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TESTIMONY OF A FORMER PROTESTANT (BAPTIST) - 191 
http://www.secondexodus.com/html/russford/centralrussford.htm
Russ Ford is an Alabama prisoner, and the world’s foremost Catholic evangelist operating inside a prison. This is the story of a remarkable man and his remarkable book.

His articles, other significant accomplishments, personal references, etc., are listed in his astonishing bio.

Please be sure to read about First Century Christian Ministries, which Russ co-founded, and the National Catholic Register article, Giving the Catholic Church a Chance Behind Bars, that describes its remarkable success.

man: http://www.secondexodus.com/html/russford/russfordprisonapostolate.htm 
The Second Exodus book states: "The most miserable refugee remains God’s image and likeness. Jesus told us, Matthew 25:40 'As you did it to one of the least of these My brethren, you did it to Me'." We call ourselves pro-life in vain if we are not doing all we can to help and support persecuted Catholics. Russ is being persecuted.

It is the responsibility of every Catholic, whatever his station in life, to do everything he can to help and protect persecuted Christians of all denominations. We should pray every day, before the Blessed Sacrament if we can, but we should also take action in this world. We can write our congressman and senators and ask them politely but firmly to refuse trade and other privileges for any country that persecutes Catholics, and that includes China. We can ask store managers not to buy or stock the products of persecuting countries. We can insist that Congress pass a law establishing a Persecuting Nations List, and require that the products of any nation coming into the United States be labeled to show that they come from a Persecuting Nation. We can keep in our wallet a list of persecuting countries and refuse to buy their products. No dollar from any Catholic’s pocket should be spent on persecuting other Catholics! We can also insist that the news media focus on the persecution of Catholics and other Christians, and keep insisting; maybe public embarrassment will help. We can write magazine articles highlighting what is being done to Catholics and other Christians. We can ask our pastors for permission to put up signs in front of our churches, in front of every Church, saying "Free Persecuted Christians!" And we can put pamphlets in the church vestibule. After all, it is not the person who is being persecuted, but Christ in him. We are one body in Christ, and we who serve Him are all His family in the new and everlasting covenant. Indifference to the suffering of any Christian is indifference to the suffering of Christ on the cross. 

But even in the United States there is severe persecution of Catholics who boldly assert their Faith amid the disapproval of government authorities. Russ Ford and Joe Scheidler are two prominent examples of Catholics who are being persecuted for their faith.

Russ is the world’s foremost Catholic evangelist working inside a prison system. We can learn more about Russ Ford from his bio and even more from his excellent book, The Missionary’s Catechism. While there, reflect that Russ specializes in evangelizing an extremely difficult population, Alabama prisoners, and has achieved phenomenal results.

Prison life in Alabama is so deeply offensive to the dignity of man, who is God’s image and likeness, as to shock Catholic sense. Because I have no wish to offend our gentle visitors, I have put it on a separate page. If you have the strength to endure hell on earth, read about Alabama prison life. But beyond the barbaric treatment of ordinary prisoners, Russ and his spiritual children have been singled out for special abuse. 
A white Catholic evangelist in an overwhelmingly black Evangelical Protestant prison system in the deep South is not going to win a lot of friends among the warden, chaplain, and guards. In a prison, where the staff has absolute control over every moment of a man’s life, it takes immense moral courage to persevere.

The Alabama prison guards routinely interrupt the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass to count prisoners. Prisoners are accustomed to random counts, but when the guards realized that the Consecration is the most important part of the Mass they began to walk in right at that time and loudly order the priest to stop while they took a count. Russ points out that, even if they felt they had to take a count right then, they could easily do it without interrupting the Mass. Men at Mass are already in neat rows, all sitting or all standing or all kneeling.

The guards even do "counts" during the Sacrament of Penance. At Russ’s prison the Confessional is a room with all glass walls. The guards can easily see the priest and penitent at all times, and can easily see that no one else is in the tiny room. But they would often walk in anyway during the Confession and stop everything while they counted.
On one occasion, as the priest was processing out after Mass, a guard hit him hard, then took him away. There were about 40 prisoners at the Mass. When they saw their beloved priest hit and taken away they streamed out to kill the guard. Russ instantly moved between the men and the guard and pleaded with them to stop, reminding them that Jesus’ first words after being crucified were, Luke 23:34 "Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do." There were many cries of "Out of the way, Russ. That man will never hit another priest." Russ finally prevailed, and the shaken guard took the priest away. All of them were frightened, not knowing whether the guard would kill the priest. As it turned out the priest was released without additional assault.

In October 1995, Russ was all set to be paroled. Anyone who knows him realizes that during the years since his baptism he has been a bulwark of moral courage. Russ’s priest stated at the parole hearing that he has been living a deeply Catholic and that anyone would be perfectly safe in his presence. A business owner stated that she was prepared to employ him as a business manager. The hearing went as if on rails until the very end. A woman on the parole board, a radical feminist who hated Catholics, asked the priest whether Russ had mentioned in Confession any other crimes that the board should be aware of. The priest explained the Seal of the Confessional and said that he could not discuss Russ’s confessions in any way. The radical feminist had evidently planned this ahead of time, because she answered that Russ could release the priest to discuss his confessions. The startled priest replied that no power on earth could make him discuss Russ’s confessions. In that case, the feminist replied, there would be no parole.

When Russ heard about this, he was more concerned for the Sacrament of Penance than for his own release. He sued the State of Alabama, which virtually ensured that he would not get a parole any time soon. His concern was that the Sacrament would become an instrument of law enforcement investigations. He told me that he would rather die in prison than gain his freedom by weakening the legal protections against forcing priests to reveal sacramental confessions.  The lawsuit seems to have petered out with indeterminate results, and Russ is still in prison.

You can help Russ by (1) praying for his intentions, and (2) purchasing The Missionary’s Catechism.

book: http://www.secondexodus.com/html/russford/russfordtmc.htm 
Russ Ford’s book, The Missionary’s Catechism, is a street-wise catechism.

Site visitors looking for my description of The Missionary’s Catechism will find it in a review I wrote for The Catholic Faith magazine, Paul Likoudis’ review in The Wanderer, Sheila Kippley’s review in Family Foundation Magazine, and Francis Phillips’ review in Theotokos, from England.

Readers can also buy The Missionary’s Catechism and use it to help educate newcomers to the Catholic Church.

bio: http://www.secondexodus.com/html/russford/russfordbio.htm 
Date of Birth December 17, 1957

Completion in the Catholic Faith Decision as Catechumen:  August 1988 Baptized: February 11, 1989

RCIA and Teaching

Taught one on one catechism evangelistically August 1988 to present.

Taught group basic catechism classes June 1989 to May 1997

Taught group advanced catechism January 1990 to May 1997

Taught group apologetics January 1990 to May 1997

Taught English/Writing Skills for GED students June 1998 to May 1997

Books

The Missionary’s Catechism
Rose Without A Thorn -in production, co-authored with Michael A. Mayola

Prisoner Without Chains -in production with Steve Kellmeyer

The Lay Evangelist Handbook -in production

Simon P. Johnson -in production

Buckethead Instructs Bubba -in production

I’m Okay, You’re An Idiot -in production

Health

Bad back Fractures that never healed Arthritis

Articles

Not Tough Love, Not Soft Love, but True Love: Advice to Parents of Incarcerated Sons

Evangelizing From the Bottom Up (5 part series)

Criminal Rehabilitation – Catholic Style

A Greased Slide to Hell

Special Sons of the Mother of God     

Prison Yard Apologetics

Buckethead Gets the Foot

Incarcerated Atheists

Kickin’ Bobo In the Big House

Tawkin’ Ta Dead Folks

If Only I Could
The Equalizer (apologetics reference booklet)

Analysis of NCCB’s Responsibility, Rehabilitation and Restoration: A Catholic Perspective on Crime and Criminal Justice.

Mr. Ford has also written for the following publications:  The Family; Marian Helpers; Fatima Family Messenger; Immaculate Heart Messenger; Immaculata Magazine; This Rock; Communio; 30 Days (while still published by Ignatius); Homiletic and Pastoral Review; La Renaissance; The Wanderer; several publications in the British Empire and lesser U.S. and Canadian publications.
Significant Accomplishments

Co-founded prison system’s GED program with Mr. Phil Hanna                                     

Founded non-profit corporation for First Century Christian Ministries and it’s subsidiary, Prisoners of the Perfect Prisoner National Network.

Founded Killian Mooney Catechetical Institute.

Received business degree from Faulkner University.

Received associate in computer science from J. F. Ingram Technical College.

Received personal congratulations and blessing from Holy Father on writing accomplishments.

Officially installed as Catechist for Archdiocese of Mobile.

Officially installed as Lector for Archdiocese of Mobile.

Served as assistant to psychologist Michael Hanes and facilitator in his Anger Management Program - 2 years.

Voluntarily requested nine years of intensive one-on-one therapy with various psychologists.

Student aide, J.F. Ingram Computer Science Dept.

Invited to appear live on Divine Mercy TV, Boston. Request denied by prison authorities.

The only Alabama convict ever to publish a book. The Missionary’s Catechism 

St. Joseph Communication offers Russ’ 2-audiotape recorded series: No Escape: The Conversion of Russell Ford.

Personal References

Dr. Wm. May – John Paul II Institute

Dr. Peter Kreeft – Boston College
Fr. Joseph Fessio – Ignatius Press
Hon. Sterling V. Frith – Attorney
Mr. Karl Keating – Author & Publisher
Mr. Martin Barrack – Author that’s me
Mr. Paul O’Connell – Publisher
Msgr. Lawrence Sweeney – Catholic Priest

Fr. William Casey – Superior General, Fathers of Mercy
Miss Beverly Coscarelli – Actress 

Dr. Joseph Strada – Defense Contractor 

Most Rev. Oscar H. Lipscomb – former Archbishop of Mobile
Fr. Michael Sreboth – Catholic Priest

Fred Isaacs, Esq.

