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Introduction

A five- minute film for Fighting to Overcome Records and Create 
Equality (FORCE), a Chicago- based civic group, opened with still 
shots of a prison environment— barbed wire, concrete walls, an empty 
watchtower— and a dismal statistic: “Every year in Illinois, [thirty- five 
thousand] people are released from prison. Within [three] years, more 
than half will return” (Community Renewal Society 2012). The next 
shot cut to Charles, a FORCE member. Charles, well dressed in a brown 
collared shirt, walked through a verdant park in South Chicago’s his-
toric Pullman district as teens played basketball in the background. A 
program outreach coordinator for the Westside Health Authority— a 
prominent prisoner reentry organization— Charles sought to redeem 
himself for his past crimes by “helping [formerly incarcerated] men and 
women reintegrate back into society.”

The film presented several more FORCE members from diverse back-
grounds. Marlyse, a Black woman and a mother, spoke proudly of her 
two young children’s education. Ashor, an Assyrian American student, 
worked in his university’s government office and talked about his volun-
teer work mentoring children. FORCE members such as Marlyse, Ashor, 
and Charles sought to “make good” (Maruna 2001, 9– 10) from their 
pasts, pursuing careers or volunteer work that allowed them “to give 
something back to the community.” However, records discrimination— 
institutional practices that impede persons with criminal records 
from fairly obtaining resources such as employment, housing, and 
education— stood in the way of FORCE members’ efforts to pursue 
higher education or careers in helping professions. Richard, a Latino 
violence- prevention worker, lamented as he overlooked a local pond, 
“You’re just discriminated, based on . . . your record, it feels like . . . you 
don’t got . . . no part of the constitution.”

The film displayed how FORCE members used collective and politi-
cal action to resist their exclusion. They took turns boldly stating, “I am 
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not my record,” “I am not an inmate anymore,” and “I went into the 
system because of one small mistake.” They announced, “I am FORCE,” 
explained what FORCE stood for, and described it as led by formerly 
incarcerated persons. Marlyse claimed that FORCE was “organizing to 
create change and justice for other people with records,” while footage 
played of Floyd, another FORCE member, at a CeaseFire rally, chanting 
and holding signs with a CeaseFire slogan (“Stop. Killing. People.”).

FORCE drew from members’ faith to enable civic activism. As 
Marlyse mentioned FORCE’s faith allies, footage played of CeaseFire 
members praying in the street with marchers, followed by Charles 
imploring viewers to reject records discrimination and believe in for-
giveness. The film closed by displaying contact information (address, 
phone, and email) for the FORCE project at the Community Renewal 
Society (CRS)— a faith- based social justice organization. Shortly after 
the FORCE film was produced, FORCE members organized their first 
successful campaign: the passage of Illinois House Bill 5723/3061 (the 
Sealing Bill), which expanded the types of offenses sealable for employ-
ment application background checks.

CRS and FORCE’s Sealing Bill campaign illustrates how faith- based 
community organizing expands the boundaries of democratic inclusion 
to facilitate social integration. Like Charles, most FORCE members had 
gang or drug pasts, but were now going to school, working, reuniting 
with family, and getting involved with social programming, such as 
violence- prevention initiatives and halfway houses, in an effort to make 
good and “reintegrate back into society.” In turn, FORCE leaders and 
members constructed community organizing as a way to make good; 
they drew from the meanings of recovery to participate in community 
organizing, reshaping it to include redemption, kin ties, and the con-
struction of the “returning citizen.”

Scholarly literature has neglected the issue of religion and empow-
erment in the lives of former gang members and the formerly incar-
cerated. Sociological and anthropological research has often focused 
on religion and rehabilitation, but too often the focus has been on how 
state- sanctioned social programming fosters victim- blaming discourse 
and exacerbates precariousness (e.g., Bourgois and Schonberg 2009; 
O’Neill 2015). Similarly, scholarship in the fields of religion and social 
work has focused on churches’ pastoral role within the state (e.g., Bentz 
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1970; Cnaan and Boddie 2001; Taylor et al. 2000) as well as how religion 
may be efficacious in drug rehabilitation (e.g., Jensen and Gibbons 2002; 
O’Connor and Perreyclear 2002; O’Connor, Ryan, and Parikh 1998). 
However, major studies on incarceration and suppression policing have 
often provided only scarce references to how the formerly incarcerated 
might use religion to mobilize resistance and expand their rights and 
inclusion (e.g., Alexander 2010; Stuart 2016).

This study is focused on how former gang members and the formerly 
incarcerated draw from faith- based community organizing in the tradi-
tion of “progressive prophetic activism” (Slessarev- Jamir 2011, 4). Helene 
Slessarev- Jamir (2011, 4), a theologian who has studied American com-
munity organizing, has employed the term “prophetic” in reference to “a 
religious understanding of politics defined by its inclusiveness, its con-
cern for the other, for those who are marginalized.” Drawing from the 
work of David Gutterman (2005), Slessarev- Jamir (2010, 676) has argued 
that “varied ways of framing the prophetic have historically been used in 
the United States either to enhance or restrict . . . the space necessary for 
a democratic politics.” The Sealing Bill campaign advanced progressive 
articulations of the prophetic: a concern for those with records living on 
the margins. It built upon a theological perspective concerned with the 
marginalized “other,” seeking to restore power to those who have little of 
it (Hart 2001; Slessarev- Jamir 2011, 4).

