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THEOLOGY OF MISSION WITH THE INCARCERATED 

INTRODUCTION 
Correct doctrinal positions result from an examination of all biblical passages that pertain to the subject. Therefore, a theology of mission with the incarcerated must include a survey of all 66 books. “This approach is biblical-theological in that comprehensively exploring mission requires an entire sweep of biblical history, including the Old Testament, the second-temple period, and the New Testament” (Kostenberger & O’Brien 2001:19).   
Since the Bible, as the very word of God, does not contradict itself, mission passages that appear to be difficult, contradictory, or paradoxical must be carefully interpreted using proper principles of hermeneutics. 

Questions that a biblical historical survey should answer: 

Doctrine:

1. How is the subject matter presented in all 66 books of the Bible?

2. Does God have a specific view or perspective on the subject matter?

Application:

3. Does God require a response from His people regarding the subject matter?

4. What form should this response take? 

5. What consequences accompany obedience or disobedience?

While non-biblical authors offer tremendous extra-biblical insights regarding theory and praxis, their contributions are not on equal status with scripture. If their contributions are included here, they must be biblically based to warrant inclusion. 

DEFINITIONS AND DESCRIPTIONS

Theology: 

Theology of mission begins with theology itself, which is the study of God. Specifically, theology is derived from the Greek theologia, which is a compound of two words meaning an account of, or discourse about, gods or God. Thomas Aquinas expressed, “Theology is taught by God, teaches of God, and leads to God” (Ferguson & Wright & J.I. Packer 1988:680).

God has revealed Himself generally in creation, specifically in His word- the Bible, and in His Son. The specific verbal, plenary revelation of the word of God is the final authority regarding the character and nature of God and His purposes. 

Mission: 

The Bible specifically determines and defines theology of mission. Mission is God’s self-revelation and God’s involvement, i.e., the nature and activity of God. Missio Dei is the good news that God is a God of His people and that he dwells among His people. Therefore, Missio Dei is God’s “Yes” to His people, both in Old Testament and New Testament times (Russell INCL 751 lecture 2/10/04).  

God uses people to fulfill His mission. Man is commanded to love God and then love people, especially the marginalized (Russell INCL 751 lecture 2/24/04). The activities of man that God uses to complete His “mission” includes the propagation of faith, the conversion of the heathen, and in New Testament times, the expansion of the reign of Christ (Russell INCL 751 lecture 2/10/04). 

Scope of mission: 

In choosing Abraham and thus creating the Jewish nation of Israel (Genesis 12-23), God had the entire world in view for mission: “All the families of the earth will be blessed through you” (Genesis 12:3b). Israel was to give clear evidence of Yahweh’s rule over her and thus become a model of His Lordship over the entire world (Kostenberger & O’Brien 2001:34). A survey of the Old Testament demonstrates a worldwide mission goal. “The Old Testament is replete with promises and expectations that God would one day be worshipped by people from all the nations of the world” (Kostenberger & O’Brien 2001:167). Piper then adds, “These promises form the explicit foundation of New Testament missionary vision” (2003:167). 

Piper is adamant that the scope of mission target “people groups” and not every single individual worldwide: “Out of these eighteen uses of panta ta ethne (or its variants) only the one in Matthew 25:32 seems to demand the meaning ‘Gentile individuals’ “(2003:166). 

Mission methods: 

Mission is God sending, and both God and man going. Beginning within the Godhead itself and the Trinitarian approach to mission theology Glasser notes, “God sent forth his Son Jesus Christ, to seek out, and gather together, and transform, all men who are alienated by sin from God and their fellows. This is and has always been the will of God. It was embodied in Christ and will be completed in Christ. God sends forth the Holy Spirit. By the Holy Spirit the church, experiencing God’s active love, is assured that God will complete what he has set his hand to in the sending of his Son” (2003: 245). 

God also sends humankind. John the Baptist was sent to bear witness to Jesus and the disciples were sent to accomplish Jesus’ mission in the world as co laborers with the Holy Spirit (Glasser 2003:243). This sending commission is often referred to as the “Great Commission” and includes instruction in five New Testament passages whereby God clearly articulates His mission for the church. The Great Commission encapsulates the marching orders given by Jesus Christ to believers prior to His ascension and reflects His heart and plan for a fallen world. 