Professor Chas. E. Rice, Notre Dame Law School
Parole Hearing Results

October 1995: Priest refused three requests by Parole Board Member for a written report of all sins confessed to him by Mr. Ford. The Parole Board Member stated that Mr. Ford would not be considered favorably for parole unless this condition was met.   

November 1996: Denied, no reasons given.

November 1997: Denied, no reasons given.

July 2001: Denied, no reasons given

First Century Christian Ministries: http://www.secondexodus.com/html/russford/firstcenturychristianministries.htm
First Century Christian Ministries (FCCM) is a lay apostolate -- founded by Catholic convict-converts in a Bible Belt Alabama State Prison -- dedicated to evangelizing prisoners in cooperation with prison chaplains. Today, FCCM’s newsletter reaches 1,100 subscribers, 75 percent of whom are prisoners, and Catholic materials and devotionals flow from FCCM supporters to 70 prison chaplains across the nation. Other FCCM initiatives include pen-pals for serious Catholic inmates, and a “Bibles for Inmates” program. [Click on link for more]
Giving the Catholic Church a Chance Behind Bars: http://www.secondexodus.com/html/russford/fccmcatholicchurchbehindbars.htm  
Originally published in the National Catholic Register, November 3-9, 2002, by Joseph Pronechen, Register Correspondent

Fairfax, Va. – Behind prison bars, inmates looking to change their lives are confronted with everything from anti-Catholic sects to isolation. But some can also find their way to Catholicism through the apostolate First Century Christian Ministries.

In addition to the sacraments, "every Catholic prisoner interested should have access to… a good, solid Catholic Bible and good, solid orthodox Catholic material," said Joseph Strada, chairman of First Century Christian Ministries board. A former career U.S. naval officer with a doctorate in aerospace engineering, he became interested in this lay apostolate after reading articles by the organization’s co-founder, Russell Ford.
Facing a Catholic prison population estimated at more than half a million, the non-profit prison ministry has set out to evangelize at least some inmates by getting Bibles, rosaries, catechism, sacramentals such as the brown scapular and respected magazines and books into their hands via prison chaplains.

In the 70 prisons across the country where First Century Christian Ministries currently sends material, it also informs inmates of free courses or books on the Catholic faith available to them. In addition, the group runs a spiritual pen pal program.

The prison ministry office of the Diocese of St. Petersburg, Fla., has received material from First Century Christian Ministries since 1999. "I can’t speak highly enough of FCCM," said Heidi Sumner, secretary to office head Deacon John Alvarez. "They have donated a wealth of materials from their members to our ministry." Lay volunteers then distribute the materials in 16 correctional facilities in the five-county diocese. 

Sumner said the office regularly receives the First Century Christian Ministries newsletter, The Perfect Prisoner. "The message it contains is very pertinent to inmates’ lives," she said. The newsletter reaches 1,100 people, three-fourths of whom are prisoners.

First Century Christian Ministries was founded in the early 1990s by two Catholic convict-converts in a most unlikely place – an Alabama prison in the Bible Belt. Ford, the group’s moving force, is still serving a 25-year term. Once a hardened criminal, he converted to Catholicism in 1988 after a catechism lesson on the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist.

Since then, Ford himself has converted more than 100 other prisoners who are his godsons, written The Missionary’s Catechism (with forward by Catholic Answers’ Karl Keating) and penned articles for Catholic magazines on his conversion and evangelization efforts.

Co-founder Phil Hanna, now retired and living in Alabama, was Ford’s first godson. Hanna said he thinks reaching prisoners is possible because God specializes in doing the impossible.

The ideas for First Century Christian Ministries’ avenues for service to "Christ in prison" were in major part inspired by Father Robert Fox’s video series Sharing the Faith, shown weekly to inmates interested in the Catholic faith, Hanna explained.

"[Because] prisoners are very competitive, even in religious stuff, we had a very spirited as well as informative [question-answer] sessions. The lessons also served as a springboard for questions about the Catholic faith," he said. Conversions followed.

First Century Christian Ministries spiritual director Msgr. Lawrence Sweeney, who holds a graduate degree in psychology and is pastor of Holy Family Parish in Ogden, Utah, emphasized "all the counseling in prison is fruitless without the help of God."
He referred to statistics from a study Ford did of his Alabama prison’s parolees between 1990-95 and published in The Homiletic and Pastoral Review. The general recidivism rate was 80%. The number was the same for Baptist prisoners and less than 1 point lower for a radical Islamic group. But the rate was zero for Catholics who became committed to morning and evening prayer and at least weekly Sunday Mass.

"It shows the great power of Christ’s death and resurrection," noted Msgr. Sweeney, "given to people who really put their time into the Mass, say morning prayers and thank him with evening prayers. Christ is the only savior. It ain’t Freud. The FCCM, as best they can, give [prisoners] hope when they get out of prison."
Solidly Orthodox

According to Strada, First Century Christian Ministries aims to save souls by distributing only solid orthodox Catholic material. His examples include Envoy and This Rock magazines, Tan and Ignatius Press publishers, and Marytown. The group tries to counter the Catholic material with an unorthodox slant that often reaches prisoners, he said, "with good Catholic matter faithful to the Church."
Getting solid Catholic Bibles to inmates is most important because Protestant versions often carry "footnotes" that undermine the faith,” Strada said. "Catholic men are easily misled if they don’t have these solid materials." At the same time, some Protestant chaplains write First Century Christian Ministries seeking material for Catholic inmates.

One chaplain who has received First Century Christian Ministries materials is Deacon Jose Rodriguez, director of prison ministry in the five-county Diocese of Laredo, Texas. In Laredo alone, more than 1,000 prisoners fill county jails and detention centers. On the day Rodriguez spoke to the Register, he had given out his last five rosaries, a small amount compared to the number of prisoners. "Whatever they send me," he said, "they help."
Through First Century Christian Ministries, Rodriguez has received Bibles and a booklet in Spanish called "Our Blessed Mother, Virgin of Guadalupe" that is particularly popular among inmates, as are scapulars.

How important can the Catholic material be? When recipients leave the prisons for whatever reasons, "they go happy," Rodriguez said, "because they take the Bible with them."
Inmates who receive material likely evangelize others. "Prisoners don’t throw anything away," Strada said. "They’ll pass it on to 10 other guys to read."
First Century Christian Ministries also reaches out with a spiritual pen pal effort. Rules are stringent. To provide a degree of safety, only first names are used. Letters are exchanged through an intermediary such as Strada. Inmates must be baptized, have a serious interest in the Catholic faith, agree not to ask for gifts or money (small items like prayer cards are okay) and can’t request legal assistance of any kind.

"We think justice should be done," Strada said. "We don’t get involved in any legal or political issues."
Pen pals are normally of same sex, but Strada said he will utilize women in a highly protected way, even using pseudonyms. Inmates must agree to make no romantic overtures. Any violation can mean being dropped from the program.

At St. Patrick’s Church in Smithtown, N.Y., Father Douglas Arcoleo, spiritual director of the local Legion of Mary, explained to members the pen pal program was a spiritual and corporal work of mercy.

In "Responsibility, Rehabilitation and Restoration: A Catholic Perspective on Crime and Criminal Justice," issued in 2000, "the bishops are very clear we have to reach out to the prisoners behind the bars and to the families they left behind," Father Arcoleo noted. He found the pen pal program "a nice marriage between the bishops’ document, the FCCM and the Legion of Mary’s goals."
Member Stephen Mroz had been writing for a year to a pen pal in prison. "At first it was very uncomfortable," Mroz said, "and I didn’t want to do anything to turn away from the main purpose – to bring God, Jesus and the whole Trinity to them.” But since a medical condition confines Mroz to his home most of the time, he could empathize with inmates.

"We’re cooped up," he said, "and don’t want to be where we are." Now he sees the letters as having a dual purpose. "Anyone who writes them adds a little bit of comfort in their day." Another prisoner he wrote to through the program has yet to respond. Still, he’s not discouraged and will stay with the program because he believes the inmate he corresponds with has grown stronger in the Catholic faith.

First Century Christian Ministries takes a no-nonsense, realistic view for pen pals. Strada said inmates are not altar boys – many are repentant and genuinely converted – but others are still con men who "see a sympathetic Christian as another person to con," he said. Hence the group’s strong screening program.

"When a man finds himself at rock bottom," Strada explained, "he’s open to the Holy Spirit, and a man will grasp that."
But behind bars, he said, the men can encounter proselytizing for Islam sects, pornography and drugs.

"If we’re not in there with the Gospel, something else will grab them," Strada said. "While they have their debt to society, we have an obligation to save their souls."
Information:

First Century Christian Ministries
c/o Joseph Strada joseph.a.strada@aero.org 
5120 Pheasant Ridge Rd.
Fairfax, VA 22030

Russell Ford: Legal Update

http://www.catholic.com/magazine/articles/russell-ford-legal-update 

The name of Russell Ford should be quite familiar to This Rock readers who remember his apologetics articles published in these pages in years past. Imprisoned in an Alabama penitentiary since 1987 for a crime he did not commit, Ford converted to Catholicism while in prison and soon launched a Catholic apologetics initiative within his own prison and beyond.
Over the course of two decades, Ford has helped lead more than 100 people, most of them fellow prisoners, to the Catholic faith. He has also taught catechism classes and provided catechetical materials to inmates of other prisons across the country. His question-and-answer book, The Missionary’s Catechism, has become a minor classic (available through Amazon.com).