This book examines how faith- based community organizing fosters 
empowering social integration among former gang members and the 
formerly incarcerated. It draws from qualitative fieldwork: participant 
observation at two field sites and thirty- four interviews with members 
(all but three of whom were former gang members or formerly incar-
cerated). The first site was in Chicago, where CRS— a local Protestant- 
founded community organizing group— fostered the FORCE project (see 
figure I.1). The second site was in Los Angeles, where LA Voice— a local 
affiliate of the Catholic- Jesuit- founded PICO National Network— helped 
foster the Homeboy Industries– associated Homeboys Local Organizing 
Committee (LOC). CRS and LA Voice waged political and corporate 
campaigns to regulate the use of criminal record background checks, and 
to diminish the stigma of a record. They both also helped institutionalize 
faith- based community organizing among groups of formerly incarcer-
ated persons, through the FORCE project and the Homeboys LOC.
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We may conceptualize faith- based community organizing for the 
formerly incarcerated as a form of prophetic redemption, expanding 
the boundaries of democratic inclusion to facilitate the social integra-
tion of those furthest on the margins. Slessarev- Jamir (2011, 1) has 
claimed that modern prophetic activists draw from a theodicy that 
seeks to “explain tragic events in the history of Israel as God’s punish-
ment for Israel’s sins.” Modern prophetic activists construct a meta-
narrative that draws from the prophetic books’ treatment of Israel, 
including Israel’s sins, the prophets unsuccessfully calling for Israel’s 
repentance, Israel’s punishment, and the prophets’ prediction of God’s 
utopian future. Referencing the work of Gutterman (2005), Slessarev- 
Jamir (2011) argues that modern prophetic activists draw from the 
first and the fourth components, which provide a framework useful 
for holding politicians or corporate leaders accountable for their cor-
ruption, greed, and exploitation of others. We use the term prophetic 
redemption to refer to the application of the theodicy of prophetic 
activism to efforts to redeem and to socially integrate formerly incar-
cerated persons living on the margins.

Figure I.1. A Community Renewal Society faith leader speaking at a worship assembly. 
Credit: Community Renewal Society.
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While this book focuses on two case studies of prophetic redemp-
tion, other notable examples exist. In the early 2000s, the Rhode Island– 
based Family Life Center (now Open Doors) lobbied legislators to end 
a ban on felon access to food stamps; then, in 2004, it successfully cam-
paigned to expand probationers’ and parolees’ voting rights (Owens 
2014). In 2002, the Los Angeles Metropolitan Churches (LAM) pro-
tested MCI/WorldCom’s high- priced prison phone calls. LAM formed 
the Ex- Offender Action Network (EAN), and pushed elected officials 
to reallocate a failing local community bank’s federal funds to serve the 
formerly incarcerated. Their campaign succeeded, and the bank real-
located twenty million dollars for the creation of an employment center 
for the formerly incarcerated and fifty million in loans and tax credits to 
employers hiring the formerly incarcerated (Toney 2007).

The Ban- the- Box movement has been the most visible example of 
prophetic redemption (see figure I.2). The movement, which aims to re-
move employment application check boxes that inquire about a criminal 
record, originated in March 2003 when criminal justice activist Dorsey 
Nunn led a six- person committee and convened a statewide strategy ses-
sion of forty- two formerly incarcerated people at the Center for Third 

Figure I.2. Homeboy Industries members marching to “Ban the Box.” Credit: Pocho 
One Fotography.
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World Development’s offices in Oakland, California (Toney 2007). 
Weeks later, at a similar gathering in New Orleans, fifty formerly incar-
cerated persons from sixteen states created an organization, All of Us 
or None (AOUON), with several chapters (Toney 2007). Nunn led the 
San Francisco– based chapter, organizing town hall meetings focused on 
discrimination against persons with conviction records (Toney 2007). 
In 2006, AOUON received its first campaign win: their efforts led San 
Francisco’s Department of Human Resources to remove questions about 
convictions from employment applications, and to implement new job 
hiring procedures to eliminate discrimination against persons with re-
cords (Toney 2007). The Ban- the- Box movement soon swept major US 
cities, and by 2017 twenty- seven states and over one hundred fifty ju-
risdictions had passed and implemented Ban- the- Box- style bills, ordi-
nances, and policies (Rodriguez and Avery 2017).

Prophetic redemption has been shaped by two major paradigms in 
American criminal justice— rehabilitation and punishment. Rehabilita-
tion, dominant during criminal justice reform efforts from 1933 to 1973, 
has shaped community organizing’s pastoral religious displays. Law pro-
fessor and sociologist John Hagan (2010, 67), who conceptualized this 
period as the “Age of Roosevelt,” claimed that during this time politi-
cians, policy makers, and academics focused on structural factors linked 
to crime, and articulated solutions through ideas of social reform and 
individual rehabilitation. Criminal justice activists such as Dorsey Nunn 
and Susan Burton have borrowed from and built upon this perspective 
in articulating alternative visions to the current state of mass impris-
onment. In turn, we may conceptualize efforts to foster penal reform 
through the guidance of social service organizations— such as Homeboy 
Industries— as pastoral prophetic redemption. In pastoral prophetic re-
demption, activists attempt to foster rehabilitation together with facili-
tating social integration and reducing crime.

Punishment has also shaped community organizing’s insurgent reli-
gious displays. Hagan (2010), who conceptualized the period of criminal 
justice reform from 1973 to the present as the “Age of Reagan,” claimed 
that during this time punishment has reigned as the most dominant ap-
proach to criminal justice reform— enflaming the popular myth of the 
career criminal and fear of crime, and shifting the focus away from reha-
bilitation and social reform (Hagan 2010, 67). It is this perspective that 
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has fueled increasingly long sentences and prison building, which activ-
ists like Nunn have committed themselves to combat. We may concep-
tualize the most polarizing efforts to reject the punishment ideal— such 
as AOUON’s or FORCE’s shaming of elected officials— as insurgent pro-
phetic redemption. In insurgent prophetic redemption, activists attempt 
to expand the rights of the formerly incarcerated, but with a less explicit 
emphasis on personal change. While pastoral prophetic redemption re-
lies on the pastoral role of the church or state, attempting to shepherd 
the marginalized, insurgent prophetic redemption takes aim at the state 
and powerful actors, demanding the expansion of citizenship rights.

This book examines how faith- based community organizing draws 
from the contrasting displays of the pastoral and the insurgent to fos-
ter prophetic redemption. While CRS largely drew from the historically 
Black Protestant church’s teachings and practices to mobilize the formerly 
incarcerated and to polarize public opinion against powerful actors, LA 
Voice largely drew from Catholic teachings and practices in order to build 
cooperative support among elected officials— for expanding the rights of 
the formerly incarcerated— and to enable persons from member organiza-
tions to advocate for the continued provision of social services.

