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If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed. John 8:36 (NIV)
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The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me to bring good news to the afflicted. He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and freedom to prisoners. Isaiah 61:1 (NASB)
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Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit, says the Lord Almighty. Zechariah 4:6b (NIV)

Some wish to live within the sound of church or chapel bell.

I want to run a rescue shop within a yard of hell.

C. T. Studd

The stories in this book are those of real people; however, some names have been changed.
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Over the last 20-plus years, I have had the wonderful privilege of watching God do an amazing work through Donna that no one could have imagined. As I view her ministry in retrospect, I am convinced that her humble personality is one of her greatest assets. Because of her unpretentious nature, she is not a threat to those in authority or to the inmates to whom she has been called to minister. Without question, her calm, quiet approach has opened many doors for her. The wisdom of God never ceases to amaze me.

I believe this book will be a tremendous blessing to all who read it. The book is not about Donna; rather, it is about Jesus Christ and the wonderful way he touches lives. To the world, many people in this book appeared to be rejects to be discarded, but to God they were wonderful opportunities to show his love and glory in an unmistakable way.

If you like to see the finger of God moving in human lives, then you will enjoy this book. It is the story of a faithful, loving Father who never gives up on his children.
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Introduction

Lord, You Have the Wrong House
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Chaplain Donna Roth, Founder and Director
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I was sound asleep when the Lord called my name 23 years ago in a voice so loud it woke me up. After he got my attention, he said, “I’m going to send you to jail to tell people about me.”

I said, “Lord, you have the wrong house!”

Jails frightened me. People with tattoos frightened me. I was the “square” kind of mom who made my two sons tuck in their shirts and wear their hair short. Plus, I was a brand new Christian who knew nothing about ministry.

My youngest son had just been diagnosed with severe juvenile diabetes, so I was busy learning how to care for him. I was also trying to help my older son, who was dabbling in drugs and running with the wrong crowd. On top of all that, I worked full time, and my marriage was disintegrating.

Needless to say, I didn’t need any more turmoil in my life. Yet, despite the upheaval and the fact that I hadn't had any interest in a prison ministry before that night, the Lord filled my heart with love for inmates. A burning desire to minister to them in the jails and prisons grew within me.

I met with my pastor and told him what the Lord had told me, even to the point of outlining the details of the ministry, which included a promise of local, state, national and international outreach.

He smiled then said, “That’s very interesting,” as he handed me a letter he’d recently received from a woman who wanted to start a Prison Fellowship chapter in Fort Collins.

When I called her, she started to cry. She’d sent out 300 letters asking others to help her start a PF chapter but had not received a single response. She said, “I told the Lord this morning, ‘If no one calls by tonight, I’m going to drop the whole thing.’”

The two of us, with four other volunteers, started Prison Fellowship in Fort Collins in 1980. We ministered to inmates in the Larimer County Detention Center (LCDC) as well as in state prisons throughout Colorado and Wyoming.

In 1989, God again awakened me in the night, this time to tell me to form Freedom Fellowship. He wanted a ministry where we could lead people to the Lord and to baptism in the Holy Spirit. I told God, “You’re going to have to do something about all those prison chaplains who aren’t open to a Spirit-filled ministry.” It wasn’t long before the State of Colorado laid off all its paid chaplains and began using volunteer chaplains who, for the most part, respect our ministry.

We recently received a letter from the Department of Corrections giving us permission to pray with the inmates for Spirit baptism. According to the letter, no one is to interfere with that aspect of our ministry. Such a directive from the state can only be the work of God.

After serving as a Freedom Fellowship volunteer for 18 years, one day as I walked down a hallway in the local jail, I heard the Lord say, “Donna, I have made you chaplain of this jail.”

I said, “Lord, nobody here told me that!”

But I took a step of faith and called one of the prison chaplains to ask him what chaplains do. He was kind enough to send me literature on the subject. After reading through the information, I thought, I do a lot of that already. The next thing I knew, LCDC asked me to become its chaplain. The experience has been a tremendous blessing in my life.

I’m in jail all week and in prison all weekend. Oftentimes, I’m on suicide watch at the jail. A typical example of working with suicidal people is the story of one troubled but reluctant inmate the guards brought to me.

“I don’t want to see no chaplain!” he insisted. “I don’t want to see no religious person.”

The guards said, “We just want you to spend a few minutes with Chaplain Roth.”

The man stood in a corner glaring at me. ”I don’t want to see you. I don’t even want to talk with you.”

I sat calmly in my chair and spoke quietly with him, just sharing the love of Jesus. After a while, he relaxed and sat down across from me. It wasn’t long before I was able to lead him to the Lord and in the baptism of the Holy Spirit. When the guard returned, the inmate asked, “Could I have another hour with Donna?”