Two years ago, Ford began a quest for exoneration based on new evidence that has come to light. His appeal is complicated by the fact that Alabama’s justice system destroyed all DNA evidence from the trail, but it appears his case is progressing favorably. Supported by advocates led by Catholic laity, Ford and his legal team have been negotiating the daunting technical hurdles and challenges of the legal system and remedies that he has to navigate and overcome. He has just been granted an extraordinary ruling in federal court granting him a "certificate of appealability" acknowledging that he has presented substantial evidence that his constitutional rights were violated with respect to his claims related to newly discovered evidence and alleged destruction of evidence. His case will soon be heard in the 11th Circuit Court of Appeals; if necessary, the case will be petitioned before the United States Supreme Court.

The financial cost of such appeals is very high, often reaching into six figures. Ford presently is receiving pro bono legal representation, but there are heavy and essential costs involving court fees, procurement of evidence, and other necessities for mounting a credible appeal. He has no money for such expenses, but his close and longtime Catholic friends have established a legal fund to provide these costs. He desperately needs more concerned people to render monetary assistance so that he may present his case to the courts and win his exoneration and freedom.

If the appeal is ultimately successful, donors will be blessed in knowing that their contributions helped exonerate and emancipate an innocent man, a man who is on fire with the Catholic faith and is determined to invite as many people as possible, both within and outside prison walls, to embrace the Catholic Church.

Tax-deductible contributions can be made payable to First Century Christian Ministries, Inc., P.O. Box 70697, Montgomery, AL 36107. Please write "Ford Legal Fund" in the memo portion of your check. Above all, please keep Russell Ford and his appeal for release in your daily prayers and intercessions. For more information, please contact Marshall Pickard at (334) 514-1109.
When God placed Russ Ford in my path
http://www.catholiconline.com/national/national_story.php?id=38713 
By Marty Barrack, October 12, 2010
Anyone who gets to know Russ as I have knows that he is an innocent man unjustly convicted.

Just as God has placed Russ in my path by my published article in The Wanderer, God has placed him now in your path with this article. Please allow me to share Russ' present, vital and urgent need. He has overcome normally insurmountable legal process obstacles in his legal proceedings by which he can overcome his coerced and unjust conviction. Anyone who gets to know Russ as I have knows that he is an innocent man unjustly convicted.

MONTGOMERY, AL (Catholic Online) - Only God could bring together a Catholic in northern Virginia with a Catholic prisoner in Alabama. 

In 1994, I told a Catholic group the story of my journey from Judaism to the Catholic faith. One man asked afterward whether it would be OK if he forwarded my story to Paul Likoudis of The Wanderer Catholic newspaper. 

I replied that Likoudis interviews bishops, organization leaders, and newsmakers; at the time I had not yet published my first Catholic book, website, or magazine article; and so surely Likoudis would not be interested in my journey. But the man said he knew Paul and that Paul would be interested, so I said OK. Paul called me up, and we spoke for three solid hours. The result was a full-page interview. 

Russell Ford, an inmate in an Alabama penitentiary, saw the article and wrote to me. A correspondence ensued, and I soon realized that Russ was the world's leading Catholic evangelist operating inside a prison.

As the years passed, Russ and I continued to stay in touch. No holy apostolate can continue very long without demonic attacks. Russ had experienced plenty of them, but in my recollection one in particular stands out. 

On that day, after Mass in the prison, as the priest-chaplain was processing out, a prison guard hit the priest hard. The reaction of the inmates made the guard realize that the situation was serious, so he quickly dragged the priest out of the chapel as the inmates streamed out of the pews. Instantly, Russ, the spiritual father of all Catholic inmates in that prison, got in front of the crowd of inmates and yelled "Stop!" Several inmates said, "Get out of the way, Russ. That man will never hit another priest." Russ told them, "If you so much as touch that guard, it will be the end of the Catholic faith here. We will be known as violent murderers. Jesus told us to turn the other cheek, even in this." Russ got the men quieted down, but he was pretty shaken himself and called me to discuss it.

Russ has kept busy. Working with a population consisting mainly of convicted murders, rapists, armed robbers, arsonists, and other prisoners, during his time in the penitentiary he has accumulated more than 70 godsons and over a hundred converts, most of them from pagan, agnostic or wayward Christian doctrinal origins. How many of us, working with much more gentle populations, have accomplished as much? 

Along the way, Russ wrote "The Missionary's Catechism," a streetwise book that explains the Faith with rigorous accuracy in plain language. I wrote the foreword for it. He has also written a whole series of magazine articles for This Rock magazine explaining the Catholic faith. 

He's still at it. As recently as July 2010, he wrote to me: "Does that mean you will become less busy? Oh no, my friend. It is our mission to burn ourselves up for Christ and the precious souls He places in our path." My reply was essentially, "Amen!" 

Ite, missa est. Through these final Latin words of the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, we are sent forth to carry Christ's presence within us into the world to help those He has placed in our path. 

Just as God has placed Russ in my path by my published article in The Wanderer, God has placed him now in your path with this article. Please allow me to share Russ' present, vital and urgent need. He has overcome normally insurmountable legal process obstacles in his legal proceedings by which he can overcome his coerced and unjust conviction. Anyone who gets to know Russ as I have knows that he is an innocent man unjustly convicted.

Only by the graces of God and intercession of our Blessed Mother along with countless novenas and prayers of the faithful, Russ has leaped over these legal obstacles and is now in Federal Court before the 11th Circuit Court of Appeals. The reality is that although his lay Catholic lead advocate and other legal personnel are donating (pro bono) their pricelessly valuable time, Russ lacks the funds to pay the essential, five figure direct and ancillary expenses to provide the essential elements to support and confirm essential facts that establish his innocence, primarily sophisticated DNA testing and results. Please pray and ask whether you would support Russ' effort to establish his innocence, set him free from his horrific bondage in an Alabama prison, and begin the actualization of Russ' awe-inspiring vision of his post-prison apostolate. 

Tax-deductible contributions to help defray Ford's legal expenses can be made payable to First Century Christian Ministries, Inc., P.O. Box 70697, Montgomery, AL 36107. Please write "Ford Legal Fund" in the memo portion of your check. Above all, please keep Russell Ford and his appeal for release in your daily prayers and intercessions. God bless you!

Ford's book, "The Missionary's Catechism," can be ordered at Amazon.com or through your local bookstore.

No Escape - From Prison to the Catholic Faith

http://www.lighthousecatholicmedia.org/store/speaker/russell_ford 
This talk - No Escape - From Prison to the Catholic Faith - was recorded live in prison where Russell Ford is serving a 25-year sentence. In 1989 at the age of 31, he was received into the Catholic Church and has since shared his faith with thousands of fellow convicts. Mr. Ford is co-founder of the non-profit First Century Christian Ministries, which is dedicated to evangelizing prisoners. He is scheduled to be released from prison in 2012.
Review of ‘The Missionary’s Catechism’ by Russell L. Ford

http://www.theotokos.org.uk/pages/breviews/francisp/rlford.html
By Francis Phillips
The two best-known catechisms that most Catholics have heard of are undoubtedly The Penny Catechism, which provided the elementary structure of the Faith for generations of people until the 1960s, and The Catechism of the Catholic Church, a wonderful gift inspired by the Holy Father in the 1990s to counteract the catechetical malaise of the preceding 30 years. It has been a recent privilege and pleasure to encounter a third catechism, neither as brief in its answers as The Penny Catechism nor as large and comprehensive as the CCC, and therefore just the right size for the ordinary enquiring Catholic, wishing to revise his/her Faith, to carry about on the dashboard of the car.

Its author, Russell Ford, requires some introduction. He is a prisoner in an Alabama jail and has so far served 16 years of a 25 year sentence. When he entered prison he was, in his own words in his 'Introduction', 'a hate-filled and embittered agnostic'. God, who has a particularly tender love for His black sheep, did not let this state of affairs last long; Russell encountered a Catholic fellow-inmate at the end of his first year and, challenged by this prisoner to read the Baltimore Catechism, began the 'long and painful process to conversion'. Painful for him; fruitful for others. 

Russell became a gifted and inspiring catechist, who has subsequently taught the faith to thousands of people, aided in the conversion of over 100 prisoners and become the godfather (not the Mafiosi kind) to more than 50 convict-souls. He dedicates this book to the Blessed Trinity: 'Our heavenly Father, who has taught me to cry Daddy; His Son, who has caused love to infiltrate the void of this sinner’s heart; and the Holy Spirit, who is teaching me to appreciate silent conversion'. Others acknowledged include 'St Herbie' (!) his Guardian Angel – why don’t we all follow his example and give a name to our own angelic guardians? – St John Bosco and St Josemaría Escrivá.

Why does Russell call it a 'Missionary’s Catechism'? On the front cover is a map of the journeys of the greatest missionary of all: St Paul. But the implicit message is that we all need to be missionaries now, laity as well as priests, and that it is the former Christian West that is now prime mission territory: a wasteland of heterodoxy, agnosticism, neo-paganism and occult practice. The book’s format is in a conventional question and answer format, dealing with the Creed, the Sacraments, the Ten Commandments, the precepts of the Church, the Life of Virtue and the Life of Prayer. There are also five appendices which deal with: common objections to the Faith; basic prayers; examination of conscience in preparation for Confession; a Catholic resource guide of orthodox literature; and test questions to check the reader actually remembers what he has read. In all, a clear and comprehensive compendium of 'our glorious Faith', as one well-known Jesuit fondly describes it.