This book contends that personal reform is an important dimension 
of prophetic redemption— one that helps former gang members and 
the formerly incarcerated distance themselves from past crimes, and 
to construct meaning from participation in local social movements. 
As the opening vignette suggested, FORCE members, such as Charles 
and Richard, extended their efforts to make good and give back to their 
communities from social programming to faith- based community or-
ganizing. So too was Dorsey Nunn’s civic activism guided by efforts at 
personal reform. Nunn had fathered two children prior to being incar-
cerated, at age nineteen, for his participation in a robbery that had led 
to murder. As he served a life sentence, he sought personal reform: he 
desired to be a parent to the two children he had left behind. In prison, 
Nunn took classes organized by the Black Panthers and the Black Lib-
eration Army. Susan Burton, co- founder of AOUON and founder of A 
New Way of Life— a prominent Los Angeles– area nonprofit serving for-
merly incarcerated women— claimed that during her time working with 
Nunn, “All we wanted was to have a job, be skilled, be trained and be 
ethical” (Romney 2015).
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The book further contends that as they draw from their personal 
experiences with recovery, formerly incarcerated persons reshape the 
meaning of community organizing. FORCE and Homeboys LOC mem-
bers participated in community organizing under CRS and LA Voice, 
and adapted some of their parent organization’s formal community or-
ganizing strategies— infusing practices from recovery, such as check- ins, 
redemption scripts, and testimonies. As they infused recovery practices 
into community organizing spaces, they constructed kin ties and re-
constructed the meaning of being a “returning citizen.” The formerly 
incarcerated constructed returning citizenship as a form of “cultural 
citizenship” (Rosaldo 1994, 57)— not erasing their pasts but drawing 
from them to participate in civic engagement and collective and politi-
cal action.1

Faith- based community organizing is not without its critics. Most 
poignantly, critical race scholars have suggested that faith- based com-
munity organizing and prison reform fall short of radical change (e.g., 
Berger 2014; Davis 2004; Rodriguez 2004). For example, historian and 
former Black Panther Angela Davis has claimed that faith- based com-
munity organizing— particularly some of Nunn’s work— often fails to 
place racial subordination at the center, and is limited in its ambitions 
to reform the carceral system. Instead, Davis has advocated an aboli-
tionist position: that prisons are fundamentally about racist dehuman-
ization and that we should completely abolish them. Scholars working 
from this intellectual tradition have examined how civil society orga-
nizations, such as philanthropic foundations or nonprofit organiza-
tions, function in tandem with the state to reproduce marginality and 
incarceration (e.g., Gilmore 2007b; Rodriguez 2007; Smith 2007). Some 
scholars have drawn even sharper distinctions between prison reform 
and abolition, suggesting that contemporary prison reform amounts to 
sustained prison building (e.g., E. Stanley 2014). However, such scholar-
ship has largely overlooked the central role that faith- based community 
organizing has played in abolition- related struggles— as well as the role 
of personal reform within those struggles.

The two cases in this book, CRS/FORCE and LA Voice/Homeboys 
LOC, are examples of how faith- based community organizing fosters 
prophetic redemption— as well as how personal reform and political 
reform are mutually constitutive. In turn, these cases fill gaps in schol-
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arly literature, conspicuously silent about the symbiotic nature of the 
personal and the political in criminal justice reform. To understand 
prophetic redemption we now turn to an “agonistic perspective” (Good-
man, Page, and Phelps 2017, 5), examining twentieth- century American 
crime control contests. Prophetic redemption, rooted in the Black Social 
Gospel and in W. E. B. Du Bois’s work, was initially met with resistance 
from American sociology (and the top- down criminal justice reform ef-
forts that gave rise to the punitive state), and is now constructed through 
faith- based community organizing.

Prophetic Redemption and Criminal Justice Reform

Modern prophetic redemption is rooted in the Reconstruction- era Black 
Protestant church and the work of sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois. Du Bois’s 
Philadelphia Negro (1899), the first major social scientific study in the 
United States, examined social life in a Black neighborhood and was the 
first text to articulate a relationship between social structures and crime. 
Du Bois argued that institutional factors, such as racial segregation, were 
responsible for poverty and urban social disorder, which in turn led to 
social problems such as homelessness, alcoholism, and crime. In his 
later writings, such as Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois ([1903] 2007) took 
on a much more scholar- activist tone and advocated for Blacks’ access 
to liberal arts education, enfranchisement, and political struggle. These 
writings were shaped by Du Bois’s position as an active churchgoer, as 
well as his view of the Black church as the most prominent social institu-
tion in poor Black neighborhoods.

Du Bois’s scholar- activism was located within the diverse theologi-
cal, political, and cultural ideas that had shaped Reconstruction- era 
Black church activism. While early abolitionists such as Harriet Tub-
man and Frederick Douglass had drawn from their faith to inform 
their struggles for freedom, emancipation had reconfigured oppres-
sion in a way that Black churches struggled to deal with (Dorrien 2015). 
Historian Gary Dorrien (2015) has argued that a Black Social Gospel 
emerged from the Reconstruction- era Black church, characterized by 
four major strands: one strand associating itself with Booker T. Wash-
ington’s diplomacy, another supporting Black nationalist separatism, a 
third opposing Washington and identifying with W. E. B. Du Bois’s Ni-
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agara Movement— which advocated for equal treatment of all American 
citizens— and a fourth blending Washington’s diplomacy with Du Bois’s 
militancy. This “new abolitionism” (Dorrien 2015, 2) reconfigured Black 
activism from the Reconstruction era to the civil rights movement, and 
lives on through those who trained under 1960s- era activists— such as 
Ban- the- Box pioneer Dorsey Nunn.

Du Bois’s research on urban social disorder, however, influenced the 
formation of the Chicago School of sociology— and subsequently the 
long arc of American sociology and criminology— in ways that initially 
undermined Black empowerment and prophetic redemption. Compel-
ling evidence suggests that Chicago School sociologists W. I. Thomas 
and Florian Znaniecki— authors of the landmark Polish Peasant (1918)— 
had plagiarized Du Bois’s ideas as they conceptualized social disorgani-
zation and crime (Morris 2016). Chicago School founders Robert Park 
and Ernest Burgess (1921, 724) built upon Thomas and Znaniecki’s re-
search, coining the term “human ecology” and suggesting that urban 
development had consequences for social organization and interactions. 
The Chicago School’s first major study of street gangs built on these 
ideas of urban development, social ecology, and crime, suggesting that 
second- generation immigrants were culturally isolated, and that local, 
urban “interstitial spaces” provided juveniles with spaces to play unsu-
pervised and to graduate into serious forms of illicit street activity (e.g., 
Thrasher 1927). However, while Du Bois’s ([1903] 2007) research had 
advocated for Blacks’ liberal arts education, enfranchisement, and politi-
cal struggle, Robert Parks— an ally of Booker T. Washington— worked 
to marginalize Du Bois and to discredit him as an advocate for the Black 
community (Morris 2016).