The Great Commission passages of Matthew 28:16-20, Mark 16:14-18, Luke 24:44-49, John 20:19-23, and Acts 1:6-11 can be summarized together to make the following fifteen sweeping statements: 
Jesus speaking:

· Authority

1. All authority has been given to me in heaven and on earth.

· Being sent

2. As the Father has sent Me, I also send you.

· Empowerment

3. Tarry in Jerusalem until I send the Promise of my Father upon you, until you are endued with power from on high.

4. Receive the Holy Spirit.

5. But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you.

· Where to go

6. Begin at Jerusalem.

7. Jerusalem, and in Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.

8. Go therefore into all the world. 

· What to do

9. And you shall be witnesses to Me.
10. Repentance and remission of sins should be preached in My name to all the nations.

11. Preach the gospel to every creature.

12. Make disciples of all the nations.

13. Baptize them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

14. Teach them to observe all things that I have commanded you.

· Christ's continuing presence

15. Lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age, Amen. 

The above centrifugal method of sending is combined with a centripetal method of being so attractive that others are drawn to you, and ultimately God Himself. Israel in the Old Testament and Christians in the New Testament are a light on a hill that woos and welcomes alienated sojourners safely into the arms of God.   

Mission messages:

The kingdom of God is the main theme of missions. “When Jesus used the term basileia, the dominant meaning he poured into it was of the order of ‘kingly rule’, ‘sovereignty’, or ‘kingship’ “ (Glasser 2003:221) The kingdom of God can be defined as the “dynamic rule or reign of God” (Kraybill 200318), “the range of God’s effective will” (Willard 1997:259), or from the practical point of view in which we all must live, the kingdom of God equals, “our experiences of Jesus’ continual interaction with us in history and throughout the days, hours, and moments of our earthy existence” (Willard 1997:280).    

The gospel of grace is a second key message of mission. Glasser correctly underscores man’s tremendous need for grace when he writes, “The necessity for this arose from the terrible alienation of the human race from its creator. Nothing is so intolerable to fallen humanity as God’s holiness, and nothing is so intolerable to God as human sinfulness” (2003:250). Glasser adds that regarding the Great Commission, “The primary concern for this mission is the sins of the people” (2003:230).  

Mission of Christ: 

In Luke 4:18-19 Jesus provides a summary statement of His mission toward mankind: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because He has anointed me to bring good news to the poor, He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of the sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” As Kraybill notes, “Three elements stand out in Jesus’ use of Isaiah’s passage (Isaiah 61:1-2): First, Jesus reveals he is the Messiah. Second, his role is to bring liberating news to the poor, blind, the slaves, and the oppressed. Third, this is the proclamation of God’s favorable year (2003:85). Jesus is replacing the old ways which created tribal identity through separation and exclusion with a new order which welcomes everyone including unlovables and enemies” (2003:140, 167).  

Social aspect of mission:

The involvement of Israel, and later the church, was to point to God through human philanthropy and selfless service in order to humanize and ameliorate the raw nerves of every society (Glasser 2003:162). At the very heart and center of this gospel is the theme, “good news to the poor” (Luke 4:18). Jesus’ message dealt a deathblow to corrupt politics, empty religion, and unjust economics, as He required his followers to help the oppressed and downtrodden. The vertical relationship with God through faith must exercise itself in horizontal relationships through works. This is not a faith and works paradigm but rather a faith that works paradigm.     

Worship--the focus of mission:



John Piper in his wonderful volume, Let the Nations Be Glad, is asking the church to look up; to look up from our work for God to God Himself. “Missions exists because worship doesn’t” (2003:206). True worship of God (which Piper defines as, “God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him” (2003: 31), has been replaced by the tasks of missions, i.e., evangelism and discipleship. Reaching the lost, planting churches, and equipping indigenous leaders should not be the goal of missions. The glory of God through worship should be the goal of missions. This paradigm shift forces focus upward into the very face of God so that all of life (including “the Lord’s work”) has as its chief aim, the glory of God. As Piper, Kostenberger, and O’Brien add, “God’s great goal in all history is to uphold and display the glory of his name for the enjoyment of his people from all the nations” (Piper 2003:196) and “the goal of mission is the glory of God, that he may be known and honoured for who he really is” (Kostenberger & O’Brien 2001:52).