There are particularly good answers to question 27: 'What are we to believe in regard to human evolution?'; question 83: 'What is the role of the Holy Spirit in our lives?'; question 201: 'What happens if an infant dies without Baptism?'; and questions 252 and 253, which concern standing or kneeling for Communion and whether it should be received on the tongue. I will not provide you with the answers so that you will be stimulated to buy this excellent book and read them for yourselves. The author adds a special note to the section on the Holy Eucharist: '…It is the singular truth of the Holy Eucharist that has made this convert (and countless others) fall helplessly, hopelessly, passionately in love with Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.' 

'Situation ethics', that invention of the liberal conscience, is discussed and Ford’s definition of that overworked word 'ecumenism' is included in parentheses, as 'the dialogue between Catholics and non-Catholics which leads to the reconciliation of all Christians in the unity of the one and only Church of Christ'. This is not triumphalism, merely the truth. I should mention that this fine book is underpinned by quotations from the Catechism of the Catholic Church wherever it is thought necessary to expand an answer.

The one small snag is: how to obtain a volume so packed with good teaching? At present, it can only be bought from The Magnificat Institute Press, P.O. Box 60591, Houston, TX 77205, (281) 370-8200. If a reader, fired with a similar missionary zeal, would like to be a distributor, the Press would be delighted to offer him/her a discount. 

Further, if anyone is interested in reading Russell Ford’s series of five long articles about his personal prison apostolate, 'Evangelising From The Bottom Up', they are available, for the cost of postage, from F. J. Bush, 14, Wetumpka Garden Apts. Wetumpka, AL. 36092, USA. I would recommend them as required reading for anyone seriously concerned with the salvation of souls, not just the souls of convicts; they have an urgency, beauty and passion reminiscent of St Paul himself – another prisoner as it happens, God’s ‘ambassador in chains’.
Faith behind Bars

http://www.catholic.com/magazine/articles/faith-behind-bars
By Gerald Korson
Some years ago, I accompanied a Catholic prison-ministry team to observe one of their Bible studies at a small county jail. I watched as a dozen or so men in orange jumpsuits and brown slippers walked into the meeting room, got their refreshments, and sat down on metal folding chairs. During the minister’s brief talk, and the discussion that followed, the prisoners showed mild-to-moderate interest in the subject of the day’s lesson.
Afterward, I asked the team leader for his estimate on the success or failure of his prison apostolate. His answer surprised me.

"They come here for the coffee," he replied. "Every inmate 'discovers Jesus' in prison. They come to our Bible studies and feign interest hoping to win favors from us. Once they’re set free, they forget all about Jesus."

More recently, I had the opportunity to speak with a husband-and-wife team who visit the incarcerated once or twice a month under the auspices of their local Catholic diocese. They conduct Bible studies, answer questions on matters of Catholic doctrine and practice, and distribute pamphlets, prayer cards, and rosaries to the inmates who attend. Their experience of the prisoners’ sincerity is quite different from the Bible ministry’s leader. 

"We have found the groups to be almost invariably attentive and sincere — listening and asking questions, sharing some personal experiences," the husband said. "We do know that in every group we minister to there may be some who are not really looking for conversion or growth, but we have rarely encountered that in the manner of their attendance at the service."

Most souls behind bars have had scant education and even less religious formation, he noted.

"Many have little understanding of doctrines of the faith, even though they profess to be Catholic," he explained. "But occasionally an inmate has appeared to know the Bible as well as the distinctions that are properly Catholic. It makes you wonder what went wrong."

Prison apologetics efforts, when conducted from the outside, are hampered by limited access to the prisoners: So many prisoners, yet so little time. 

"The challenge is that we see them in a group, once a month, and usually not the same ones each month," he said. "So follow-up is difficult at best, [and] the prison has rules that do not make follow-up an expected activity."

Even within those corrections facilities that are relatively generous in accommodating religious ministries, it may not be sufficient to supply the kind of consistent formation and spiritual direction required to solidify inmates’ understanding of the Catholic faith.

Perhaps it can’t be done well from the outside. Maybe it works better as an inside job — peer to peer, inmate to inmate. 

There is evidence that it does just that. Two Catholic men, John Ballentine and Russell Ford, have been conducting prison apologetics "from the inside" of their respective penitentiaries for a number of years now — and with remarkable results. These are the stories they have shared with me of how they lead others to Christ and to his Church through their apostolates behind bars. 
Thunder in the Cells

Raised a Bible-Belt Christian, John Ballentine fell away from the practice of the faith at 18 and entered a period of worshipping at the altar of sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll. He was convicted of a felony in 1989 and has been incarcerated in Virginia now for over two decades. Although the self-described "model prisoner" has been eligible for parole hearings since 1997, to date he has been offered no reprieve from his 300-plus-year sentence. 

After he hit rock bottom and found himself behind bars, he began a serious search for God and the true Church. He found it, quite dramatically, when he happened upon the celebration of a prison Mass. His faith renewed, he began to devour Catholic spiritual reading. Some months later he was able to convert Brad, his cellmate of 10 years. Soon they were the biblical "Sons of Thunder," actively engaging Protestant inmates in apologetics debates. 

Convert is not the right word for their efforts, however, as Ballentine is quick to point out. "I’ve learned that I don’t convert. That’s God’s job," he said. "I just try to plant a seed which may be watered later."

Some of those seeds have sprouted and borne fruit. Ballentine said he has been a godfather to four prison converts and presently is preparing two recently baptized Christians to enter the Catholic Church. They are young (both in their early 20s), poorly educated, and facing a lot of prison time—so this prison apologist has his work cut out for him. 

"I fear that I have failed them," Ballentine mused. "I wish that I had some magical words to be able to cut through the ignorance of modern 'education.' I feel so sorry for the countless kids today who have no clue as to so many things, and not just religion." 
Apologetics Offensive

Ballentine’s apologetics outreach is up close and personal. He has taught doctrine classes to up to 20 fellow prisoners, explaining and discussing teachings such as the sacraments, the Virgin Mary, and the papacy. He meets regularly with a Methodist inmate for a good-natured "lunch discussion" about Catholicism. He has gained respect by standing up to bigger and tougher convicts who try to disrupt his class, and he has shelled out no-nonsense rejoinders to those who respond with cynicism or apathy to his entreaties on behalf of the faith.

He also publishes and distributes a typewritten apologetics newsletter — which he (appropriately enough) calls "Bullets."

"Bullets are ammunition used to defend oneself," he explained in a recent edition. "When you have a debate regarding religion, you defend your faith and point out the errors of others. It is called apologetics . . . I think that the best defense is a good offense."

That idea is at the heart of Ballentine’s mode of operation, something he calls "offensive apologetics." Apologetics doesn’t mean apologizing, he points out. Rather than let the antagonist put him on the defensive with an attack against the faith, he will issue a challenge to the faith of the non-Catholic. 

Fundamentalists will often take a Bible verse or two out of context to attack the Catholic Church. Ballentine has found that they usually don’t know where to take their argument beyond that. So he pulls out his secret weapon.
"We Catholics also have Tradition, so we’ve got a double-barreled shotgun to respond to a pea-shooter protest person!" he said. But he adds a word of caution: "We must also be careful, for with great ammo comes great responsibility." 

That means not using more apologetics "firepower" than necessary, and that requires an accurate reading of the human heart.

"Each engagement is individual and must be so suited," Ballentine said. "Most people have hidden attacks in their questions and do not question to learn, but to ridicule or show off. I’ve found that a basic grasp of dogma will not only be a great defense, but an offense, too. But one must discern if the questioner has noble intentions — and then catechize as well." 

From Agnostic to Apologist

Russell Ford, who has been incarcerated in south-central Alabama since 1987, is perhaps the best-known Catholic convict in the United States, thanks to the many articles by and about him that have been published in This Rock, the National Catholic Register, and other Catholic journals. He has also written a critically acclaimed book, The Missionary’s Catechism, a popular question-and-answer guide to the teachings of the Church and how to defend them before others.

His apologetics apostolate has reaped a great harvest: By his own count, he personally has helped more than 100 people convert to Catholicism, including some who have corresponded with him from other prisons and some on the outside who have never been in prison. He has also been a godfather 77 times.

Ford had been a self-proclaimed agnostic for more than a dozen years by the time he landed in a jail cell. A year later, a fellow prisoner who had returned to the Catholic faith while serving his sentence brought Ford to tears of conversion as he explained the doctrine of the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist. 

Before he was even received into the Church, the priest who was chaplain at the prison handed Ford a catechism and told him to teach it to other inmates. He resisted, but a follow-up letter from Archbishop Oscar Lipscomb of Mobile urged him to comply with the chaplain’s directive. Despite his own hesitation, he studied the faith voraciously and became a Catholic catechist and apologist. 

There were obstacles to overcome, of course. Criminals can be a tough audience, unwilling to open minds and hearts to Catholic doctrine. Ford had to learn good apologetics methods so that he could persuade by faith and reason, rather than by strong-arm tactics. Prison officials have discriminated against Ford, confiscating Bibles and catechetical materials and ordering him not to teach the faith. During a parole hearing in 1995 at which he was described as a model prisoner, he was refused parole after his priest and confessor refused to divulge to the board what he had said in the sacrament of penance. Ford then sued the State of Alabama and has not made parole ever since. He will complete his 25-year sentence in 2012.

In one prison, after Ford managed to win a few converts from a formidable satanic sect, the remaining devil-worshippers put out a contract on him. Then there are the Fundamentalists, who arrive en masse twice a year to infiltrate and evangelize the prison population for an entire week — complete with testimonies and evening crusade services—and win souls for Christ. 

The "Fundies," as he calls them, are full of enthusiasm but leave much to be desired, he said. That is the most common type of Christian convert in prison: one who wants to fly straight but does not get the substance he needs to accomplish it. 

