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After a long winter, April reminds us of rebirth and transformation. From 
once-frozen soil spring beautiful blossoms. On once-barren trees, buds 
appear. It is fitting, then, that April is Second Chance Month, a time to 
reflect on the possibility of redemption and new life for those who have 
been incarcerated. 

Every day, New York holds more than 30,000 people in prison. For many, 
the Parole Board will decide when — and sometimes if — they leave 
prison. Although by law the board must consider how people have 
transformed, in practice it often focuses almost exclusively on something 
people cannot change, no matter how much they repent or work to make 
amends: the original crime. That is why the board denies release to more 
than six out of ten people. 

The Fair and Timely Parole Act, a pending bill, would require the Parole 
Board to release a person unless it finds there is a “current and 
unreasonable risk” he or she will violate the law. By focusing on who the 
person is today and not the crime—for which he has already served his 
time—the bill creates a second chance. 

The Bible is replete with people who were imprisoned and went on to 
change not only their own lives but others’ lives too. As prison chaplains 
know well, there are remarkable spiritual transformations that happen 
in prison. Chaplains also know that to transform, people must keep hope 
alive. The quickest way to remove hope is to tell people that no matter 
what they do, the original crime will be the only thing that defines them. 
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Such was the case for John MacKenzie. By all accounts, he did as much to 
atone as anyone could behind bars. In memory of his victim, he raised 
money and started a group for crime victims to speak to people in prison. 
He earned three degrees. He taught others to read. But he could not 
change one fact: During a botched burglary in the 1970s, he killed a 
police officer. The last time he went before the parole board he said, “I 
can’t redeem myself in the eyes of anybody.” After receiving the board’s 
tenth rejection letter, MacKenzie took his own life. He had spent more 
than 40 years in prison on a sentence of 25 years to life. 

Scaremongers would have us believe that MacKenzie and others who 
have been convicted of murder pose a danger to society. But people 
convicted of murder, in fact, have the lowest rearrest rate of any crime. A 
study from the Department of Corrections and Community Supervision 
shows that 0.6 percent of people on parole who were convicted of 
murder are arrested for a new crime. Yet the Parole Board denies release 
to two-thirds of people convicted of murder. 

The God I worship is a forgiving God, a transformational God. If we are 
created in God’s image, we must also practice forgiveness. Micah 7:18 
teaches us, “Who is a God like you, who pardons sin and forgives the 
transgression of the remnant of His inheritance? You do not stay angry 
forever but delight to show mercy.” 

There is almost-universal agreement that our criminal justice system 
should strive to rehabilitate people so they can become productive, law-
abiding citizens. But our current system—which focuses intently on the 
original crime even after the person has served his time—is one not of 
rehabilitation or “correction” but of revenge. Instead, we need a culture 
of renewal and redemption. This month, as we think about 
transformation and rebirth, may we transform our criminal justice 
system so that those in prison have a second chance. 
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