Today, that man is leading a Bible study in prison and reading every Christian book he can get his hands on. He has a long prison sentence ahead of him, but he has the Lord, and he has a peace in his life he never had before.

My goals are to empty the jails and to keep inmates from returning to jail once they’ve been released. We help them find churches to attend when they get out. It’s not unusual for them to become leaders in the churches. One ex-inmate is now doing street ministry. He’s a real evangelist. Others are successful pastors, businessmen and businesswomen.

More and more people are coming out of prison on fire for God. They’re setting the churches on fire. They want to be busy serving the Lord and leading others to him. I see them igniting the church from the pew.

Some ex-inmates slip and go back to their old ways. They have to learn to break the ties from their former lives, to make right choices, to live by God’s Word and his Spirit. Our support group encourages them to stay faithful to the Lord.

It’s so rewarding to see people become what God created them to be. My heart is blessed every day. There’s nothing else I would rather do. I have seen some inmates with life sentences become Christians at LCDC. When they’re transferred from jail to prison, they’re excited to go and to be used by God. If they’re to be in prison forever, so be it. They just want God to use them for his glory.

The justice system is beginning to recognize Freedom Fellowship’s value. Community corrections officials recently gave us an award for aiding the justice system. They are noticing that people are changed through our ministry.

When criminals who were previously arrogant, belligerent and smart-mouthed stand respectfully before them, saying, “I found the Lord in jail. I want to apologize for what I did and be fully responsible for my actions,” the judges see their humility and sometimes hand down lighter sentences. Freedom Fellowship volunteers pray for the judges when they make their decisions. We’ve seen some real miracles. It’s all God’s doing.

In 1998, Freedom Fellowship was nominated for the Group Publishing, Inc. Outstanding Community Service award. The day the award was to be given, we had $89 in our ministry bank account. As Ginny and I drove to the awards ceremony, I said, “Maybe Freedom Fellowship will be given a little something at this luncheon.”

We were shocked and blessed to be awarded $10,000. When I handed the check to our treasurer, I said, “Now you can pay the phone bill.”

Freedom Fellowship has grown. We started out with six people. Today, we have around 120 volunteers. We are constantly enlisting more volunteers, more speakers and more music teams. We’re also providing more seminars than ever before. We started our first national chapter in Pennsylvania a couple years ago, and we went to Africa last summer to start our first international chapter.

When the Lord called me, he told me he would bring committed volunteers. We have had the same core group from the very beginning, but we get excited every time new people join us. I love to see others join Freedom Fellowship, because they get to do what I do every day—watch God in action. It especially touches my heart when ex-inmates become volunteers. Through God’s power, they find themselves doing great on the outside, and they want to go back to the prisons to share his love.

I want to emphasize that a person doesn’t have to be perfect to be used in ministry. God knows your heart, he knows you want to serve him, and he’ll take you right where you are. You don’t have to have a flawless family for God to use you. That certainly wasn’t the case with my family. In fact, when the Lord called me, he also told me, “Your husband may not be with you.”

Over the years, Freedom Fellowship has had a few steady financial supporters, but we trust God for most of our income. Several former inmates contribute financially to Freedom Fellowship. Their commitment amazes me, as does God’s constant provision.

The most important aspect of Freedom Fellowship is prayer. We’ve learned that the harder the devil attacks, the bigger the victory waiting right around the corner. So we praise the Lord when Freedom Fellowship is attacked, but we stay on our knees. If we don’t pray, there will be no victory.

What I do in the jails and prisons is a privilege, not work. My heart is constantly warmed by the way God turns people’s lives around to be conformed to what he has created them to be. I can never say, “I’m going to work,” because I enjoy jail ministry so much and find it so fulfilling.

Following are stories from some of the many wonderful people God has placed in my life through the ministry of Freedom Fellowship. They are remarkable folks from both sides of the bars who have heard God’s voice and learned to walk in his freedom and power. They are also generous individuals who graciously give you glimpses into their worlds, worlds where pain, heartache and regret have been replaced with peace, perseverance and happiness. Enjoy!
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Chapter 1

True Freedom
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Chris, Ex-Inmate
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In 1993, I had an illicit relationship with a 17-year-old female student at the Christian high school where I taught math, science, physical education and history. I was also the athletic director and coached the boys’ varsity basketball team. When the affair was discovered, I was arrested, jailed, and charged with sexual assault of a minor then released on bond for eight months.

