homer
Williams, told his congregation that he was serving as a
mentor in a nearby prison’s spiritual transformation program. He hoped some of the members of the
congregation would join him in mentoring prisoners. .

Almost “jesting,” Mrs. Washington asked her pastor if he could find out about Ron Flowers
the next time he went to the prison. He was glad to oblige. Ron, he later told Mrs. Washington, not
only was in the mentoring program, he had accepted God into his life. He added that the program
director, Jack Cowley, said he wanted to talk with Mrs. Washington about Ron.

P

“‘Lord, you know why I’m angry,’”
she cried. “‘I’ve struggled to accept
that nothing is going to bring my
baby back. But accept that the man
who killed her is going free? You’re
asking too much!’”
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Mrs. Washington agreed to speak to Mr. Cowley. Not to Ron.

She learned from Mr. Cowley that Ron’s program focused on reconciliation. The participants
met with crime victims – not victims of their own crimes – with the goal of understanding the harm
they caused and assuming responsibility for the consequences. Meeting those victims made Ron
think about Mrs. Washington.

Mr. Cowley told her that “Ron’s a changed man” and that he wanted to get in touch with
her.

Still angry, Mrs. Washington protested, “I don’t want anything to do with him! I don’t care
how much he’s changed!” But she couldn’t let her thoughts about Ron go. Finally, she agreed to
accept a letter from him.

Letter-writing to one’s victims or to their family members was part of the transformational
program at the prison. Writing these letters, the mentors believed, would help the prisoners to
acknowledge their crimes and assume responsibility for the consequences to themselves and others.
Before the program, Ron had spent fourteen years denying any responsibility at all for the murder;
for years, he had even gone so far as to tell fellow inmates that he was in prison for robbery. Like so
many others, Ron arrived in prison as a street kid from a broken home and had “grown up in the
prison system.” He had grown older in years, but he had not really matured. The program aimed to
help the participants mature through overcoming denial and accepting personal responsibility.

Although as Ron later said, “All these years I was wondering who was this lady? Who was this
lady? What was she like, and after I found out her name and found out a little bit about her, you
know, and it just really tore me about,” his first letter to Mrs. Washington was a disaster. He did not
apologize. He did not show remorse. Mrs. Washington was furious and refused to respond to his
letter.

Shortly thereafter, Mrs. Washington visited the prison where Ron was incarcerated. On a
conscious level, she believed the visit had nothing to do with Ron. As a leader in her church, she went
merely because her church’s district office took a growing interest in prison ministry work and had
organized the visit. Once there, she “noticed a young man huddled in a corner” and “knew
instinctively it was Ron Flowers.” Her response? She had to leave the room.

Still angry with Ron, when she got home she wrote to him: “That letter was totally
inappropriate. Not only did you murder my daughter, you
destroyed my whole family!” She “sent him the program from
DeDe’s funeral, with her picture and a tribute a friend had written
to ‘Our Deirdra.’ ” And she figured she would never hear from
him again.

But she did. Ron acknowledged that his first letter was wrong-- “As soon as I mailed that
letter, I knew it was not right.” Further, he took responsibility for her daughter’s death. “I’m truly

“Not only did you murder my
daughter, you destroyed my
whole family!”



W H A T S H A L L W E T H E N D O ? A G u i d e a n d K i t f o r C r e a t i n g H e a l i n g C o m m u n i t i e s

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Chapter One: Faith and Forgiveness 10 June 2008

sorry for what took place on the night February 9, 1984; I want to let you know everything. I realize
all the pain that I cause you and your family because of my bad choice in life, just because of my
stupid act.” He said he would like to answer her questions “face-to-face.”

In an article in the magazine Crossroads, Mrs. Washington described her reactions to Ron’s
letter. “For years I had wanted to confront this man,” she wrote, “to make sure he understood the
anguish he’d caused. After Corrick went to bed that night, I paced the living room, going over the
photos of my daughter, one by one. ‘Baby, I want to do right by you,’ I whispered, ‘but I know I need
to move on.’ Then to God I pleaded: ‘Isn’t there any way I can do both?’ ”

In the meantime, Jack Cowley, the prison program
director, thinking about both Ron and Mrs. Washington, went
to her home to suggest that she meet with Ron. After
consulting her pastor, she “decided the only answer was to
see Ron Flowers” because, “once I heard what he had to say,
maybe I would be able to put all the pain and anger behind
me.”