Piper does this by defining “God glorified in man” as “man being satisfied with God” (2003:31). As man seeks his satisfaction from above, God is glorified below. This is the goal of mission for Piper, that the nations will be satisfied with God. As people “delight” in God, this satisfaction should permeate all aspects of daily life. This intimacy with God results in satisfaction (“joy”) and further results in overflow (“worship”).   

The Samaritan Mission:

In life, last words are always important! In the Book of Acts, just prior to His ascension into heaven, Jesus issued an unusual command to His disciples. In Acts 1:8, the fifth Great Commission statement given by Jesus, the Lord tells His faithful that they are to be his witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and the remotest parts of the world. The two key words in this passage are witness and Samaria:
 Witness: a witness is a martyr, one who is willing to die for what he has seen or heard or knows. Therefore, a witness is someone whose life and actions testify to the worth and effect of their faith. 


Samaria: Samaria was the idolatrous capital of the Northern Kingdom. The Samaritans were a mixed race with a heathen core, created when exiled Jews were replaced with heathen colonists to repopulate the region (2 Kings 17). The Jews considered Samaritans enemies and adversaries. In one Old Testament passage, the Samaritans are told by the Jews, “You have nothing in common with us” (Ezra 4:3). In the New Testament, the relationship between the Jew and the Samaritan was one of hostility and disdain (John 4:9). 


Most Bible students misunderstand Acts 1:8 as merely a concentric pattern of evangelism that begins at home and spreads worldwide. However, Jesus is requiring something far more radical in His departing commission: There is a cause worth martyrdom and this cause must include Samaria. Jesus could have said "Jerusalem, Judea, and Decapolis or Galilee" but He did not. In what I call the Samaritan Mission, Jesus expressed specific concern because the Samaritans were a neglected flock representing the outcasts of society. With the Samaritan Mission, Jesus is commissioning His faithful to first be His witnesses, beginning at home with family, friends, and similar kindred’s. However, before they are go to the remotest parts of the world (world missions) they must be His witnesses to those specific people groups that they dislike, have little or nothing in common with, and avoid at all costs. In other words, Jesus is commanding that the Jew go to the Samaritans who were the MIAs of that society-the Marginal, the Incarcerated, and the Alienated. 

Biblical Survey--incarcerated:


In a macroscopic view of incarceration, God has allowed humankind to create and administer civil government including the establishment of laws, penalties for violating these laws, and the physical mechanisms to carry out these penalties. Incarceration is integral to this process, as most people charged with a crime are incarcerated at arrest, sometimes during their trial, and after their trial if sentencing so requires. A survey of biblical history shows that God has allowed, within the “sovereignty of man,” incarceration as a form of civil government. God appears to be morally neutral on this subject. However, God is not morally neutral regarding how one is punished, whether or not justice prevails, and levels of humanitarian conduct between prisoner and inmate. When justice, truth, and humanitarian conduct are compromised, God holds those responsible for their misconduct. 

In a microscopic view of incarceration, Biblical passages that contain variations of the word prison or jail do not specify what form prison ministry should take today. However, I see two biblical examples that can be indicative of biblical ministry methods for our use:
1. The incarcerated are dependent upon others in a profound way. When Apostle Paul was imprisoned, he requested aid from his co-workers. He asked Timothy to: come to visit him as soon as possible, bring Mark who would be useful to him, and bring his books and papers (II Timothy 4:9-13). The principle here is one in which those on the outside can provide companionship and real help to those incarcerated. 
2. Jesus made the statement in Matthew 25:30 that, “I was in prison and you came to me.” He clarifies this statement by adding, “Truly I say to you, to the extent that you did it to one of these brothers of mine, even to the least of them, you did it to me.” Glasser (2003:288) explains the significance of this statement in his treatment of the conversion of Saul. Christ asks Saul, “Saul, Saul why do you persecute me?” When Saul asks, “Who are you” Jesus replies, “I am Jesus who you are persecuting” (Acts 9:4-5). What is significant here is that Saul had been persecuting Christians (the church) and the glorified Christ identified himself with his church. In the same way, Jesus identifies himself specifically with imprisoned Christians. Since there are many Christians incarcerated for various reasons, the church is mandated to minister to them and in doing so, minister to Christ. Of course, New Testament mission seeks and saves those lost behind bars as well.