The Chicago School’s appropriation of Du Bois’s insurgent ideas 
paved the way for Age of Roosevelt crime control efforts— but in ways 
that shifted power to elites, without regard for power building among the 
marginalized. For example, Chicago School sociologist Clifford Shaw, a 
protégé of Burgess’s, established the Chicago Area Project (CAP) in 1931, 
in an effort to analyze a high- crime neighborhoods’ unmet needs, in-
form local social work, and reduce crime. Shaw and his colleagues con-
sequently disseminated their findings through the National Probation 
Association as well as through the 1934 US Attorney General’s Confer-
ence on Crime (e.g., Burgess, Lohman, and Shaw 1937; Landesco 1934). 
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The conference, in turn, informed various state- level attorney general 
conferences that followed (Thrasher [1927] 1936). In turn, Thrasher 
([1927] 1936) revised his second edition of The Gang to contain a final 
chapter on crime prevention that shared findings from research on so-
cial policy and programming, as well as a statement from the Attorney 
General’s conference.

Age of Roosevelt crime control efforts advanced antidemocratic in-
stitutional arrangements that would later give rise to the punitive state. 
The Council of State Governments (CSG), an elitist civic organization 
founded in 1933 at the University of Chicago, presents such an example. 
CSG founder Henry Wolcott Toll decried the way in which masses could 
use the vote to influence social policy, as well as the New Deal– era ex-
pansion of social citizenship rights (e.g., CSG 1935b, 453; Toll 1928); this 
occurred at a time when Southern and Eastern European immigrants 
had expanded their citizenship rights by building political machines in 
large urban areas, such as Chicago (e.g., Fox 2012). Two- fifths of the 
board members of the CSG’s precursor, the American Legislator’s Asso-
ciation, were leading eugenicists, and the CSG’s membership was open 
only to members of the three branches of a state government (state sena-
tors, legislators, and judges).2 The CSG disseminated academic informa-
tion to its members, and had a presence at national conferences, such as 
the Attorney General’s conference mentioned above (e.g., Toll 1934). The 
University of Chicago played a central role in the CSG; the Laura Spel-
man Rockefeller Memorial funded the construction of CSG’s building 
at the University of Chicago, and in 1935 fourteen prominent University 
of Chicago faculty members and administrators served as consultants 
(CSG 1935a, 147).

The CSG guided the evolution of late twentieth- century American 
crime control away from rehabilitation and toward surveillance and 
mass prison building. The CSG advocated for racist and exclusion-
ary laws in the postwar period (e.g., CSG 1972; Kane 1942; Lewis 1963; 
Oberst 1964). It supported the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets 
Act of 1968 (e.g., CSG 1968, 385). It published a commissioned report 
favorably evaluating the passage of the 1968 Safe Streets Act (e.g., Ad-
visory Commission on Intergovernmental Relations 1970). It authored 
Suggested State Legislation for the US Department of Justice, Law En-
forcement Assistance Administration (CSG 1976, vii). In 1987, the CSG 
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even published a Department of Justice, National Institute of Justice– 
funded study highlighting best practices for prison privatization— when 
only one private prison existed for a general inmate population.

The Chicago School’s advancement of top- down Age of Roosevelt 
crime control efforts, however, paradoxically provoked resistance that 
also aided in the development of prophetic redemption. Saul Alinsky, 
the father of modern American community organizing, had studied at 
the University of Chicago in the 1930s but challenged its social ecologi-
cal approach by emphasizing the central role of grassroots political mo-
bilization. Alinsky, who had been born to Russian- Jewish immigrants, 
had taken Ernest Burgess’s undergraduate course in social patholo-
gies, where he became exposed to the concept of social disorganization 
(e.g., Immergluck 2004). After graduation, Alinsky enrolled under a 
prestigious fellowship to study graduate- level criminology under Clif-
ford Shaw (Alinsky 1972; Billson 1984). As a research assistant on CAP, 
Alinsky canvassed local priests in Chicago’s Back of the Yards neigh-
borhood and asked them to send their parishioners to the Back of the 
Yards Neighborhood Council inaugural meeting. The setting— thick 
with the Congress of Industrial Organization’s insurgent labor activity— 
radicalized Alinsky’s perspective.

In an American Journal of Sociology article, Alinsky built upon but 
also challenged the Chicago School perspective, arguing that commu-
nity organizing must engage “those larger socioeconomic issues which 
converge upon that scene to create the plight of the area” (Alinsky 1941, 
798). His ideas departed from the Chicago School’s approach, however, 
in emphasizing grassroots political mobilization as an answer to social 
disorganization. Alinsky (1941, 807) asserted the importance of building 
political power, arguing that to combat social disorganization, a com-
munity organizer had to build locally owned organizations and foster 
members’ awareness that “many of their problems stem from sources 
far removed from their own community.” Alinsky advocated for mili-
tant labor organizing tools, such as polarization and dramatization (i.e., 
“agitation”) in community organizing (e.g., Alinsky 1957, 3– 4). In the 
end, Alinsky left his graduate studies, voicing resentment at what he 
perceived to be sociologists’ and criminologists’ lack of efficacy in com-
bating crime (e.g., Alinsky 1972)— although his ideas on social ecology, 
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social problems, and political empowerment profoundly shaped late 
twentieth- century American civic activism.

Alinsky’s legacy, together with diverse insurgent traditions in Ameri-
can civil religion, extended prophetic redemption through the late twen-
tieth century and into the early twenty- first. Most leaders of the four 
national faith- based community organizing networks today— the Indus-
trial Areas Foundation (IAF), People Improving Communities through 
Organizing (PICO), the Gamaliel Foundation, and the Direct Action 
Resource Network— can trace their involvement directly to Saul Alinsky, 
through an “apostolic” tradition in which organizers closely train and 
work with their successors (Hart 2001, 56).