Here is Mrs. Washington’s account of what happened next.

* * * * *

What forgiveness brings.

Last October thirteenth [1999] I got up early, fixed Corrick his breakfast as
usual, and took him to school. I want some closure, I thought, as I headed to the
prison with my pastor. But, Lord, I’m going to need your help.

In the Jester II meeting room [at the prison] my pastor showed me to a seat
at the table, then moved back to give me some privacy. The door opened. A young
man in prison whites entered the room. He walked toward me slowly, clutching a
Bible, and sat opposite me. I noticed his hands were shaking as badly as mine.

“I’m Arna Washington.”

“I’m Ron,” he replied, so softly I had to lean forward to hear him.

After consulting her pastor, she
“decided the only answer was to
see Ron Flowers.” She thought,
“Once I heard what he had to
say, maybe I would be able to
put all the pain and anger behind
me.”
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There was an awkward silence.

Then I asked the question only he could answer: “What happened that
night?”

He let out his breath and began. “This guy Carlton came into the apartment.
He wanted drugs, but didn’t have money. My friends started beating on him. He ran
downstairs, and I grabbed a gun and went after him. When the car he came in started
driving off, I panicked. I shot into the car window.”

Ron’s hand clenched his Bible. “I never meant to hurt your daughter, Mrs.
Washington. I’m sorry.”

I didn’t know what to say, but I couldn’t let out all my emotions in front of
this stranger. As a defense, I went into my teacher mode. “Young man, life on the
outside is going to be tough. You can’t hang on to that Bible every minute when you
get out of here,” I said sharply. “You’re going to have to carry the Lord inside you.”

“Forgive him, Mom.” DeDe! I’d know her voice anywhere. Had anyone else
heard? I glanced around.

My pastor was sitting quietly in one corner, the prison director in another.
Ron was silently waiting for me to finish. Those words had been meant for me alone.

That was all God had my baby tell me.
But it was enough.

I pushed back my chair and got up.
“Come here, son” I said.

Warily Ron stood, then came around
to my side of the table. I reached out my arms.
He took a step forward. Then we were
holding each other, weeping together, the
tears putting out the last bitter embers inside
me, washing away the anger I’d been carrying
for too long, and letting the love of the Lord
fill its place.

When we moved apart, I took a good
look at Ron. And I saw the person he’d been
14 years before—a mixed-up young man who
didn’t know what he was doing when he shot
my daughter, who’d probably caused his
mother no end of worry.

“Forgive him, Mom.”

DeDe! I’d know her voice
anywhere. Had anyone else
heard? I glanced around. . . .

“Ron, this may be hard for you
to believe” I said, “but I want
to forgive you. I want to be at
peace with you.”

Ron’s eyes filled again. He
squeezed my hand tightly. “I
want that too” he murmured.

And Jesus said unto him, This
day is salvation come to this
house, forsomuch as he also is a
son of Abraham. Luke 19:9
(KJV)
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“Ron, this may be hard for you to believe” I said, “but I want to forgive you. I
want to be at peace with you.”

Ron’s eyes filled again. He squeezed my hand tightly. “I want that too” he
murmured.

I knew Deirdra would have wanted nothing less.

* * * * *

aith and forgiveness. Later, Mrs. Washington, Rev. Williams, and Ron Flowers each described
this powerful meeting on film.

Mrs. Washington said, “Tears were all over his face. I’d never seen so many tears. They
weren’t just coming from his eyes, they were just coming.” Rev.
Williams wept, too, and remembered, “We were all crying then,
Jack Cowley, myself, Mrs. Washington and Ron was crying at
that time.”

