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The Buffalo News
OPINION

September 5, 2008
Another Voice / Criminal justice

Society should invest in ‘re-entry’ of parolees

By Gerald T. Balone
Updated: 09/04/08 6:39 AM

A little over a year ago, | walked out of Fishkill Correctional Facility, one of the 17 state prisons where
| had been confined for 37z years for my involvement in a robbery in which three people were killed
on the East Side of Buffalo.

That crime, in 1973, culminated a criminal career that began when | was 8 years old and ran away
from a foster home — one of a series of foster homes, orphanages, detention centers, reform schools
and, ultimately, jails and prisons where | spent the prime of my life.

Although I never thought | would see the outside of a prison wall, | took advantage of every
educational opportunity afforded — many of which, unfortunately, are no longer available to inmates
— to me in prison.

| earned five college degrees, including two master’s degrees, completed several apprenticeship
programs and took virtually every counseling and self-help program available.

| came out of prison an entirely different person, with the goal of repaying society for the trust and
confidence placed in me by the New York State Board of Parole.

With all the buzz about “re-entry,” or steps taken to transition ex-offenders back into society, | thought
this would be an appropriate time to discuss my first year of freedom.

| was initially released to a halfway house operated by Cephas Buffalo, and spent my first 100 days
living with other ex-offenders in South Buffalo. That was a godsend because it provided me with a
gateway into a culture that, as you might imagine, bore little resemblance to the one | was removed
from in 1973.

Unfortunately, my education and training have not yielded the employment prospects | had
anticipated.

| recognize the reluctance of some employers to take on someone with my prior — and | stress prior
— record, but | hope that in the next year | am able to better utilize the education that the taxpayers
so generously provided me with, and the experiences gleaned from my decades behind bars, to help
people through motivational speaking and other means.

Meanwhile, | am paying the bills through day-work labor — painting houses, cleaning garages and
attics, etc. — and continuing to work on my reentry into civilized society.

Re-entry is, at its most basic level, a public safety measure. | understand the political reality of
appearing “soft on crime,” but | would urge our elected representatives to view re-entry as an
investment in their community.

Nearly everyone who is now in prison will someday be released. It benefits everyone, not just the
“criminal,” if people returning to our communities have the skills, post-release support and
employment assistance to become law-abiding, tax-paying members of the public.

Gerald T. Balone lives in Buffalo.
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Road to Redemption

Prison ministry offers inmate path to freedom in more ways than one

After being released from prison, Gerald Balone looks to start a new life

with the help of Brother Michael Oberst, OFM, and Cephas Ministries.
Photo by Patrick McPartland/Staff Photographer

2007 Western New York Catholic
By Victoria Kearns
Staff Reporter

He was young and angry. Maybe any meaningful life Gerald Balone might have had was over long before 1970
when he committed the crime that would put him behind bars for life. His rough childhood on Buffalo’s Lower East
Side had taught him the skills to earn a place in prison. Today, through the kindness and support of several religious
men and women he is learning how to live a life of freedom.

After 37 years in prison, he finally walked free on Aug. 14. He was free of many long bitter years in jail and an
equally hard early life. Abandoned at birth, he was raised in foster homes, an orphanage and then sent to detention
centers and reform schools.

Balone’s real freedom was found in his newfound faith in prayer. For 12 years he had fought for parole only to be
declined seven times. When he had done all he could, it seems it may have been the generous prayers of the
Dominican Sisters on Doat Street in Buffalo that helped win his release.

“It was a miracle,” he said. “I went before some tough commissioners. The parole board gave me no indication |
was going home. When | got the decision that | was going home, | was in shock; | was so elated,” he said.

The power of that miracle was heightened the day after his release when Balone, who had been invited to attend
Mass at the monastery, witnessed a young woman professing her vows, receiving the veil and entering religious life.

He was struck by the irony, the odd similarity between his own life sentence and hard-won freedom and the
young woman'’s willing surrender of her freedom for the remainder of her life to enter a cloistered life of prayer.
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The grey walls around the monastery were so much like the grey walls around his prison. Even the sisters refer
to their rooms as cells. How similar and yet how different. The woman’s joy was in surrendering her freedom, his
was in obtaining it.

“It's a prison of love,” said Mother Mary Gemma, prioress of the monastery. “We're here because we love Christ.
We're willing to give up our freedom so we can give our full attention to Him. We’re here for the world. We pray for
all those people out there. We take their stories to heart.

They don't realize that's part of it. It's intercessory prayer, asking the Lord to bless all His people and to care for
them. It's important for people to know that they’re not forgotten. It's about the Lord and it is a call. People can't live
it unless they're called to do it. It's done for the sake of love.”

Once out of jail, it was the Franciscan friars who helped Balone learn a whole new set of skills and readjust to a
new life, free of crime, free of punishment and full of hope.

“It's good being free,” he said.

Balone is now living at Cephas, a prison ministry organized by the Franciscan Friars which has been helping ex-
offenders adjust to life outside of prison since 1983.

“Cephas provides support groups in prison and a transitional housing residence,” said Brother Michael Oberst,
OFM, director. “We work with people of every kind of crime.”

Balone, now 54, is a new man. He didn’t waste his time behind bars. He earned an impressive education with a
bachelor's and two masters’ degrees, but now he’s learning how to live in a home, something he’s never had.

“Home was always an institution,” he said. “Cephas is the best thing that ever happened to me, but if it weren't
for the sisters, | don’t know if | would be out.”

But, how does a former felon serving a life sentence meet a cloistered nun? God works in mysterious ways.