PICO founder Father John Baumann, S.J. is a case in point. Father 
Baumann studied in the seminary during the beginning of the Vati-
can II era but became involved in community organizing through par-
ticipation in the Chicago- based Urban Training Center.3 There Father 
Baumann met Alinsky, gained field placement at the Organization for 
a Better Austin, and had life- changing experiences that convinced him 
community organizing was “what the Gospels were about” because they 
focused so heavily on “responding to the needs of people.” Baumann’s Je-
suit superiors later placed him at St. Elizabeth’s Church in Oakland, with 
a Franciscan priest, Father Oliver Lynch, who had been involved with 
members of the Community Services Organization and farmworker 
organizers— groups with members who, again, had been trained directly 
by Alinsky (Ganz 2009).4 It was from Baumann’s work at St. Elizabeth’s 
that PICO (née Pacific Institute for Community Organizing) was then 
founded.

Diverse strands of religion— from American Protestantism to Latin 
American Catholicism— further reshaped late twentieth- century faith- 
based community organizing (Slessarev- Jamir 2011). In the 1960s, IAF 
community organizer Ernie Cortes— who organized under Edward 
Chambers, Saul Alinsky’s successor as IAF executive director— left Chi-
cago to export IAF practices to his hometown of San Antonio, Texas. 
There Cortes worked with Catholic priest Father Edmundo Rodriguez 
and developed a model of congregation- based community organizing 
that departed from Alinsky’s issue- based model. Cortes presented the 
congregational model at a 1984 IAF retreat attended by Father Bauman, 
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who then subsequently adopted the model as PICO’s “relationship- 
based” community organizing model. LA Voice and the Homeboys 
LOC, one of the sites in this book, operated within this model.

Institution- based community organizing (IBCO) coalitions— the or-
ganizational coalitions among various faith- based and secular groups 
engaged in community organizing— are facilitating the growth of mod-
ern prophetic redemption. Interfaith Funders, a nonprofit network 
of funders “working to advance the field of congregation- based com-
munity organizing,” commissioned a study of IBCO growth through 
a census in 1999 and one in 2011. A report based on this study found 
not only that the number of IBCO coalitions grown but also that the 
number of member organizations within IBCO coalitions had grown. 
Between 1999 and 2011, IBCO coalitions grew 42 percent, from 133 to 
189 (Wood, Fulton, and Partridge 2012, 5). During that same time pe-
riod, the number of member organizations within IBCO coalitions had 
increased by 12.5 percent, from approximately 4,000 member organiza-
tions to 4,500 organizations in forty states (Wood, Fulton, and Partridge 
2012, 6). However, whereas the number of congregations involved in 
IBCO (3,500) remained constant between the two censuses, the number 
of secular member organizations— such as public schools, labor unions, 
and neighborhood associations— increased from 500 to 1,000 (Wood, 
Fulton, and Partridge 2012, 6).

Demographic changes at the turn of the twenty- first century have fur-
ther diversified prophetic redemption. The Interfaith Funders reports 
have suggested that the core churches of IBCO— urban Catholic, main-
line Protestant, and historically Black Protestant— have faced declining 
memberships since 1999. In turn, faith- based community organizing 
institutions have made concerted efforts to diversify the racial and reli-
gious background of their member congregations. IBCO coalitions have 
increasingly waged campaigns on issues facing people of color, partnered 
with secular institutions, and successfully advocated for the passage of leg-
islation expanding the social rights of the marginalized, on topics ranging 
from health care to immigration (e.g., Slessarev- Jamir 2011; Wood 2002). 
Of particular relevance to this study, in recent years PICO has successfully 
advocated for passage of “Ban- the- Box” legislation through its Lifelines to 
Healing campaign, which takes aim at anti- immigrant deportations and 
mass incarceration (e.g., Wood and Fulton 2015).
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The Chicago School, however, has given insufficient attention to the 
above mentioned dynamic changes; this owes to the longer running 
issue of its narrow scope on top- down criminal justice reform as op-
posed to grassroots reform. Chicago School– influenced research has 
generally emphasized functionalist life course and role exit perspectives 
in the study of social ecology, but not civil religion or grassroots, po-
litical mobilization. For example, scholars have typically suggested that 
marriage, employment, or entrance into military service may lead to 
exit from gangs, the street, and crime (e.g., Gans 1962; Laub and Samp-
son 2003; Moore 1978; Vigil 1988; Whyte 1943). Most recently, Chicago 
School– influenced research has continued to place a large emphasis on 
studying elites (e.g., Vargas 2016) or on making research accessible for 
top- down criminal justice reform efforts (e.g., Moser 2013; Papachristos 
2009; E. Stanley 2014).

Late twentieth- century Chicago School– influenced research has 
continued to emphasize marginality in the study of crime and desis-
tance— at the expense of examining insurgent and transformative pos-
sibilities. It has noted that neoliberalism and deindustrialization have 
reshaped the contours of urban marginality, eroding mobility ladders 
that once helped young men “mature out” of street gangs (e.g., Horow-
itz 1983; Moore 1991). William Julius Wilson’s (1987) research on South 
Chicago poverty blamed deindustrialization for social disorder and 
crime, while Robert Sampson, Stephen Raudenbush, and Felton Earls’s 
(1997, 918) Chicago- based research on disorder and crime highlighted 
the importance of neighborhood- level cohesion, or “collective efficacy,” 
in reducing crime. In turn, research on desistance has focused inward— 
emphasizing functionalist life course and role exit perspectives— not 
outward, toward issues of conflict and power (e.g., Decker, Pyrooz, and 
Moule 2014; Laub and Sampson 2003; Pyrooz and Decker 2011).

In contrast, the sociology of religion has long acknowledged the role 
of “civil religion” (Bellah 1967)— the intersection between religion and 
civil society— in fostering belonging. Religious civic groups “engage 
participants in ways vigorous enough to elicit their communal commit-
ment . . . offer resources for interpreting an ambiguous political world,” 
and contest political power through conflict and compromise (Wood 
1999, 329). In addition, social movements literature has suggested that 
personal reform and political reform are mutually constitutive. Sociolo-
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gist Francesca Polletta (1998) found that civil- rights- era narratives of 
participation centered on personal and political reform, and that the 
telling of such stories deepened social movement activity. In turn, social 
movement activity shapes participants’ lives in meaningful ways, from 
future political involvement and affiliations to child- bearing decisions 
and occupational choices (e.g., Fendrich 1993; Gravante and Poma 2016; 
McAdam 1990; Nagel 1995; Swarts 2008; Warren, Mapp, and Kuttner 
2015; Whittier 2013).