Incarcerated: 

“Incarcerated” is not a biblical term. However, persons throughout biblical history imprisoned in jail, prison, or in chains are incarcerated in the modern usage of that term. 
Modern examples of the incarcerated would be:
1. 
Juveniles (under age 18) detained in a county detention facility (juvenile hall), or, sentenced to a county treatment facility (camp or ranch), or, sentenced to a state treatment facility/youth prison, i.e. formerly the California Youth Authority.  
2. 
Adults (over age 18) detained in a city or county jail for a maximum of one year for a misdemeanor or in a state or federal prison for a felony sentence longer than one year.
3. 
Dependent youth (birth to age 18). The author is including in the category of incarcerated, infants, children and youth who, because of abuse, neglect, or dependency, are housed in local shelter care facilities for their safekeeping.    

The incarcerated as a Samaritan Mission:

Criminals and delinquents, as well as youth at risk, are part of today's Samaritan Mission for the church (Acts 1:8). The church is willing to witness with family, friends, and those overseas, but not among the incarcerated in their “front yard.” Many local churches have a foreign missions department but do not have a home missions department (or if they do, it usually does not include correctional ministry). Simply stated, the modern church refuses to evangelize, disciple, or love those whom they do not identify with. And yet the mandate of Jesus is clear: Prove your love for me by loving the unlovely among you. The heart of God is the issue here! God is continually concerned with those who are bent down, bowed down, and weakened from harsh and painful treatment. This includes those who are sin-bound. The church is to satisfy the desire of the afflicted. This involves the soul life, the very self of the person that includes their passion. Remember! Jesus is the Great Physician who stated that He did not come for those who are well but for those who are sick. In correctional institutions worldwide, millions of abused, neglected, and afflicted stand in dire need of an encounter with the Great Physician.

The incarcerated as a cross-cultural ministry: 


Correctional settings are unique social organizations. The correctional worker, whether chaplain, para-chaplain, or institutional volunteer, must be sensitive to both the inmate population and the concerns of correctional administrators. As mere guests in the home of another, the correctional worker must understand the biological, psychological, sociological, and anthropological differences between the average inmate and John Q. Citizen. Offender profiles are helpful in guiding the worker to recognize the effects of poor family dynamics, inadequate socialization, learning disabilities, minimal brain damage, pervasive loss of father figure, the affects of drug and alcohol, and the impact non-existent or aberrant religious training on the formation of the offender. 

Typical criminal personality dynamics include:

1. Low verbal IQ. There is great difficulty in organized thought processes and reasoning, and as a result, internal dialogue is limited. 
2. Highly impulsive. Limited reasoning abilities combined with high energy.

3. Limited social bonding. Cannot form lasting bonds of affection or attachment with others. Belief, attachment, commitment, involvement, and ability to trust are impacted.

4. Insight deficient. Does not profit from experiences and fails to have punishment or other forms of negative reinforcement alter behavior. 

5. Lacks sense of responsibility. "Am I my brother's keeper?" Justifies, minimizes, and blame shift to avoid consequences and responsibility.

6. Lacks moral sense. Conscience is not quickened when behavior is hurtful to persons or property. Antisocial values predominate.

7. Unable to experience guilt. Conscience lacks empathy. 

8. Self-centered. "It’s all about me." Narcissism and hedonism combine to diminish other directedness in relationships.

9. Insincere and untruthful. Lying is a way of life.

10. Lacks ability to be self-critical. There is no learning curve for personal growth.

11. Extremism in behavior and mood. Low impulse control combined with proneness to anger creates radical swings in thinking, feeling, and behaving.

12. Takes victim stance. This is a combination of self-centeredness with a truly dysfunctional socialization that has genuinely victimized the offender. 

13. Closed channel of communication. Disclosure is selective, receptivity is limited, and self-criticism is blocked.

14. Lack of time horizon. For a multitude of reasons, they find it difficult to predict, forcast, or plan for the future. 
15. History of abuse and neglect. Physical, sexual, and emotional abuse or neglect in childhood.
16. History of drug and/or alcohol abuse. Offender may have been raised in a family setting that modeled addictive behavior and/or actually promoted the use of drugs and alcohol. 
17. Low reading and comphrehension levels. Many of the incarcerated population read and comprehend at the fourth grade level. 

18. Concrete stage of thinking. Abstract reasoning is delayed. 

19. Emotional depression’s impact on intellectual functioning. Hurt, anger, and fear left untreated decrease intellectual functioning, contributing to poor school performance and a low self-image.  