"Modern Fundamentalist Christianity provides little to hold onto spiritually or morally. Everything is based on high emotions," Ford said. "When the good feelings are gone, so is the right living." As a result, while the recidivism rate for Fundamentalist converts hovers around 70 to 80 percent, the rate for committed Catholic converts runs in the single digits. 

The Proof Is in the Proofs

Substance is a need that Catholic apologetics fills. Through his First Century Christian Ministries, Ford and his converts publish a newsletter and provide catechetical materials to thousands of prisoners in dozens of other penitentiaries through their Catholic chaplains. 

"Fundamentalists are incapable of proving two things: The existence of God, and the inspiration of the Bible," he said. "We can prove both, and convicts find this fascinating. They also are impressed with proofs from Scripture for confession, purgatory, and the Most Holy Eucharist."

Ford said he has not run across any real "stumbling blocks" among prisoners when teaching the Catholic faith. It’s all a matter of presentation. A good lay evangelist must be not only a good catechist, but also a good apologist — and that requires knowing Church history, sacramental theology, moral theology, and Catholic doctrine. 

It is important in apologetics to avoid getting into an emotion-fueled dialogue. Whoever "wins" an apologetics debate is a loser, he said.

"Accept from the beginning that your arguments will not change your opponent’s mind," Ford advised. "However, since there is no such thing in prison as privacy, at least 10 others will be listening in. Some will eventually come to you with curiosity based on the logic and clarity of your arguments."

He echoed Ballentine’s earlier statement about who it is that does the converting. 

"The most important thing for the lay evangelist to remember is that it is not his job to make converts," Ford said. "His only job is to present the faith the best he can. Conversions are the responsibility of the Holy Spirit.

"Not once in 21 years of apostolate have I ever asked someone to become a Catholic," he added. "That’s none of my business, until the inquirer lets me know he wants to be a catechumen." 
Will It Stick?

So what about that prison minister’s comment about every convict finding Jesus in prison? 
"Not every convict finds Jesus in prison," said John Ballentine. "But many — too many — are finding Mohammed." 

Russell Ford agreed. While some prisoners use religion to manipulate the system, "the truly scary thing about conversions in prison today is not the lack of sincerity among Christians, but rather the militant sincerity of the various Islamic sects," he said. "Prisons today are little more than training grounds for domestic Islamic terrorism."

Ballentine said he has seen inmates cloak themselves in Christianity in hopes of getting help from a church once they are released. Yet he has also seen men sincerely turn their lives around with the help of a faith they discover or rediscover behind bars. 

Although he has not been a free man for awhile and can’t say whether a prisoner’s faith "sticks to the ribs" and remains strong in the outside world, he suspects that many at best become Sunday Christians but do not internalize the faith enough to let it change their entire lives. Only time will tell, he added, just as Jesus indicated in the Gospels. 

"We must rely upon God to judge and allow the weeds to grow with the wheat," Ballentine said.

Reaching Out from Behind Bars: Evangelist and Apologist Russell Ford

http://timdrake.blogspot.in/2003/06/reaching-out-from-behind-bars.html 
By Tim Drake, June 4, 2003

Russell Ford may be behind bars, but in many ways he is more active in Catholic evangelizing than most Catholics living in the outside world. From his cell in Alabama’s Draper Prison, Ford evangelizes not only with words, but also with wood. 
Ford is a much different person today than the one who came to prison 16 years ago. "I came to prison a hate-filled and embittered agnostic, living as a practical atheist," said Ford, who was sentenced to 25 years in 1987. 
Ford’s agnostic-to-Catholic conversion story is told on the audio-tape No Escape, available through St. Joseph’s Communications. 
As Ford tells it, toward the end of his first year in prison an older Catholic convict, whom had been inspired by Pope John Paul II to be an evangelist to prisoners, tricked Ford into studying the catechism. After not having much success at first, the older convict appealed to Ford’s ego by challenging him to read The Baltimore Catechism #2. He told him he doubted that Russ would be able to answer the questions after reading the book. The tactic worked, sparking an interest in Ford. 
Later, Ford became convinced by the intellectual realization that the Catholic Church was the Church founded by Christ. After learning of Christ’s real presence in the Holy Eucharist, Ford emotionally embraced the faith. He was received into the Catholic Church on February 11, 1989 — the feast of Our Lady of Lourdes. 
While on his own journey of faith, Ford also became a catechist for others. "My chaplain handed me a catechism and urged me to teach other convicts," explained Ford. Using the Sharing the Faith video series by Father Robert Fox, Ford continues to teach his fellow inmates about the faith. 
His success is impressive. Ford now counts 61 godson converts, and has played a direct role in the conversion of nearly 200 other inmates. Perhaps more impressive, the recidivism rate among his Catholic converts is only 1.6%, compared to a general recidivism rate between 70 and 80 percent for the state. 
Prisoners, Ford has written, are drawn by a sense of the sacred. He compares his work as an evangelist to that of being a "tag-team salesman." "The salesman presents the product with its features and benefits to prospective buyers," said Ford, "once the presentation has been made, the Holy Spirit comes in for the close." 
It is work for which Ford has paid a price. As a white Catholic evangelist in a predominantly black Evangelical Protestant prison system, Ford has been beaten by a guard, unjustly locked in solitary confinement, had his Bible and books confiscated, and has been denied parole five times. His parole was once denied reportedly because Ford’s priest would not reveal what Ford had divulged under the seal of the confessional to a female member of the parole board. 
Ford’s catechetical work has also led him to found an apostolate for prisoners and to engage in apologetics writing. 

Reaching Out to those in Chains 
Ford sees his apostolate work as a mission of outreach. According to Ford, there are more than 2 million men and women in the nation’s prisons. "We are losing the battle for souls in prison by default," said Ford. 
"The largest mission field in America has almost no Catholic presence in evangelization. The groups competing for convicts’ souls are not just Fundamentalists and Islamic sects, but also growing numbers of Jehovah’s Witnesses, Mormons, Native American spirituality, Wicca, Druidism, and even Satanism," explained Ford. 
In response, with the help of his first godson, Phil Hanna, Ford founded First Century Christian Ministries (FCCM) dedicated to evangelizing prisoners in cooperation with prison chaplains. FCCM’s newsletter, "The Perfect Prisoner" reaches more than 1,100 subscribers, 75 percent of whom are prisoners. The lay apostolate sends materials such as Catholic books and magazines, catechisms, rosaries, and scapulars to more than 70 prison chaplains across the nation. 
Other FCCM initiatives include a strictly screened pen-pal program for Catholic inmates and a “Bibles for Inmates” program. 
The program has received praise from various prison ministry offices. "I can’t speak highly enough of FCCM," said Heidi Sumner, secretary to the prison ministry office for the Diocese of St. Petersburg, Fla. "They have donated a wealth of materials from their members to our ministry." Lay volunteers with the office have distributed the materials to 16 correctional facilities in the five-county diocese. 
"If we’re not in there with the Gospel, something else will grab them," said Joseph Strada, chairman of First Century Christian Ministries. "While they have their debt to society, we have an obligation to save their souls." 

Reaching out with the Pen 
Another way that Ford evangelizes is through his writing. At the urging of Father Killian Mooney, S. T., Ford began engaging in Catholic writing. Influenced by the work of Catholic Answers’ Karl Keating and Peter Kreeft, Ford’s work has appeared in such Catholic publications as This Rock, Communio Magazine, Immaculata Magazine, The Wanderer and Homiletic and Pastoral Review. 
In addition, Ford is the only Alabama convict to have published a book from prison. His straightforward and streetwise The Missionary’s Catechism (Magnificat Institute Press) poses some 600 questions and answers based on the Catechism of the Catholic Church. 
Catholics such as apologist Karl Keating, the late theologian Father John Hardon, and Fathers of Mercy Superior General Father Bill Casey have endorsed Ford’s work. 
Ford’s writing is extraordinary for several reasons. 
First, the writing is done amidst the constant noise of the prison, an environment which Ford admits is anything but conducive to spiritual writing. Second, Ford has access to neither a computer nor a typewriter. His articles and books are entirely written by hand. Third, Ford suffers from arthritis, making writing with a pen difficult. "Every word is wrought from pain," said friend and Jewish convert to Catholicism Marty Barrack. 