Prior to my court sentencing, I met with an attorney who said the worst case scenario he could foresee for me was three months in jail and 90 days probation. I had a lot going for me: a college degree, no previous record, I had not committed a violent act, and there was no intercourse involved.

I had never before committed any sort of crime. In fact, I had become a Christian as a teenager and attended a Christian college in Ohio. I was head of several campus groups at that school, including the volunteer outreach program, the retreat committee, and Christian Households (similar to fraternities).

But like the prodigal son, after I graduated from college, I put God on the back burner. I never directly rebelled or ran from him or stopped believing. I just didn’t make him Lord of my life. When God is not in the driver’s seat, people make poor choices, which I certainly did.

In November of 1994, I walked into a courtroom filled with my family and friends. The judge said that, in all his years on the bench, he’d never received so many letters regarding a defendant. Despite such an outpouring of support, he sentenced me to eight years with the Colorado Department of Corrections. I can’t begin to express in Webster’s English how devastated I felt.

I understood, however, that I had violated a position of trust, and that my sin was more than just breaking a law. I had failed in my covenant with my wife and my God. I had also betrayed the trust of my children, my church, my community, the other teachers, the students, their parents—the list goes on and on. That violation of trust was one reason my punishment was so severe, even though no one expected it to be so harsh.

After the sentencing, I was taken to Larimer County Detention Center. Depressed, shocked, and shattered by the judge’s decision, I cried myself to sleep my first night in jail, and many nights thereafter. The guards thought I might be suicidal, so they put me on suicide watch and asked Donna Roth to visit me.

Donna helped me make it through those first few weeks of incarceration. She’s a special lady. Through her, my Abba Father talked to me and touched my heart. I felt close to God when I was with her.

Donna has the ability to “read your mail.” Every time she meets with an inmate—male or female, young or old—she takes him or her Bible verses. She works all day at the jail and then goes home at night and prays for the inmates. God gives her Scriptures for each person.

I’m not talking about one or two verses. She usually has a list of 10 to 20 Scriptures. Most of the time, she doesn’t look them up beforehand. God just tells her “Proverbs 6:8” or whatever, and she writes it down, usually on a little yellow Post-It Note. We used to call her the “Post-It Note Queen.”

And the verses were always right on. They were encouraging, convicting, soothing, powerful—whatever was needed at that moment. They brought tears of joy and hope in a despairing place and time, and unconditional love in an unloving world.

That’s the way it was for me the first time she brought me Scriptures. They were all just what I needed right then. She handed me the list and said, “Here are your Scriptures. Why don’t we go through them together? Let’s see what God has to say to you.”

“Oh, Lord,” I prayed silently, “I know you’re with me, and I know you’re speaking to me through this woman and your Word.”

Something else interesting about Donna—guards will occasionally bring angry, volatile individuals, even murderers, to her. They remove the man’s handcuffs, lock him in a room with Donna and walk away, knowing the inmate will be more peaceful after the visit.

Donna will sit there as calm as the wind after a storm and just love the guy. Even violent men are instantly broken down by the power of God’s presence in that room. They know God is there. They sense his angels surrounding them, and they know not to mess with Chaplain Roth.

When guys put razors to their wrists, the guards page Donna. She goes on suicide watches almost weekly. She ministers God’s love to hurting people and keeps them from taking their lives. She not only keeps them from killing themselves, but offers them a whole new way of life, eternal life.

I attended all the Freedom Fellowship Bible studies while at LCDC. I also started a Bible study group with another inmate. After eight months in the county facility, I was transferred to the state prison in Canon City.

I’d only been at Canon City for three months when another devastating thing happened. During a visit with my wife and kids, a guard walked up. “Enjoy your last hour with your family,” he said. “You’re going to Texas in the morning.”

Much like the movie “Con Air,” early the next morning several of us were shackled, marched onto a plane by a SWAT team, escorted by another team of big guys, and flown to the Bowie County Correctional Center in Texarkana, Texas. I saw my family one time in the two years I was down there.

I could write a book about the Texas penal system. We were beaten, Maced and tear-gassed. There were riots, suicides and fires caused by arson. I was stabbed by a Muslim. Guards stole our money, our books and other possessions. Cockroaches crawled out of the food. You name it, we encountered it in Texas.

We lived in cages, 24 men to a cage. Even the ceiling was made of bars. We had one toilet in the back of the room and one shower. It was a dump of a place, an old railroad warehouse right next to the train tracks that had been converted into a private jail. The State of Colorado abandoned us in a filthy facility where the guards’ only training, I was told, was to watch the movie “Shawshank Redemption” and to be sprayed in the face with Mace, so they would know what it feels like and therefore hesitate to use it.