20. Spiritual depression. Offender may either blame God for their afflictions, feel that God does not exist, or believe that God has rejected them in his anger. 

21. Organicity. Offenders test higher for minimal brain damage than the general population and this correlates with increased levels of aggression.

22. Fatalism. Offender expects to either die young or believe that there is simply no hope; if they do live a long life it will be a miserable one. This generates the feeling that “it would have been better if I had never been born” and contributes to suicidal ideation and/or actual suicide attempts (Miller & Lowe 2004:195-196).

The institutional setting as a cross-cultural ministry:
As well as understanding the offender, the correctional worker must also understand the correctional environment. Felons create intense security needs, which translate into a security emphasis on the part of correctional facility staff. Anti-social attitudes and behaviors, combined with the serious increase of gang affiliation, make for an environment prone to violence and escape. The worker needs to fully comprehend that security needs outweigh all other concerns and, if the worker in any way contributes to a lack of security, he or she will no longer be welcome. 


Correctional administrators are also preoccupied with liability concerns. The threat of negative publicity and potential lawsuits create tremendous pressure and, as with the case of security missteps, the worker who creates liability possibilities through ignorance or disobedience will no longer be welcome.  

Equipping the local church for ministry with the incarcerated:

The local church must gain a vision for working with the incarcerated and become skill-built in the delivery of services. A theology of mission must include an implementation strategy to effect a change of awareness. Pacific Youth Correctional Ministries has developed two training curriculums to assist in training local churches in correctional ministry; The Samaritan Mission© and Ministry with Incarcerated Youth©.  

The Samaritan Mission imparts vision to local churches regarding home based missions, specifically dealing with the MIAs of society: the marginalized, incarcerated, and the alienated. Glasser identifies the concern (2003:306) regarding the lack of mission ministry by the local church; “Career clergy are not often prominent in mission structures. As a result, mission structures are often denigrated and made to represent something less than the church. Hence, the second-class term para-church.” 
Glasser (2003:309) further clarifies the need for social ministry by defining ministry (diakonia) as embracing three major types of ministry gifts (domata):
1. The ministry of those in special need, i.e. the poor, the sick, the widow, the orphan, the prisoner, the homeless, and the ‘stranger within the gates’ (Romans 12:7; Galatians 6:10a).
2. The ministry of reconciliation, whereby Christians work for justice and concord among people, nations, and within separate cultures. 
3. The ministry of evangelism and discipleship within cross-cultural ministry.


Churches who correctly embrace the need for world missions also need a proper focus on the variety of local mission needs pressing for attention and literally at their front door. The Samaritan Mission helps impart passion, purpose, and process so that local churches may recruit, train, and send their parishioners to the mission field of correctional facilities, homeless shelters, urban and street ministry, rescue missions, and more. The Samaritan Mission is Pacific Youth’s attempt to ignite social concern and action to the glory of God.


Ministering to Incarcerated Youth specifically sensitizes the local church to the needs of incarcerated youth and skill builds the church to take action. The church must be proactive and preventative with marginal youth, defined as “having one foot in the world and the other foot on a banana peel,” provide ministry for youth while they are inside, and then provide continuity of care for youth released into the community. Ministering to Incarcerated Youth is Pacific Youth’s attempt to have churches include marginal and at risk youth in their youth ministry strategy. Of course, this curriculum is easily transferable to adult offender ministry as well.   


Both of the aforementioned PowerPoint training curriculums move the local church into action, which, after the worship of God, is ultimately the goal of a theology of missions. 

Conclusion:


Wherever God remains a stranger to a people, the church is mandated to go and introduce creation to his Creator. Mission in its simplest form is introduction, not unlike any triad where the one who knows the other two takes the initiative to introduce them one to another. Inside thousands of correctional facilities worldwide are incarcerated youth and adults who have yet had the privilege of meeting Eternal God. They are lost in their sin and they are lost in their lives. Glasser is correct when he proposes that if St. Paul were advising us today he would tell us, “Don’t preach to the Buddhists, to Muslims, to Hindus. Just preach to people. Reach out to them in the tragedy of their need and you will win them to Christ” (2003:283). I add incarcerated to this list. Just preach to them in the overwhelming tragedy of their need and you will introduce them to the One who loves them best.
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