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A New World of Challenges

Welcome to your new world. You’re quickly moving from a number to a name, from total control to limited freedom.

Congratulations, you more or less served your court-ordered time. It’s over, you’re anxious, and now you’re free! Hopefully, you’ll never again lose your freedom. Maybe prison was a life-changing educational experience, but it wasn’t pretty nor empowering. As you get older, and hopefully wiser, you really need to get a life . . . and never ever get caged again!

Now you face a challenging transition with a high probability of stumbling along the way. Indeed, many people think you’ll fail. As the parting officer said when you put on your new street clothes and received $100-200 of gate money, “Good luck!” You’ll need it.

Are You in a Maze or on a Choppy Sea?
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You’re now moving from a number to a name and from a total control environment (prison) to one of limited freedom (parole or probation). You’re breaking out of familiar routines and relationships into an unknown world best characterized as a maze or choppy sea. In a maze, you’re expected to find your way out after several false starts and after banging your head against the walls in frustration. Or maybe you’re on a choppy sea where you’re expected to sail successfully into the future without a good boat, navigation chart, or compass. You can’t control the unpredictable winds and waves, and there are serious storms you must deal with along the way. In addition to good luck, you need to develop new habits for success. You’ll occasionally get lost . . . but hopefully only for a short time as you learn how to map and navigate your new environment and relationships.
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Your days of total dependence and handouts are over. You’re on your own in a maze and sea of challenges and opportunities. We’ll soon see how good you are at sailing into the unknown. It’s sink or swim time . . . or perhaps you’ll be banging your head against the walls of a confusing maze as you look for a way out. Don’t bang it too hard – you’ll need to keep a clear and focused head throughout this process.

Nothing Comes Easy

Just because you did some serious time doesn’t mean all is forgiven nor forgotten. It’s not, especially for those who have an eyebrow-raising rap sheet, which may follow them as if it were a life sentence! Indeed, in the free world “ex-offender” is often considered a dirty word associated with scary and untrustworthy people who might violate you. If you committed a youthful violent crime, or did some ill-conceived things that hurt others, you’ll probably struggle more than most ex-offenders, especially with re-entry housing and employment issues. Not surprisingly, you’ll have to work much harder at gaining community support and trust. Your re-entry will be anything but easy.

Moving from a number to a name and enjoying new-found freedoms will require some basic organizational, social, and entrepreneurial skills that you may have never developed or used. Your first 90 days out will be a big test of your ability to stay out for good and become a productive member of a community. As you may quickly learn, re-entry can be scary, but it also offers many exciting opportunities for self-transformation.

What Will Be Your New Story?

Do you ever wonder what’s waiting for you on the other side? Do you have a good track record of setting and achieving realistic goals? Are you a person who is known for his wisdom, drive, and persistence? Or are you often characterized as being impulsive, delusional, or less than sharp, someone who starts out ostensibly wise and well-intentioned but ends up elsewhere – in Lalaland? How will your newly evolving story likely end? What challenges will you face and how will you deal with them?

If you’re parachuting into your old community, consider these 15 questions about how this so-called free world will become meaningful to you in the days ahead:


	Is it the same old place you left behind? What has changed?

	How easy will it be to get a job through someone you know?

	Do you know how to best use the Internet, social media, cell phones, apps, and GPS?

	Do you still know the neighborhood and its key players? Do they remember you?

	Do you know how to get around, or do you have some learning and transportation issues?

	Are you going to hang out in the same old places and with the same people you left behind?

	Do you still have at least three very close friends, or are you down to just one...or none?

	Will your family and friends welcome you with open arms and tell you how much they missed you and want to help you?

	Or will they avoid you or be suspicious and hostile to your presence? Maybe they want you to disappear, just like you did before.

	What about your family and old friends. . .and enemies? Is it true what they say about friends – God’s apology for family?

	Do you still have some unfinished business with others? Or do you need to drop that business and get on with your life?

	Do you know people who will give you a helping hand?

	Do you need a mentor who can help you?

	Do you need to make new acquaintances who can assist you with basic re-entry needs?

	Will some people avoid you or discriminate against you because of your background?



If you’re parachuting into a new and unfamiliar community, you’ll probably start with a clean slate where no one, other than your probation officer, knows you and your history. Facing a sink-or-swim situation, you may soon think you’re starring in episodes of the TV game and reality shows Lost, Survivor, and the Deadliest Catch. You’ll soon know where this is all heading as you learn to survive, and maybe prosper in, the first 90 days of an all-new environment. Freedom is truly an interesting concept for ex-offenders.


Your New Re-Entry World

Welcome to your new re-entry world. You have a lot to learn and do in the days and weeks ahead as you try to reintegrate into a community. Nothing is ever the same. Your re-entry most likely won’t be a cake walk.
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Maybe you’re off to the big city and a new neighborhood where you can get lost in anonymity and thus start afresh. Or perhaps you’re going to an intermediate-size or small town where many people still know you and prefer keeping you at arms length. Whatever the place you’re heading to, it has been a long time coming. You’ve spent too much time in a controlling environment where freedom was at best all about wishful thinking. Now is your moment. Go for it!

Like so many things in life, “it seemed like a good idea at the time.” Then change and reality mess with us, and the idea doesn’t appear to be as good as it once seemed to be. While the thought of being free may be exciting – think of all the things you’re free to do on your own – you’ll soon discover that freedom has many costs and involves many constraints. It also offers exciting opportunities for those who know how to map this new-found maze as well as navigate its many pathways to success.

Freedom is Never Really Free

Unfortunately, the free world is not really free. It’s hard work, unpredictable, and often disappointing. You must have a good job in order to pay taxes, acquire housing, use utilities, buy food and clothing, own a cell phone, subscribe to cable TV, access the Internet, manage finances, and support a family. Even the “cost of nothing” (things you must pay for even though you may not regularly use them when you are away from home, such as water, cable TV, telephone, Internet) can be expensive. Not surprisingly, freedom can be costly. Ironically, you eventually may become a slave to such freedom!

Let’s face it. As much as you may think otherwise, you’re not going to do what you damn well please, unless you’re looking for trouble. Instead, you’re going to play a middle-class game of sorts. You’ll probably get a job, have a mortgage, start a family, take out insurance, and acquire a lot of “stuff” that requires increased maintenance. You’ll develop routines that help support all your commitments. While you may not be free, you may become very satisfied with your new life centered around family, career, property, recreation, toys, and some neat “stuff” that initially made you feel good. Welcome to the new free world!

Life is Tough, and Then You Made It Tougher

But life takes many interesting twists and turns. You may find yourself unemployed, divorced, widowed, in debt, ill, disabled, and with few prospects of finding a good job, especially if you have a felony conviction that dims your ability to get ahead. Worst of all, your life may go into a downward spiral. You may lose your home, family


Now, Ask Yourself . . .


	What things in my background might pose barriers to receiving re-entry assistance?






	What are the most effective ways to respond to any objections to me?





	Can you tolerate multiple rejections without getting depressed, angry, and demoralized?
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