Reaching Out through Wood 
Ford’s words aren’t the only thing wrought from pain. Ford also carries out a woodworking trade from the prison’s hobby craft shop. Proceeds from the trade help to fund the work of his prison apostolate. It’s a vocation that Ford came to by accident. 
"I was making rosaries and they were not selling, so I started watching the guys who were doing woodworking," said Ford, "and I started making things." It is a vocation to which Ford is able to devote approximately two-and-a-half-hours per day. 
Using largely self-taught skills, Ford fashions stunning heirloom gaming tables, ladies jewelry boxes, cigar humidors, rifle racks, quilt racks, and wall and mantle clocks from solid hardwoods, such as cherry, walnut, red oak, maple and mahogany. The one-of-a-kind pieces, such as the rifle cabinet or wall clocks, start at approximately $400-500 and retail for more. 
Ford uses hand-rubbed finishes that strongly accent the grains in the wood. Each piece is inconspicuously signed and dated. Delivery typically takes six to eight weeks. 
In addition, Ford also produces a line of decorative Catholic wall carvings. Each carving is meticulously hand-carved by Ford. The carvings feature one of more than 30 different prayers, such as the Ten Commandments, Hail Mary, the Prayer of St. Francis and many others. Each plaque is decorated with molded edges and traditional Catholic symbols, such as a Celtic cross, the fleur-de-lis, or a chalice and host. The symbols are accentuated with a partial or complete stone inlay. Ford’s hand-carved wall coverings range in price from $35-50 and retail between $50 and $75. 
Last year one customer ordered ten small plaques for her friends and family as Christmas gifts. “I have received many thanks from the recipients,” she said. 
Federal appellate attorney Fred Isaacs of Lake Oswego, Ore. first learned of Ford through his Catholic writing. Fred and his wife Nancy co-direct the Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults (RCIA) program at their local parish and frequently distribute copies of Ford’s Missionary Catechism to their RCIA students. 
Only later did Isaacs learn of Ford’s skill with wood. Isaacs commissioned Ford to build a Regulator-style clock. To say that Isaacs was pleased with the result is an understatement. 
"He made us perhaps the most beautiful clock we have ever seen," said Isaacs. "It has a German movement and a beautiful wood case with a piano finish. It took Ford several months to complete, but it is a work of art and it graces our living room fireplace mantle." Isaacs was also pleased with the price. "We paid about one-fourth, or less, of what a custom-made clock would cost elsewhere," said Isaacs. 
In addition to individual sales, Ford also makes his woodwork available to retail stores. 
Marty Barrack has devoted 11 pages to guest apologist Russell Ford on his own apologetics web site Second Exodus (www.SecondExodus.com). There, customers can read about Ford and his work, see photos of his woodworking projects, and place orders for his books and wood products. 
“Russ does superb work,” said Barrack, who owns some of Ford’s woodworking as well. "He makes woodwork items as if for Christ himself. I know the love for Christ that Russ pours into every piece, and I know the pain in Russ’ arthritic hands that he offers up to Christ as he works." 
© 2003, This article originally appeared in the Catholic Marketing Network Trade Journal. Tim Drake is features correspondent with the National Catholic Register, and the editor of Saints of the Jubilee (1stBooks, 2002). He writes from Saint Cloud, Minnesota.
A Prison Evangelist Answers the Bishops