We were in that prison for nine long months. One thing about that Texas prison was good. We had Bible pods—three pods or cages of 24 men each, where we studied the Bible for four hours each day. It was great. In addition, the Lord gave me another unique opportunity to share his love.

While I was reading my Bible on my bunk one day, the chaplains walked by. My cellmates were clamoring at the bars, begging for the chaplains’ assistant job. One of the chaplains looked at me (he later told me a light was shining on me) and said, “Hey, you! Come here.” He asked me to go to their office to interview for the position, and I was hired.

That job enabled me to lead a lot of men to the Lord. Much like the librarian in “Shawshank Redemption,” I pushed a book cart around. I also sharpened pencils for my fellow prisoners. Moving from cage to cage, from solitary cell to solitary cell, I talked with each inmate. Through those interactions, I led 55 Texas and Colorado inmates to the Lord plus a guard who came into the chaplain’s office in tears one day.

After I’d been there almost nine months, the prisoners rioted and took over the facility. I was not a part of the riot nor was anyone in the Bible pods. The other inmates actually forced the guards off the floor, knocked down walls, and demolished the place. After months of abuse and torment, Mace-damaged eyes, filth, rotten food, protest and outcries, the men revolted. A lot of illegal stuff happened on both sides of the bars in that prison.

Finally, the ACLU came in. They discovered mice, cockroaches, and standing water in the kitchen, and many other sordid deficiencies. Shortly thereafter, they filed a class action lawsuit for some of the inmates stating the facility wasn’t fit for dogs or rats.

The prison was soon condemned and shut down. We were transferred to the Karnes City Correctional Facility in San Antonio, Texas. I spent about 14 months in that prison working as a GED teacher. One weekend, Freedom Fellowship volunteers drove all the way from Colorado to San Antonio to do a seminar for us. They saw how atrocious and poor the conditions were at that facility, like in a third-world country.

I just did my time in Texas, tried to do my best. I read my Bible completely through three times and grew in my walk with the Lord in ways I can’t explain. I would never want to go through that experience again, but it was the most growing time in my life.

I read 300 to 400 books in prison. I also wrote some poems that were published in Washington, D.C. and a gospel tract that a chaplain in Texas published. I’m now in the process of writing two books.

One is titled “Exposing the Darkness.” It’s about revealing the darkness within each one of us so we can experience freedom, exposing the darkness within the Body of Christ as a whole, and exposing the darkness within our country’s penal system. The other one, called “The Game Plan,” is about how to be victorious in the spiritual warfare game.

After three years in prison, I was returned to LCDC in Colorado for reconsideration of my case. While I waited for the hearing, Donna visited me and taught me about the Lord. Then I taught 10 to 13 guys who gathered around a table every night to study the Word of God together.

I was released in 1997 and soon found myself leading Freedom Fellowship’s ex-inmate support group. At first, it was just a support group, but then several people requested we do more study in the Word. So I taught that group for two years under Donna’s tutelage. It’s a group for those who want to stay on the straight and narrow road and continue to seek God, to serve and follow him.

The group is a place where ex-inmates and their family members can be comfortable and transparent, where they can voice hurts, fears and frustrations. They can be vulnerable and real, be accepted right where they’re at, and be loved with the love of Christ. They encourage each other and keep each other accountable.

Colorado leads the nation with 85 percent recidivism, which means rate of return to prison. Freedom Fellowship’s recidivism rate is less than 4 percent for those who stay involved with the organization.

Freedom Fellowship volunteers take the unconditional love of God to the jails and the prisons. Their attitude is: We don’t care where you’ve been. We don’t care what you’ve done. We just want you to know God loves you right where you’re at, right in the midst of what you’re going through. He knows your past. He’s already nailed it on the cross.

That’s their attitude, and that’s what gives them power. When you lead people by the love of God and through the nurturing of God, they always want more. They want to come closer to the throne.

The ministry is called Freedom Fellowship because God wants us to walk in freedom. As a result of what I’ve been through, I know that I know that I know true freedom is spiritual freedom.

There are guys in prison who, because of their walk with the Lord, are freer than many people on the outside. I correspond with six guys who will never walk on the streets of Planet Earth again, but someday they’ll dance on the streets of gold. They understand and experience true freedom.

God spoke to me one day in Texas as I lay on a top bunk in my cage watching the guards through the bars. They were mean, nefarious men who reveled in antagonizing us, who left the lights on at night and dribbled basketballs in the hallways so we couldn’t sleep. God said, “I don’t see things the way you see them.”

I asked, “What do you mean, Lord?”

He said, “Look at those guys. I see you as being on the outside of the bars and them on the inside. They are like Lazarus, wrapped in the grave clothes, the bondage, and the strongholds of sin that have held them for years. You are free in my eyes.”