Social movements literature has further suggested that community- 
based organizations (CBOs) play a central role in fostering personal and 
political reform. CBOs offer residents a place to interact face- to- face 
(Marwell 2007) and help members to make demands of local and na-
tional governments (McCarthy and Walker 2004; Wood 2002). CBOs 
are “framing institutions,” providing language, skills, and resources to 
combat and cope with social marginality (Watkins- Hayes, Pittman- Gay, 
and Beaman 2012). CBOs facilitate political reform by building mem-
bers’ personal skills, relationships, and leadership capabilities (Briggs, 
Mueller, and Sullivan 1997). In a study of six CBOs working for systemic 
change within schools, Warren and Mapp (2011, 235) found that personal 
“transformation lay at the heart of organizing efforts,” as parents began 
to see themselves as leaders in schools and communities. Research even 
indicates that CBOs may reduce crime and increase civic activity (e.g., 
Owens and Walker 2017; Sharkey, Torrats- Espinosa, and Takyar 2017).

This book advances ideas of prophetic redemption through perspec-
tives rooted in the sociology of religion and the study of social move-
ments. Where most Chicago School– influenced research has focused on 
marginality, life course, and role exit perspectives, this book emphasizes 
civil religion as a form of empowering social integration, examining how 
faith- based organizations (FBOs), such as CRS and LA Voice, may mo-
bilize members for collective and political action— and how such activi-
ties may be rooted in members’ efforts to experience personal reform. 
In addition, where most social movement scholarship has focused on 
relatively privileged groups, this book examines FORCE and the Home-
boys LOC, organizations composed of former gang members and the 
formerly incarcerated. In this book we consider the following research 
questions: How do faith- based organizations foster community organiz-
ing to expand the rights of the formerly incarcerated? How do former 
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gang members and formerly incarcerated persons participate in faith- 
based community organizing? How do they construct meaning from it?

Getting to Know Activists Fostering Prophetic Redemption

This book is founded on fieldwork conducted between December 2012 
and November 2015. I conducted participant observation at FORCE 
from December 2012 to April 2014, and with the Homeboys LOC from 
June 2014 to November 2015. I participated in regular meetings, some 
leadership trainings, worship assemblies, coalition meetings, and lobby 
day visits to the state capitol. I also sent letters to elected officials, and set 
up a few meetings with elected officials— though this was the extent of 
my behind- the- scenes participation. I was not in the room for prep ses-
sions with leaders before major events, or the debriefs that subsequently 
followed.5

As mentioned previously, the CRS was locally based and Protestant- 
founded and had “incubated” the FORCE project. The Homeboys LOC, 
in contrast, had been formed through Homeboy Industries and LA 
Voice- PICO. Catholic- Jesuit priests had founded both PICO and Home-
boy Industries, and while PICO had grown to one hundred fifty chapters 
nationwide, Homeboy Industries was the largest gang intervention pro-
gram of its kind— employing roughly five hundred current and former 
gang members.

This book also draws from semistructured interviews with thirty- 
four respondents: twenty- four from FORCE and ten from the Home-
boys LOC.6 Respondents ranged from casual members I saw only two 
or three times to organization founders; most respondents had criminal 
records, a few had a gang past but no record. (Three respondents were in 
FORCE but had neither a criminal record nor a gang past.) FORCE re-
spondents were mostly Black, while a few were Latina/o and three were 
white. Homeboys LOC respondents were mostly Latina/o, while a few 
were Black and none were white.

CRS, which labeled itself as Chicago’s oldest social justice organiza-
tion, was a large activist organization originally founded by the Con-
gregational Church (a predecessor to the United Church of Christ) as 
the Chicago City Missionary Society in 1882. CRS’s mission statement 
declared that it was a “faith- based organization that works with people 
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and communities to address racism and poverty. Community Renewal 
Society transforms society towards greater justice and compassion.” CRS 
proudly proclaimed its radical, racial history— providing legal counsel 
for slaves after an infamous slave ship mutiny— on its website. CRS’s 
religious organizational culture emphasized structural dimensions of 
justice and compassion, articulated through its “theory of change”: pub-
lic engagement, public will/opinion, civic demand, and public policy/
practice change. CRS had a very professional website, listing its twenty- 
two- member board of directors and twenty- six- member staff— which 
included three organizers. CRS worked with dozens of affiliated congre-
gations. Most CRS clergy and members were from large Black Protes-
tant congregations on the South Side, but other congregations were also 
represented: largely white, suburban churches on the West and North 
sides, and a largely Latina/o and Black Catholic Church.

Eduardo (Eddie) Bocanegra— who had a high level of visibility in 
Chicago- based violence prevention starting about 2011— had been ap-
proached by Chicago- area community organizers who wanted him 
to lead efforts to organize the formerly incarcerated. Eddie became a 
CRS organizer- in- training in return for CRS’s support of his organiz-
ing activities with FORCE. CRS’s lead organizer, Alex Wiesendanger, 
assisted Eddie, who was FORCE’s lead organizer, by providing training 
and support.

I met Eddie while serving on a panel at the Loyola University Chicago 
School of Law. I exchanged numbers and had lunch with him, and was 
later invited to FORCE’s “launch meeting” in December 2011. At its in-
ception, FORCE was a small community organizing group with a core 
membership no larger than a dozen persons. FORCE was composed 
exclusively of adults, many with gang pasts, mostly men, all Black and 
Latino except for one person who was Middle Eastern. Most were from 
the Chicago area, though a few had been led to Chicago through the 
postincarceration experience (serving time away from home, entering 
halfway houses, etc.). Eddie proudly stated at every meeting that this 
group was “ex- offender- led”— one of the first of its kind— and that ef-
forts should be focused on recruiting persons with records. My presence 
as a person who was not formerly incarcerated made me an anomaly to 
FORCE. As I raised the prospect of doing participant observation with 
FORCE, Eddie put the discussion before the group and publicly sup-
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ported me, telling members that what I wrote could help others to learn 
about their group and be good for the growth of such activities.