http://www.victorclaveau.com/htm_html/Catholic%20Perspectives/a_prison_evangelist_answers_the.htm
Russell L. Ford, Homiletic & Pastoral Review – September 2001
If the bishops truly wish to address crime they need to stop preaching generic values and start preaching the totality of Catholic morality.
"As Catholic bishops, our response to crime in the United States is a moral test for our nation and a challenge for our church" [sic]. This is the opening sentence to a new document on criminal justice called Responsibility, Rehabilitation and Restoration: A Catholic Perspective on Crime and Criminal Justice, issued by the National Conference of Catholic Bishops (NCCB) in November 2000. What follows is a reflective response to that document. 
Responsibility is a fascinating mixture of brilliance, innovation, paradoxes, fantasy, and what could perhaps be classified as fecklessness. This essay will address our bishops’ thoughts on the "complex" causes of crime, the victims of crime, the criminal justice system itself and my own reflections on these topics. 
Since the majority of this essay is opinion, it would be proper now to state my bona fides. What I am not is a criminologist, lawyer, judge, police officer, criminal psychologist, or sociologist. I am a prisoner of fourteen years in an Alabama prison. After my conversion to Catholicism thirteen years ago, I was urged by our Catholic chaplain to begin evangelizing my fellow prisoners. The work we began thirteen years ago has expanded into active evangelistic apostolates in seven of Alabama’s twelve medium and maximum security institutions, led by convict converts. Several hundred conversions are accounted for from these apostolates. I have had the privilege of playing a direct role in the conversions of more than one hundred-fifty souls, and I am honored to be godfather to sixty of them. 
We who lead these apostolates have had the thrill of seeing how Catholicism’s acceptance in child-like faith changes lives and lowers recidivism. Our bishops must view crime from the top down, the outside looking in. It is our privilege to view it from the bottom up, the inside looking out. Only a convict is in touch with every aspect of criminal justice — from crime and victim to indictment and trial, to sentencing and actually serving the time. Therefore, a convict is uniquely qualified to comment on Responsibility. 
I reject the labels of liberal and conservative. Instead, I am a Catholic realist, facing reality in a place where failure to accept reality is potentially lethal. Our bishops espouse theories based on consultations. I will offer a response based on hard lived reality. 
There are four principal points of focus in Responsibility: the rights and dignity of victims, the rights and responsibility of communities, the rights and dignity of prisoners, and a call for criminal justice reform that better serves victims, rehabilitates criminals, and builds the community. Let’s first address the bishops’ thoughts on victims. 
The bishops tell us that "African Americans and Hispanic Americans have been victimized at far higher rates than others. For example, in 1990, the murder rate for young black men was 140 victims per 100,000 — seven times the rate for young white men." 
This is the first mention of race in Responsibility, but a great deal of ink was devoted to the topic. They never miss a chance to imply racism when discussing victims or incarceration rates. Whoever the bishops’ researchers were apparently conveniently left out a lot of statistics for their review. To dwell on alleged racism serves only to increase racial tensions needlessly. The simple fact is, the disproportionate rate of minority victims and minority prisoners is due to the statistically proven fact that minority victims are preyed upon by minority offenders, and minority offenders commit far more crimes than whites. The bishops would do well to leave the paper tiger of racism alone. 
However, the bishops do have some very good thoughts regarding victims. The bishops state that for victims "[t]o be excluded from proceedings against their offenders, to be ignored by friends and family, or to be neglected by the community of faith because their deep pain is unsettling only serves to further isolate victims and denies their dignity." The bishops go on to call for making counseling available for victims, which is no doubt especially important for the survivors of rape and murder. Indeed, the effects of violent crime can be so devastating that the absence of competent counseling could allow the survivors’ pain to fester until they are as embittered and hate-filled as the victimizers who cased the pain. Furthermore, counseling for victims should be provided more by the Church than by the state, and for three very important reasons: (1) Jesus taught us to visit the sick (Matt. 25:36, 40; (2) the state would provide counseling that contains only non-judgmental generic values, whereas the Church can offer an objective set of moral norms, and (3) taking the leadership role in providing counseling gives us a whole new mission field for evangelization. 
The bishops also propose a component of restorative justice that I have seen first hand and can attest to its value. This component is called victim-offender mediation. "With the help of a skilled facilitator, these programs offer victims or their families the opportunity to share the harm done to their lives and property, and provide a place for the offender to face the victim, admit responsibility, acknowledge harm and agree to restitution." Such a program as this is beneficial in numerous ways, and the Church should lead the way in its advocacy and implementation. One benefit for the victim is that it gives him or her the opportunity to release anger, communicate to the offender the effects of his actions, and begin the process of healing and forgiveness. (Healing can never be complete until the victim learns to forgive.) 
An equally beneficial element of victim-offender mediation is for the offender himself. Nearly all violent crimes are committed because the offender cannot or will not view the victim as another human person, but rather as a "thing" to be used or abused as he sees fit. Putting offenders face-to-face with their victims is often a shockingly harsh reality check for the offender, forcing him to see the pain he has caused. 
Finally, victim-offender mediation has a potential to treat all the victims of violent crime. Every violent crime has at least four victims: the actual victim, the victim’s family, the offender’s family, and the offender himself. Yes, we must learn to see that the offender and his family are also victims. God gave us all intellect and free will, and those faculties of the soul were intended to be used to know, love, and serve God. When intellect and freewill are abused sin is committed. 
There is nothing a man can do to victimize himself more than to commit a mortal sin. Therefore, his own healing process (spiritually) is aided by victim-offender mediation. Furthermore, the healing of the offender aids in the healing of his family. 
The bishops also call for the state to allow greater participation of victims in the process of sending offenders to prison. Victims, the bishops rightly claim, want to be heard by the judges and juries charged with the responsibility of punishing offenders. This desire of victims and their families is most understandable, but while it would allow emotional venting, it could be counter productive in the long run. 
Constitutionally, anyone charged with a crime is innocent until proven guilty. Because of this, the accused is guaranteed a fair and impartial trial by an impartial judge and jury. No matter how we may feel about giving such consideration to someone who is obviously guilty, these are rights we must protect for those cases that are less obvious. This constitutionally guaranteed process works in two phases: the trial phase and the sentencing phase. When a victim or victim’s family is permitted to voice concerns or describe pain during either phase, the accused can justifiably claim on appeal that the judge and jury were prejudiced against him so that instead of receiving justice he became the victim of social vengeance. If he wins such an appeal (and he could in many jurisdictions), rather than serving the time the crime deserves he is released back into society. Therefore, despite how good participation might make victims feel, this idea does more harm than good. The bishops should withdraw this suggestion for greater good. 
Responsibility tries to address what the bishops believe are the root causes of crime. They identify the obvious, yet at times appear to be vague about root causes. The bishops tell us that they "cannot ignore the underlying cultural values that help to create a violent environment: a denial of right and wrong, education that ignores fundamental values, an abandonment of personal responsibility, an excessive and selfish focus on our individual desires, a diminishing sense of obligation to our children and neighbors, and a misplaced emphasis on acquiring wealth and possessions." This quote leaves the reader wondering what is meant by two of the elements the bishops cite. 
What is meant by "a denial of right and wrong"? Whose denial? The state’s? Teachers? Parents? Where did this denial originate? This is a vague statement the bishops need to define. 
If the bishops are blaming the denial of right and wrong on offenders, their point can be well taken. During the fourteen years of my incarceration, the average age of incoming convicts has gotten younger each year. When I first came to prison the system was full of baby-boomers and men old enough to be my father. Today, I find the vast majority of inmates to be in their late teens and early twenties — some even as young as fifteen. When discussing their crimes these youngsters understand that they violated the law, but they are completely mystified as to why the laws exist in the first place; they have no idea why what they did is wrong. 
The bishops also cite "education that ignores fundamental values" as a contributing element to violent crime. What values? Whose values? All people of all cultures, walks of life, and environments have values, but those values are not necessarily compatible with Catholic morality. Therein lies the key. All throughout Responsibility the bishops promote values, but they never promote the teaching of Catholic morality. The two are not the same. Our bishops tried so very hard to give us a document that would inspire new and refreshing dialog on crime and criminal justice, and I believe in time this document will be a positive legacy of the NCCB, but the bishops should stop trying to avoid offending non-Catholics sensibilities with the talk of generic values and focus on promoting Catholic morality. 
Another claim the bishops make about the causes and perpetuation of crime concerns firearms. "As bishops," they write, "we support measures that control the sale and use of firearms and make them safer (especially efforts that prevent their unsupervised use by children or anyone other than the owner), and we reiterate our call for sensible regulation of handguns." To learn what "sensible regulation" is we must read the footnote to this statement: "However, we believe that in the long run and with few exceptions (i.e., police officers, military use), handguns should be eliminated from our society. Furthermore, the widespread use of handguns and automatic weapons in connection with drug commerce reinforces our repeated call for effective and courageous action to control handguns, leading to their eventual elimination from our society." 
Just like anyone, I would love to live in a world where cotton candy grows on trees and we can all eat rainbow stew everyday, but utopia will not come until Christ returns to create a new heaven and a new earth. In the meantime, I do not want to live in a society where only the police and military possess firearms. Have our bishops learned nothing from the upheaval of the last century? Hitler gained despotic control of Germany by eliminating guns from German society, leaving them solely in the hands of police and the military. The Soviet empire maintained a totalitarian state only because guns were taken from the people and left only in the hands of police and military. Seeing the possibility of totalitarian takeover, the framers of the Constitution gave us the second amendment to assure that all Americans would have the right to keep and bear arms. 
Rather than advocate more gun control, thus making ourselves more vulnerable to totalitarianism, we should begin advocating the virtual elimination of gun control. The stated intent of gun control law is laudable: to stop violent crime. However, in reality it does not work. An old National Rifle Association slogan has had it right for decades: "If guns are outlawed only outlaws will have guns." Not only do gun control laws leave legal guns solely in the hands of police and military, but as long as guns can be manufactured anywhere m the world (legally or illegally), the criminal element will always have access to guns. (Indeed, I would advocate that even ex-convicts should be allowed the right to own firearms: those who have been rehabilitated will act responsibly with guns, and those who insist on remaining criminals will have them anyway.) 
Statistics have proven beyond question that violent crime (e.g., murder, rape, robbery) decreases in areas where the citizenry have greater access to firearms and concealed weapons laws. When a criminal knows a citizen will not have a gun he will prey on the unarmed citizen. However, if the criminal is not sure whether the citizen is armed he thinks twice about making his attack. This is most certainly the consensus among my fellow prisoners. 
No, gun control and the eventual elimination of guns is a very bad idea. Our bishops need to think through to its logical conclusion their policy on guns and its effects. Until mankind can overcome the effects of original sin, citizens must have the right to possess firearms to defend themselves against unjust aggressors. 
The bishops tell us that crime is most often the option for the poor and vulnerable. "This principle of Catholic social teaching recognizes that every public policy must be assessed by how it will affect the poorest and most vulnerable people in our society. Sometimes people who lack adequate resources from early in life (i.e., children — especially those who have been physically, sexually, or emotionally abused — the mentally ill, and people who have suffered discrimination) turn to lives of crime in desperation or out of anger or confusion. Unaddressed needs — including proper nutrition, shelter, health care, and protection from abuse and neglect — can be steppingstones on a path toward crime. Our role as church [sic] is to continually work to address those needs through pastoral care, charity, and advocacy." 
While fourteen years of experience motivates me to agree with our bishops that the social inequities they mention often lead to criminal behavior, I am mystified by one element of their proposed solution. Yes, the Church should address these needs through pastoral care and charity, but advocacy? Advocacy of what? More social programs that rob people of their personal spirit, self-reliance, and sense of self-respect? What the bishops should advocate and implement is the one thing they neglected to promote as the chief cause of modern crime — good moral behavior. 
I am doing time with hundreds of men (1150 in this institution) who see nothing wrong with stealing, public masturbation, homosexual activity, murder for causes they deem justifiable (e.g., being disrespected or stolen from), rape, or adultery. These men represent a cross-section of every social and economic class in America. While the bishops’ stated causes may indeed be steppingstones to crime, they are not the root causes. The simple fact of the matter is, moral formation has been lacking in this country for thirty-five years. It is time to stop abetting criminal behavior by neglecting to teach objective morality. 
In teaching the catechism evangelistically to thousands of prisoners and having seen hundreds of conversions, it is the moral formation that takes place during the catechumenate that transforms criminals into productive members of society. These men have grown up in a morally relativistic society that preaches non-judgmental values while living under laws based on a very judgmental moral code. This is confusing to them. When Catholic moral teaching is presented to them uncompromisingly, bluntly, assertively, and authoritatively, these men eagerly embrace the Roman Catholic faith. They desire genuine authority. They find it refreshing to be taught there are absolute rights and wrongs. They actually get excited during their formation. 
Does this work? You decide. Alabama’s recidivism rates reflect national rates — 70% to 80% recidivism, depending upon which studies are cited. In thirteen years of apostolate from seven different Alabama institutions, of the scores of converts who have returned to the streets our recidivism rate is a mere 1.6%. Some of our converts are happily married to good Catholic women and rearing families. 
Some are teaching catechism in their parishes. One of our converts operates a national prison apostolate called Prisoners of the Perfect Prisoner National Network. At least two are hoping to find bishops who will let them study for the priesthood. 
If the bishops truly wish to address crime they need to stop preaching generic values and start preaching the totality of Catholic morality with Pauline zeal, Petrine authority, and apocalyptic bluntness. This will make them unpopular with the elites, but they will single-handedly convert the masses with the aid of the Holy Spirit. This would require immense courage and resolve, but I am confident our bishops are capable men who are made more capable via the sacramental seals of Confirmation and Holy Orders. 
The bishops declare that "society seems to prefer punishment to rehabilitation, and retribution to restoration, thereby indicating a failure to recognize prisoners as human beings." This statement could not be more correct. We convicts are viewed by the general public as animals, and politicians view us as political opportunities. In either case we are not viewed as humans, and this is true because we exist under the pall of a culture of death. After all, how can a society that casually murders a million babies a year possibly view the lowest social outcasts as human? 
The bishops go on to observe conditions that demonstrate this reality. Noting that St. Thomas Aquinas taught punishment for its own sake is morally unacceptable, the bishops speak of "supermax" prisons that virtually cut prisoners off from the outside world, correctional systems that have become human warehouses, mandatory minimum sentences that are often excessive for the offense, the elimination of parole boards, the building of prisons in isolated rural areas that essentially cut prisoners off from their families, and a proliferation of the use of the death penalty. The bishops condemn these current trends, and they are right to do so. This deserves some comment. 
So called "supermax" prisons and prisons in isolated rural areas share similar difficulties. Supermax prisons are designed to deprive inmates of all contact with the outside world, which serves only to torment the mind of the offender. He quickly becomes "institutionalized," which results in making him incapable of functioning in society when he is eventually released. Likewise, prisons constructed in isolated rural areas are logistically placed so that they do essentially the same thing to inmates (although not as severely), as visits from family and friends become too much of a hardship to allow those much needed visits. 
Believe it or not, this is actually the intent of bureaucrats who devise such places. For example, when Alabama Department of Corrections Commissioner Ron Jones slashed opportunities for families to visit inmates from four monthly visits equaling twenty hours a month to two visits equaling six hours a month, he stated that the move was made so families would not have to “be bothered” to fulfill a sense of obligation, and that inmates did not deserve visits anyway. Jones foolishly publicized his intentions (causing such public outcry that it eventually led to his dismissal), but other prison system chiefs feel the same way. This clearly demonstrates the sadistic cruelty of which some public servants are capable. 
Mandatory minimum sentences, which are often severe (there are actually people doing life without parole in Alabama for shoplifting or bouncing a check), are both counter productive and costly. Statistically, prisoners who serve less than five years in a medium or maximum institution are prime candidates to re-offend. However, prisoners who remain incarcerated six years or more are not only likely to re-offend but to do so violently, even if they have no prior history of violence. Prisoners who serve five years, though, have the best chance of becoming and remaining productive in society. Personal experience bears this out. 
During the first five years of incarceration is when a man becomes introspective. If he is inclined to make any personal changes at all he will do so during this period. Freeing him prior to the five-year mark takes him out of this crucial introspection. 
Once a man has served six years or more he begins to get bitter. He daily fights frustration, bitterness, and regression from the positive changes he made during the introspective period. Gradually he learns to hate. I recall once standing in the serving line of the cafeteria behind a man who had served roughly fifteen years. He looked at everything around him — substandard quality food, chaotic behavior on the part of some inmates, filthy conditions, guards harassing inmates who were trying to eat — and said to no one in particular, "Someday somebody’s gonna pay for this." He had been locked away and mistreated so long that he had learned to hate everyone and everything. He completed his twenty-year sentence, then soon after committed a murder and suicide. Somebody certainly paid. 
Politicians will get votes and the feelings will be assuaged by long-term sentences, but such treatment of prisoners is insane. If you put a dog in a pen and torment him daily over a long period of time, that dog will attack anyone and everyone when he finally gets free of his pen. People react in kind. As the bishops so rightly pointed out, most prisoners will return to society. Does anyone really want to live near a man who has been incarcerated for a long period of time? Statistically, unless there is reform, every reader of this essay will have no choice but to live near someone like this at least once in his or her lifetime. Long sentences take away hope, and hope is all a man has to hold onto when he lacks faith. 
The bishops condemn the growing use of capital punishment. So do I. There is not a single instance in developed civilized countries where the death penalty can serve any purpose whatsoever, except to satisfy social vengeance. Furthermore, as long as the culture of death continues to reign supreme, capital punishment serves to reinforce the cheapness of life. 
There is still yet another reason to abolish the death penalty, and a glowing testimony lives in the Alabama prison system. When the death penalty is used, the opportunity for repentance and conversion is taken away. 
Many will rebut that a condemned man has plenty of time on death row to make his peace with God, but such a person arrogantly takes God’s place by deciding when and how grace is dispensed for the condemned man. 
In 1970, Carl J. Monroe was convicted of a brutal murder, in which he was accused of beating the victim to death with his fists in a drunken rage. In 1972, just months before his scheduled execution in the electric chair, the U.S. Supreme Court declared capital punishment unconstitutional as it existed at that time. Consequently, Monroe’s sentence was commuted to life, and he went on to serve his time in four of Alabama’s major institutions. 
Over the next twenty-five years, Carl became a legend in the penal system. He was a notorious cold-blooded killer, and he was known to be the number one provider of all vices and contraband prisoners could conceivably want. 
While on death row Carl was functionally illiterate. Despite his chronic immoral activities he at least accepted the actual graces to get an education. Before Congress disqualified us for Pell Grants, Monroe was able to move from functional illiteracy to a bachelor’s degree. 
A deputy warden, who was also a convert to Catholicism before he died, once told me that education leads to faith and faith leads to education. This truth was demonstrated in 1993, when Carl Monroe began studying the catechism with me. In 1994, Carl was received into the Church, and I was proud to stand next to him as his godfather. 
Carl Monroe’s commitment is real. He broke with all his old vices and deepened his studies zealously. He not only became a competent catechist, but some would consider Carl an expert in Church history. Today, Carl is spending his thirty-first year in prison evangelizing souls and giving them the gift of the beautiful truths of Catholicism. Hundreds of souls would be lost to Christ and the Church had Carl been executed in 1972. We must abolish the death penalty. 
The bishops admit that "[e]ven with new visions, ideas and strategies, we bishops have modest expectations about how well they will work without a moral revolution in our society." Our bishops expect little because they will commit themselves to little more than talk. Talk is cheap. Action is what is needed. I agree that a moral revolution must take place, but our bishops apparently fail to realize that if we are to witness a moral revolution it will come through their august body, with the aid of the Holy Spirit. 
The late Vince Lombardi, one of the greatest coaches in NFL history, took over the losing Green Bay Packers and made them winners. His first day meeting with the team Lombardi said, "Men, we’ve got to get back to basics." Then picking up a football he continued, "This . . . this is a football." 
We, too, must get back to the basics. We can talk about problems and solutions until the end of time, but nothing will change until the Church in America gets back to doing its job of evangelizing and teaching the uncompromised truths of Catholic morality. 
Ancient Rome was in a deeper moral abyss than America is today, yet the Church defeated Rome more thoroughly than any army ever could have through preaching, teaching, and with a commitment that was unto death. Peter, Paul, Clement, and Ignatius were most unpopular, but unpopularity did not concern them. They cared only for souls. Even though they lost their lives, they gained both a martyr’s crown and a complete victory over a morally corrupt Rome. 
We are now locked into a spiritual war as immense as the one we faced in Rome two millennia ago. Our bishops are faced with a choice: engage the enemy or sleep with him. 
They must reject federal funding and the strings attached to them, and stop worrying about offending interests whose ideals are not compatible with Catholicism. To engage the enemy they must shift the emphasis from social justice to evangelization. Until the bishops do this, the war will be lost by default. 
The bishops need new ideas that will provide avenues for evangelization. Therefore, allow me to present the following suggestions as they relate to criminal justice. 
1. The NCCB should establish an office for prison evangelization, staffed only by Catholic evangelists with a strong background in successful prison apostolate. This office would coordinate all apostolic activities in federal prisons, and serve as both model and adviser to diocesan offices established to mirror the national office. This ensures continuity and the duplication of success. 
2. A separate office should be established to minister to the needs of crime victims. The office should establish programs on the federal level that blend treatment with evangelization, then give grants to dioceses that establish similar programs on the state level. 
3. An NCCB office should be established to set up a network of evangelistic youth apostolates across the country, drawing its staff from the growing number of lay evangelists in America. The best way to fight crime is to evangelize them before they become criminals. 
4. The Holy Father has recently reminded us of our Catholic responsibility to evangelize. The bishops should promote and support lay initiatives that evangelize all people — the unchurched, lapsed Catholics, and those of other faiths. 
5. The bishops must reform the religious education being given in Catholic colleges, schools, CCD, and R.C.I.A. The emphasis must be on genuine Catholic morality and the main truths and duties of the Church and her faithful. Non-Catholic teachers and professors should be replaced with Catholics, and Catholic teachers living in bad marriages should be dismissed. 
6. The bishops should adopt a resolution calling for all Catholic pulpits to focus preaching on Catholic morality, the life of the Catholic family, and chaste married love. Then each bishop should enforce the resolution in his diocese. 
7. The bishops should develop offender treatment programs that comport with Catholic teaching for both state and federal prisons. The nation’s prison systems are more open to Church involvement than ever before, for two very good reasons. First, corrections officials recognize that current secular federally funded programs, which replace moral absolutes with vague values, do not have any lasting effects. Second, corrections budgets are strained to the limit, and any programs that draw from community involvement equate to free programs taxpayers do not have to finance. Therefore, all treatment programs the bishops could devise (i.e., sex-offenders, substance abuse, anger management, etc.) would be welcome. It would be necessary, though, for these programs to meet three criteria: (1) maintain independence from state interference; (2) be made strictly voluntary for participation, without coercion; and (3) be assertively but discreetly evangelistic. 
8. The NCCB should establish half-way houses to provide a means of gradual reintegration into society and vocational training with job placement services. Ex-offenders today virtually require vocational training. If set up along the lines of early Salesian efforts, these vocational training programs would be self-funding. 
Responsibility, Rehabilitation and Restoration is a fascinating document that will inspire committed Catholics for years to come. We should hope and pray, though, that our bishops refine it through future documents that focus more on reality than on failed and disproven theories.   
Mr. Russell L. Ford became a Southern Baptist while in high school in 1973. He studied in a seminary but theological inconsistencies let him into agnosticism. This led to a criminal life-style which landed him in prison in 1987. There a fellow convict introduced him to Catholicism. He was baptized in 1989 and since then he has taught catechism to thousands via prison classes and one-on-one discussions. In 1992 he co-founded First Century Christian Ministries which reaches prisoners across the nation. Mr. Ford is in the fourteenth year of his incarceration.  
http://russford.mobi/  