I thank God for the freedom, love and forgiveness I found in him through his Word and through the guidance of Freedom Fellowship. I continue to walk in that freedom and to share it with others who are bound by sin.
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Chapter 2

Can I Hold Your Hand?
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Pamela, Ex-Inmate

––––––––
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I grew up in a small farming community in Kansas. My parents were farmers and devout Methodists, who took me to church with them throughout my childhood. When I was 18, I married my high-school sweetheart, Warren. We had our first child, Luanne, a year later. Our son, Nathan, was born three years later, during the Vietnam War.

Shortly after Nathan’s birth, Warren enlisted in the Marine Corps. When he completed boot camp, he was stationed in Beaufort, South Carolina. Luanne, Nathan and I joined him there, but Warren was soon sent to Vietnam. The children and I remained in Beaufort, where I owned and operated a daycare center. I also worked part time as a waitress.

One evening, I allowed Luanne to sleep at her friend Tanya’s house. What was to be a night of six-year-old fun and giggles turned into a nightmare when Tanya’s mother’s boyfriend brutally raped my daughter.

Shortly after I brought Luanne home from the emergency room, the man who raped her came to our house to tell me he didn’t do it. Then he offered to have sex with me to compensate for the molestation of my beautiful daughter. I became very upset, and we got into a heated argument that ended when I shot and killed him.

That sounds like a simple statement, but that’s what happened. My parents cared for my children while I served five years for manslaughter.

I can’t begin to say what prison was like for a 23-year-old Methodist white girl from Kansas incarcerated in the South during that dark time of war and racial tension. I didn’t think I would live that first year, but in order to survive, a person changes. I changed for the worse, becoming angry and full of hate.

I couldn’t understand how God could let something like that happen to me. I think that’s when I began to doubt God’s existence. Later on, I hated God. How I could deny that there is a God and hate him at the same time, I don’t know, but I did.

I like to think I might have been a different person if my experiences in the South Carolina prison had not been so horrible. Among other atrocities, I saw two murders. In one case, I was standing next to a young inmate when her lover, over whatever anger or jealousy was going on between them, threw a pot of boiling water on her. The meat literally fell off of the girl’s bones, clear down to her organs.

There was nothing safe about that prison. The guards controlled every move we made, whether it was to go to the bathroom or to eat. We were totally at their mercy. I don’t remember how many times I was beaten and/or raped by guards. We were at risk every moment. I believe the person I was, or maybe could have been, died in South Carolina.

When I got out of prison, I moved back to Kansas to be near my family. Luanne and Nathan were still with my parents, because Warren had divorced me and abandoned our children when he returned from Vietnam. I began life on the outside as a single mom, working in construction with my brothers. I also started to drink.

Eventually, I married a man named Lou, who had been raised by a madam in a house of prostitution. His understanding of relationships was much different than mine, and he became abusive.

My parents had a wonderful relationship, so I’d never been exposed to marital abuse. The mistreatment increased my anger and my tendency toward violence. I hated everybody and everything. I was angry all the time. I don’t remember a day when I was not angry.

Lou and I lived together for around 12 years. We both drank and we both used cocaine. We considered it a party drug, a weekend type of thing. It didn’t seem to affect our lives too much.

Then our use began to go deeper. And I started dabbling in criminal activity. I don’t think I got into crime to pay for the drugs as much as I did to act out my rebellion and anger. My subconscious attitude was, I’m going to take what I want and pay back the establishment for everything it’s done to me.

I shoplifted as a business, selling my products to people in the church, to attorneys, to judges, to bondsmen. They knew the source, and it was okay with them. They were getting a bargain. That’s not to say I wasn’t responsible for my own actions, but it made it easier for me to feel like I was doing the right thing when I sold merchandise to those kinds of people.

I saw white collar crimes happening all around me and people going free for atrocities I never even considered doing. So I rationalized that it was all right for me to do what I was doing. I thought the way I “earned” money was actually benefiting people. I was Robin Hood. It was a warped philosophy and a means of denying my addiction. I don’t really need cocaine. I just do drugs because I have the extra cash.

Throughout our marriage, Lou kept women who worked as prostitutes for him. I saw a lot of different levels of prostitution. I will never forget running into a judge in the home of one of Lou’s prostitutes. I had previously stood before that official in court. A United States senator was also a client. I’d see those things and I’d think, I’m on the right track. This is the way life is supposed to be.

Our marriage deteriorated, and my criminal activities escalated. I began to have more legal problems, occasionally spending time in jail for shoplifting, driving under the influence, and other minor
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