LA Voice had been founded much more recently, in 2004, from two 
Los Angeles– based organizations: the Hollywood Interfaith Sponsoring 
Committee and Community Voice. LA Voice drew from Catholic teach-
ings on human dignity; its mission statement declared that the orga-
nization “teaches people to speak, act, and engage in the public arena” 
and that it sought to “transform Los Angeles into a city that reflects the 
human dignity of all communities, especially those in greatest need.” 
Its mission statement also drew from Catholic ecumenism, stating, 
“We are an interfaith, multi- racial community organization that unites 
people from diverse backgrounds.” LA Voice’s website was very modest, 
decorated with a collage of many dated photos featuring Black, Latino, 
and white people of all ages; they stood together and smiled, marched 
holding banners, or simply sat at a table wearing T- shirts and LA Voice 
stickers. LA Voice had a small board of directors— three drawn from 
Catholic- affiliated organizations, and one from a Muslim- affiliated foun-
dation. It listed ten staff members, including five organizers, and worked 
with forty congregations across Los Angeles. Many (but not most) lead-
ers were drawn from Catholic- affiliated organizations, while members 
were drawn from a diversity of religiously affiliated organizations— 
Catholic, Jewish, Episcopalian, Muslim, and Mormon.

Homeboy Industries and LA Voice put forth the support for the 
Homeboys LOC. Jose Osuna— a Homeboy Industries employee— had 
been asked by Homeboy’s founder, Father Gregory Boyle, to become 
involved with LA Voice. Jose was the second Homeboy to become 
involved, after Homeboy Industries’ associate director Hector Ver-
dugo. Jose became involved with LA Voice in 2014, at a time when LA 
Voice’s campaigns began to move quickly in the direction of violence- 
prevention and reentry- related issues. After learning about community 
organizing, Jose felt that Homeboy Industries should play a more signifi-
cant role in community organizing.

I met Jose upon one of my visits back to Los Angeles from Chicago 
(where I held a position as an assistant professor in sociology at the 
Loyola University of Chicago). I was visiting Homeboy Industries to re-
serve the lobby for a reading of my book God’s Gangs, about how FBOs 
help young men to exit gangs, when I inquired about the possibility of 
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teaching a “civic engagement” course at Homeboy Industries. I asked 
because, after I had gotten involved with community organizing through 
FORCE, I felt that community organizing might be well received by 
Homeboy Industries’ members. The staff person helping me told me, 
in a somewhat dismissive tone, “that won’t really be useful.” Instead, she 
told me that most Homeboys were “trying to learn how to hold a job” 
and become better parents. Then she paused for a moment, thought, 
and told me that— if I was really interested— I should “go through” Jose 
Osuna, because he was already representing Homeboy Industries to LA 
Voice.

I initiated contact with Jose via LinkedIn, requesting to have a one- 
on- one with him and arranging to have lunch at Homeboy Industries 
during one of my visits to Los Angeles. I had never met Jose, and I had 
not overlapped with him at Homeboy Industries when I conducted re-
search for my earlier book. As I sat with him, however, I found Jose 
exceptionally approachable. He spoke highly of LA Voice and PICO, and 
his participation with them— even leading a workshop at a regional con-
ference. I shared with him my experiences with FORCE in Chicago. At 
the end of lunch, I asked if I could become involved with the Homeboys 
LOC as a participant observer. He told me he would be willing to put it 
before the group. Soon after, at one of the Homeboys LOC’s first meet-
ings in June 2014, I brought a copy of my book to share with others and 
Jose presented me. I told the group that I felt it was my responsibility 
to “give back” to Homeboy Industries; I also told them that I thought 
members’ voices were important, and that a project on civic engagement 
could be one way to give back. I was received warmly; when I asked for 
comments, one member, a Black woman in her thirties, told me, “Thank 
you for saying what you said.”

Both CRS/FORCE and LA Voice/Homeboys LOC engaged in the tra-
ditional activities of faith- based community organizing: one- on- ones, 
meetings, organizer trainings, leadership assemblies, worship assem-
blies, and lobby day trips. Both also conducted policy analysis, but this 
was outside the purview of my fieldwork. It was always unclear to me 
at which stage policy research became involved, how CRS or LA Voice 
leaders had conversations with coalition partners, or how much pre-
planning went into regular meetings. Leaders nonetheless emphasized 
the importance of these organizations and settings as facilitating civic 
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engagement. Campaigns typically focused on those issues most relevant 
to members or their communities; CRS campaigns had traditionally fo-
cused on housing, education, and taxes, while LA Voice campaigns had 
traditionally revolved around housing, education, health care, immigra-
tion, and voting.

Several concerns related to law enforcement and mass incarceration 
became increasingly important to these groups’ civic activity. First, CRS 
or LA Voice– affiliated leaders and members voiced the concern that 
persons with substance abuse problems were often incarcerated without 
receiving adequate treatment. Second, members also asserted that those 
convicted of drug crimes or nonserious felonies received sentences that 
were much too severe. Third, members declared concerns with formal 
discrimination against those with criminal records; “records discrimina-
tion” prevented the formerly incarcerated from being able to find em-
ployment in the formal labor market. Fourth, members also outlined 
concerns over informal discrimination against the formerly incarcer-
ated. Some likened the postincarceration experience to a “life sentence,” 
due to obstacles that prevented the formerly incarcerated from securing 
employment or housing.

This book utilizes the “extended case method” (Burawoy et al. 1991). 
The purpose of the extended case method is not to engage in theory 
refutation, but to reconstruct theory through anomalous cases. Whereas 
literature in the fields of sociology, criminology, and social work has 
overlooked civil religion among former gang members or the formerly 
incarcerated, the cases of CRS/FORCE and LA Voice/the Homeboys 
LOC provide such examples of civil religion. In this book we consider 
how former gang members, and formerly incarcerated persons, experi-
ence and participate in faith- based community organizing. We find that 
faith- based community organizing, for and among the formerly incar-
cerated, expands the boundaries of democratic inclusion and facilitates 
social integration. Pastoral and insurgent religious displays enable col-
lective and political action, provide members the opportunity to expe-
rience personal reform, and construct cultural citizenship around the 
experience of being formerly incarcerated.
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Goals and Aims of This Book

The aim of this book is to examine how faith- based community organiz-
ing fosters prophetic redemption. I contend that faith- based community 
organizing has emerged as an inadvertent response to broader shifts in 
the penal field, such as the rise of public- private partnerships, giving a 
platform for faith- based groups to advocate for change. CRS and LA 
Voice are two such examples, rooted in longer histories of civic activ-
ism; recently they have extended their efforts from housing, education, 
or tax reform to issues facing the formerly incarcerated, such as records 
discrimination. In addition, I contend that faith- based community orga-
nizing’s religious displays afford members opportunities to experience 
social integration, through belonging, empowerment, and redemption. 
While CRS and LA Voice drew from deeper traditions in American civil 
religion to enable collective and political action, FORCE and Homeboys 
LOC members drew from their experiences with recovery to participate 
in such spaces— and to reshape the meaning of such action.