Hi! I'm Russ Ford. Welcome to my brand new web site, still in a very early experimental stage. We're testing it online, in the open, so we can see how it performs with many different kinds of web browsers. It should work well on everything from smartphones to tablets to big home displays.
I authorized the following press release, which is all I can share right now:
Russell Ford, a Catholic Catechist and author of The Missionary's Catechism in 1998, who is also recognized by many as the most effective apologist and prison evangelist, was released from prison on June 19, 2012 after serving 25 years in prison for an alleged offense of which he is innocent. The Federal District Court of the Northern District of Alabama issued an order in 2010 which recognized that "Russ", as he prefers to be called, made a showing of innocence. This order has been left standing by a final decision of the United States Supreme Court. This is a great victory not only for Russ, but for the cause of justice, the passion dear to the Church, and Russ himself.


Russ Ford entered prison in 1987 reserving his right to assert his innocence. This process was not easy. He was not able to successfully obtain a hearing in the state court of his conviction until 2007. Because this tragic delay, the State did not object to his assertion of innocence but asserted that his time for filing for release under the 'great writ' of habeas corpus had expired. This is not uncommon. Our prisons are filled with an unconscionable percentage of prisoners who are innocent but were unjustly convicted. The most egregious example of this is the order of the Governor of Illinois years ago which emptied Death Row in Illinois because it is likely that the State of Illinois executed, or came very close to executing, an innocent man proven innocent by DNA evidence not available at the time of his trial and death sentence. All too few of these innocent men and women are being denied justice and are languishing in prison notwithstanding their innocence.

Russ published his remarkable offering, The Missionary's Catechism, which is acclaimed by such notable Catholic scholars as Dr. Peter Kreeft of Boston University, Dr. William May, Professor Emeritus of Moral Theology at Catholic University, Dr. Charles Rice, Professor Emeritus of Law at Notre Dame University, including a forward by Karl Keating who encouraged the faithful to read this wonderfully concise and excellent catechism for the laity at all levels with the invocation, "bon appetit." This Catechism has been widely distributed to prisoners, many of whom are functionally illiterate, but are capable of obtaining a solid foundation of the teachings of the Church nonetheless due to the 'complex simplicity' of Russ' expose. Russ is humble but the fact is that he has been directly credited for well over 300 conversions by personal ministry, and exponentially more by the proliferation of sound Catholic doctrine by those he has catechised so thoroughly. Russ has 84 godsons, whom he attends to faithfully.

Russ' release on Tuesday, June 19, 2012, will undoubtedly allow him to embark on spiritual journeys through the apostolate which God has called him to establish which will yield an inestimable harvest of souls and conversions to the Church. Russ and the great number of the faithful who love him as Christ loves the Church humbly asks for prayer and support in this great work through the graces of the Church and the gifts of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
