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(;iving ex-cons a bri

Lawndale ministry
gives released inmates
a way (o connect with
pastors who care

By Margaret Ramirez

Tribune religion reporter

Just two weeks after being
released from a 5-year prison
sentence, Steve, a hulking guy
with a shaved head, has few
safe places where his tortured
soul can find peace.

The streets of Cicero, where
he fell into a criminal career to
support his hercin addiction,
are filled with temptation. So
far, he’s had no luck finding a
job. And though he's grateful to
his brother for giving him a
room, Steve often feels lost in
his new world on the outside.

But every Tuesday night at
Lawndale Community Church
on Chicago's Southwest Side,
Steve and other newly released
inmates and recovering ad-
dicts find refuge in an unusual
ministry known as the Bridge,
a weekly meeting that helps
lead ex-convicts to church.

At a recent Bridge service,
about 80 men filled the pews to
gather for music, sermons on
forgiveness and prayer. Some
were fresh out of prison, others
came from nearby residential
programs for drug and alcohol
recovery, and all were search-
ing for a new spiritual start.

“This meets my needs right
now. I need support and posi-
tive people,” Steve, 43, said af-
ter the service. “I have to be
honest. I'm not sure if I've
found Jesus yet. But, I feel like
there's something here.”

Steve, who is on parole,
asked that his last name not be
printed because he is to testify
as a witness in an upcoming
trial and fears retaliation.

Patrick Weathersby, 38, who
attended the Bridge meeting
with a group of men from the
Hope House residential pro-
gram, said, “It was really spiri-
tual for me. I've been fighting a
lot of demons inside, and the
things they said tonight really
hit home.”

The idea for the Bridge came
from Glen Fitzjerrell, a prison
chaplain who noticed while
ministering to men at Cook
County Jail and several Down-
state correctional facilities
that many ex-offenders failed
to make the right connections
once they were released and
ended up behind bars again.

According to the state De-
partment of Corrections, more
than 30,000 adults are released
from prison every year, and
about 50 percent return to pris-
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‘Some churches want perfect people. Well, I have news for them. There are none.’

—Rev. Dwight Bailey, pastor of Austin Boulevard Christian Church
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Steve Johnson, leader of the New Beginnings in Christ street ministry, joins in prayer during a Bridge meeting in Lawndale.
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Glen Fitzjerrell came up with
the idea for the Bridge, a

weekly meeting that helps
lead ex-convicts to church.

on within three years.

In 1996, Glen and Jane Fitz-
jerrell formed the non-denom-
inational Christian ministry
Mission: USA with the goal of
helping ex-offenders and ad-
dicts find jobs, homes and
churches.

Church shopping can be tir-
ing and unpleasant, Glen Fitz-
jerrell said, and the experience
of being rejected by a church
can be the final straw that
pushes ex-offenders back into
crime and addiction. Fitzjer-
rell thought the best way to
bridge that gap was to bring
churches to the men.

Wearing dirty jeans and
baseball caps, Fitzjerrell and
the four-person staff of Mis-
sion: USA visited dozens of
churches across Chicago in the

last two years, searching for
pastors and congregations who
were welcoming toward ex-of-
fenders and addicts. They com-
piled a roster of about 15
churches.

Every Bridge service in-
cludes sermons by pastors
from three different congrega-
tions who speak on a topic cho-
sen by the men. Afterward, the
crowd is given information on
the pastors and their churches,
including the address and
phone number. When the
Bridge service ends, pizza is
passed out as pastors and ex-
convicts talk.

Men who attend the meet-
ings are usually referred by
parole officers, prison chap-
lains or neighborhood treat-
ment and transitional pro-
grams. Residents at Hope
House, a treatment program
run by Lawndale Community
Church, regularly attend, for
example.

“We want to get them
plugged into something posi-
tive to pull them away from
that bad place they were in be-
fore,” said Fitzjerrell, who
speaks with a friendly Texas
twang. “For a guy who is moti-
vated to make that change, the
Bridge really works.

“And then once they get in-
volved in a church, it's amaz-
ing, because they love lo serve,
They're almost like the ideal

church members, because they
want to be involved in every-
thing. For a lot of them, it’s all
about finding a new identity.”

Mark Pineda, 24, was serving
a 6-year prison sentence for
conspiracy to commit murder
when he heard about the
Bridge from a prison chaplain.
While serving time, Pineda
said he realized that he needed
God to change his life and start-
ed attending Bible study. Once
he was released, the Bridge
provided the link he needed to
start again.

“Everything was different
when I got out. T was 17 when 1
got locked up and 24 when I got
out. It seemed like no one want-
ed to accept me,” he said.

Through the Bridge, he met
Brad Beier, assistant pastor of
Bethel Christian Church, who
helped him obtain his GED and
find a job as a cook in a restau-
rant.

“To be honest, it's always a
gamble with these guys,” said
Beier. “Their lifestyle when
they get out is so chaotic. You
really need to surround them
with support and love, staying
with them and picking them up
when they fall down.”

Arlin Troyer, assistant pas-
tor of Cityview Presbyterian
Church, said he has been so im-
pressed with some of the men’s
enthusiasm for Scripture that
he has begun recruiting them
as candidates for seminary.

“Some of them are strug-
gling, but by and large they are
maotivated,” Troyer said. “It
might seem strange to see fu-
ture pastors in this group. But,
when you think about it, the
early church was not started by
the kind of educated people you
see in church today.

“The example these guys
give us has a powerful impact.
You see the Gospel at work."”

Rev. Dwight Bailey, pastor of
Austin Boulevard Christian
Church, said that when he pre-
sented the idea of bringing ex-
convicts into his church, some
members became a little nerv-
ous and wondered how to re-
late to them.

“Some of the older members
were especially uneasy about
the idea. But I told them that
these guys are probably the
same age of your sons. Talk to
them like you would speak to
your own children,” Bailey
said

“Some churches want per-
fect people. Well, T have news
for them. There are none,” he
said. “T've been meeting these
guys, and these are people who
need that second chance, God
has given me so many second
chances. Ie has forgiven my
sins. So, why shouldn't I for-
give them?”
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Mission: USA can be reached
at 1-888- Da Bridge oron the web
at www.missionusa.com