Chapter 1 draws from a social movements perspective to examine 
how 1990s- era probation privatization contests reshaped the penal field 
in ways that led CBOs and FBOs to become more deeply incorporated 
in criminal justice reform efforts. As neoliberal think tanks aggres-
sively promoted transferring probation activities to for- profit firms, the 
American Probation and Parole Association (APPA)— a CSG- related 
organization representing probation officers— fended off such threats 
by building public- private partnerships with CBOs and FBOs. The CSG 
and APPA still sought to preserve the influence of elite civic organiza-
tions in criminal justice reform; in fact, APPA leaders authored a text 
that offered strategies for preventing CBOs and FBOs from becoming 
empowered actors in local criminal justice reform efforts. However, 
FBOs did not react to the new and quickly changing penal landscape 
in entirely predictable ways. Once seated at the table of criminal justice 
reform, faith leaders participated in both pastoral and insurgent displays 
of prophetic redemption. The efforts of CRS/FORCE and LA Voice/the 
Homeboys LOC trace their origins to these evolving contests over crimi-
nal justice reform.

Chapter 2 builds upon a gap in the field of criminology by investigat-
ing how CRS and LA Voice, as umbrella faith- based community orga-
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nizing groups, shaped the social integration of former gang members 
and the formerly incarcerated. CRS and LA Voice’s contrasting religious 
traditions shaped how they facilitated members’ participation in com-
munity organizing. LA Voice leaders drew from Catholic theologies and 
practices, and a relationship- based model of community organizing, 
to foster members’ civic participation; in turn, the relationship- based 
model allowed Homeboys LOC members to form individual and orga-
nizational partnerships in ways that carried out Homeboy Industries’ 
broader institutional mission of providing social services. I term this 
approach pastoral prophetic redemption. By contrast, CRS leaders drew 
from the historical Black Protestant church’s theologies and practices, 
and an issue- based model of community organizing, to foster mem-
bers’ civic participation; in turn, the issue- based model allowed FORCE 
members to emphasize power discrepancies and the need for social jus-
tice, and to publicly condemn state and elected officials. I term this in-
surgent prophetic redemption.

Chapter 3 examines how former gang members and the formerly 
incarcerated narrated becoming involved with faith- based community 
organizing. Respondents’ narratives contrasted their backgrounds in 
gangs and drugs with their efforts to experience personal reform; they 
had been in rehabilitation, and made efforts to “give back” to their com-
munity, through highly personal interactions— such as mentoring— in 
order to “make good” and distance themselves from their past. As they 
attempted to make good, they became involved in a range of civic par-
ticipation culminating in community organizing. By virtue of their lived 
experiences, they sought to play key roles in reforming their neighbor-
hoods. Their personal efforts to make good, in turn, resonated with 
faith- based community organizing’s prophetic mission, and provided a 
bridge to become involved in collective and political action.

Chapter 4 considers how FORCE members engaged in CRS’s style 
of insurgent prophetic redemption. FORCE leaders translated Alinsky- 
influenced community organizing principles, such as “power” and “self- 
interest,” and practices, such as “elevator speeches” and “one- on- ones,” 
in ways that resonated with members’ experiences on the street and in 
recovery. FORCE members, in turn, drew from recovery to reconstruct 
the meaning of community organizing; they drew from recovery’s ritual 
verbal displays, such as “check- ins” and “testimonies,” to turn monthly 
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meetings and one- on- ones into settings that allowed them to give back 
and perform being reformed. Last, CRS organizers deprivatized mem-
bers’ efforts at personal reform, such as personal testimonies, for collec-
tive and political action.

Chapter 5 explores how Homeboys LOC members engaged in LA 
Voice’s style of pastoral prophetic redemption. Homeboys LOC leaders 
drew from relationship- based community organizing principles, such 
as fostering racial and religious “diversity” or giving a “voice” to those 
on the margins, in ways that built relationships with elected officials, 
and partnerships with nonprofit organizations, and advanced Homeboy 
Industries’ mission of providing services and employment to at- risk and 
formerly incarcerated people. Homeboys LOC members, in turn, drew 
from the discourse of recovery to construct the meaning of commu-
nity organizing, such as by making good through testimonies— though 
leaders deprivatized such testimonies in ways that advanced Homeboy 
Industries’ public profile more than it publicly held elected officials 
accountable.

Chapter 6 examines how members constructed being “returning citi-
zens” through their experiences with community organizing. It argues 
that “returning citizenship” is a form of “cultural citizenship” (Rosaldo 
1994, 57), and that narratives of participation in community organizing 
shape the construction of such citizenship. Most respondents drew from 
two main narratives, cultural deficit narratives and structural barrier 
narratives, to articulate community organizing participation. Cultural 
deficit narratives described households and neighborhoods as lacking 
collective efficacy— characterized by absentee parents, gangs, violence, 
drugs— while structural barrier narratives framed social problems as 
structural: due to unjust laws, poverty, inadequate housing and educa-
tion, or mass incarceration. Most respondents drew from these narra-
tives to describe how community organizing built relationships that 
provided social support— even kinship— to foster collective efficacy 
and overcome structural barriers. Returning citizenship rearticulated 
dominant, individualistic notions of citizenship (i.e., being “positive” 
and “productive”) into collective notions, and provided a collective sub-
jectivity upon which political resistance to exclusion could be mounted.

In closing, this volume brings the concept of prophetic redemption 
to bear on discussions of religion and criminal justice reform. Crimi-

Flores_2p.indd   24 8/3/18   12:53 PM



Introduction | 25

nal justice reform need not be concerned simply with inward- looking 
displays of faith- based personal reform, such as alcohol and drug re-
covery, but can also encompass civil religion: meetings, assemblies, or-
ganizer trainings, public testimonies, and lobby day visits to the state 
capitol. Civil religion, in turn, may facilitate empowering social integra-
tion, through pastoral and insurgent religious displays that expand the 
boundaries of democratic inclusion and facilitate the social integration 
of those furthest on the margins. A close look at the prophetic nature 
of faith- based community organizing reveals that formerly incarcerated 
people participate in campaigns not only to expand their rights but also 
to make good from their pasts and to reclaim the honor and dignity 
lacking in the stigma of a criminal record.
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