“I never felt so warm and I felt close to God,” Mrs.
Washington said. When she heard her daughter’s voice asking
her to forgive Ron, Mrs. Washington not only did so but also
said to Ron, “I’ll go one step further, I could even, even be your
other mom.”

Ron was overwhelmed. Words would not come. Later,
still at a loss, he said, “And you know, that just really, that just
really – I can’t describe the words. I can’t describe it. That just –
it took a hold to me.”

Soon the four of them were all hugging and singing.

Later Mrs. Washington reflected on that first meeting with Ron. “I went out there for just
closure on Deirdra’s death – what happened that night; I really wanted to know -- what happened.
And instead I found openness that has been beautiful and you know, I feel like I’ve been blessed
every day of my life, really. Ever since I forgave the young man, it just seems like I’ve been blessed.”

Rev. Williams says, “Even though we preach forgiveness as a part of our Christian heritage,
very seldom do we find this kind of forgiveness taking place. She has found peace, the kind of
peace that our lord says surpasses all understanding. If there was just some type of way we could
bottle this and market it, we would be able to change a whole lot of lives in this world because I

F

Arna Washington’s
forgiveness of Ron may seem like it
could only happen once. Her story,
while remarkable, is not unique. The
forgiveness offered by another
mother to the killer of her child is
documented in the film, A Justice
That Heals. This mother also now
thinks of the killer as her own child.
The film is available for free from the
Reentry National Media Outreach
Campaign. This film has an
accompanying study guide.
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really believe that the forgiving spirit that has been witnessed by this lady, this wonderful lady for
this young man, is something that the whole world needs.”

elease. When Ron was released from prison he quickly went to work, taking not one but two
jobs. And his new friend, his mentor, his “other mother,” Mrs. Washington, remained a vital and

sustaining presence in his life. She learned that Ron’s own mother had not visited him in prison. “I
had been told that there had not been anyone out there to see him in all his fourteen and a half years
in prison; and if I had been his mother, I would have been out there to see him. So I just felt like that
he was going to need somebody when he got out.”

She hopes that “he stays clear and free and raises his family. If he does everything right, then
I will feel that my daughter’s death was not in vain.”

And Ron, in awe of the love and forgiveness he has
received, says, “I love her without a doubt. There is nothing in
this world that I wouldn’t do for her. I love this woman. She
took me in her arms and gave me the type of love only a
mother can give a child.”

Mrs. Washington and Ron stayed in touch almost
every other day until her death in 2003.

egacy. Ron Flowers’ and Arna Washington’s story of
reconciliation and forgiveness affected not only Mrs.

Washington’s church but that of others as well.

Her pastor, Rev. Homer Williams, said he had always
been a proponent of reconciliation and forgiveness, but after
seeing Mrs. Washington and Ron at the prison, he came to
believe it. He says there are confirmatory moments that God
gives us, and this was certainly one. Soon he was building
sermons around this story.

Almost the moment she set eyes on Ron in the prison,
Mrs. Washington heard her daughter asking for her to let go
and forgive and she had a sudden epiphany of forgiveness.
Fellow members of her church were not so quick to share her
change of heart, though. She was a beloved founder of their
church, which had been born in her home. As she grieved and
carried her anger forward for fourteen years, they shared it
with her and had felt their own fourteen years of fury over the murder.
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Return of the Prodigal Son

"Meanwhile, the older son was in the
field. When he came near the house,
he heard music and dancing. So he
called one of the servants and asked
him what was going on. 'Your brother
has come,' he replied, 'and your
father has killed the fattened calf
because he has him back safe and
sound.'

"The older brother became angry
and refused to go in. So his father
went out and pleaded with him. But
he answered his father, 'Look! All
these years I've been slaving for you
and never disobeyed your orders. Yet
you never gave me even a young goat
so I could celebrate with my friends.
But when this son of yours who has
squandered your property with
prostitutes comes home, you kill the
fattened calf for him!'

" 'My son,' the father said, 'you are
always with me, and everything I
have is yours. But we had to
celebrate and be glad, because this
brother of yours was dead and is
alive again; he was lost and is
found.'" Luke 15: 25-32 (NIV)