Even though he was serving a life sentence, Balone got married. During his stay in Elmira Correctional facility,
his now ex-wife often visited the monastery there where she met with a Dominican sister. Later, when Balone was
being transferred to Collins Correctional Facility, that sister advised his wife to visit with Sister Mary Thomas Noble
at the Buffalo monastery.

During those years, both sisters gave Balone and his wife considerable support. But it was the letters that Sister
Mary Thomas and Balone exchanged throughout the rest of his time in prison that were the greatest strength and
consolation for him.

Later, after his wife left him, Balone continued to correspond with Sister Mary Thomas.

“Sister Mary Thomas was my support group. She would tell me ‘don’t give up.” She would inspire me,” Balone
said.

“She sent me an article about prayer and told me that she and the sisters were praying for me,” he said, adding
that those were especially hard times as he fought back the discouragement from repeatedly being declined parole
by the parole board. Hope in the prayers of the cloistered sisters gave him strength.

“I kept getting hit. | was one of thousands getting hit by the parole board for the nature of our crimes,” he said.
“Now, I'm trying to help people inside (prison) who are just as deserving of parole as | am. It's the hardest thing that
they are going through. | am promoting programs like Cephas.”

Balone says he might have given up entirely if it weren't for the nuns and friars who stood by him.

Everyone else gave up on me except Cephas and the sisters. Everyone kept saying there was no chance I'd
ever get parole,” he said.

“Cephas and the sisters stood by me. Having Cephas at my back took away so much stress.”

After 90 days living at the Cephas residence Balone is looking for an apartment and job hunting. He is hopeful
and well equipped with real skills to succeed in life outside of jail.

“For the first 90 days after you get out, they help you get used to being free,” he said adding that he received
social services which paid for his rent and food while he was at Cephas.

During that time, he said he’s been working with the Buffalo Employment Training Center, networking and
“planting seeds for jobs.”

At Cephas he's also learning the life skills the average person takes for granted, but of which a person coming
out of prison for the first time in a lifetime knows nothing. Balone feels he’s living in a time capsule. The world has
changed considerably since 1970.



Parolee to Speak at Sentencing Reform Hearing
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Can Prisoners Be Reformed
PRISON PROGRAM TAKES A LOOK AT THE REFORMED OFFENDER

by KARIMA AMIN
The Buffalo Challenger

October 17, 2007
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Data Shows Increase In Violent Offenders

Winning Parole Bids
By Joel Stashenko
August 16, 2007
ALBANY - On Tuesday morning, Gerald T. Balone walked out of Fishkill Correctional Facility in
Beacon on parole. It is something that observers of New York State's parole system thought might never
occur.

Two months ago, Mr. Balone had convinced a parole board that he was no longer the aimless young
parolee who helped Kill three people more than 30 years ago. Rather, Mr. Balone said he had transformed
himself into an "asset to society" with several college degrees and occupational citations who is prepared
to help young people avoid the catastrophic mistakes of his own life.

"Nobody believed that | would ever get out,” Mr. Balone said in a phone interview from Fishkill prior to his
release. "Having that hope is what kept me going. . . . This whole prison, everyone, is ecstatic because
they figure if I'm being released, then they have a chance of being released. Everybody is saying, 'If Jerry
can make it, everybody can make it."

It was the 54-year-old Mr. Balone's eighth attempt at parole.

Eighteen months after the state was sued over its extremely low parole rates for violent offenders, and
more than seven months of a new administration in Albany, there are indications that parole boards are
easing back on what critics had contended was, in effect, an unwritten policy of denying parole to inmates
based solely on the circumstances of their crime (NYLJ, Jan. 31, 2006).

Where parole boards under former Governor George E. Pataki were releasing violent A-1 felons at a rate
of between 3 percent and 5 percent from 2000 to 2005, more than 11 percent of such felons were granted
release in 2006.

From January to July 2007, that percentage increased to more than 15 percent and June's release rate of
26.7 percent rivaled rates that have not been seen in New York since the early 1990s, when boards
appointed by former Governor Mario Cuomo were making release decisions.

Additionally, settlement talks began earlier last year and recently intensified in the federal case against
the state. Southern District Judge Charles L. Brieant has extended to tomorrow a deadline for lawyers to
report whether they are making progress on reaching an agreement, which could entail the re-
interviewing of more than 1,000 inmates who have repeatedly been denied parole. The state requested
the extension so the Division of Parole and the Department of Correctional Services could gauge the
feasibility of conducting a new series of parole interviews given the limited size of the board.

George B. Alexander, Governor Eliot Spitzer's parole chairman, said it might be too early to draw
conclusions whether attitudes are changing among members of the parole board. But he said in an
interview that it is Mr. Spitzer's policy, as well as his own, that commissioners are to consider and weigh a
range of factors about an inmate, including the nature of the crime, when deciding on parole eligibility.

Mr. Alexander said he believes Mr. Spitzer has given the board the "autonomy" to do its job, and higher
release rates may be the result.

"If there has been any hesitation [to grant parole] in the past, | think people feel more able to do the jobs
that they were entrusted with in this administration,” said Mr. Alexander, a former Erie County
Department of Probation commissioner.

Soon after taking over at the board this winter, Mr. Alexander notified commissioners that they are bound
to consider several factors when hearing parole cases under Executive Law 8259-i. They include not only
the nature of the crimes, but also whether the inmates pose a risk to others if released, their prospects for
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re-entering society and their efforts to improve personally while incarcerated.

Parole spokesman Mark E. Johnson said, "Given that it was the beginning of a new administration,
Chairman Alexander felt it was a good time to reiterate to the board all the factors they should consider
when making release decisions. His reminder was also timely considering complaints about the board's
performance.”

Releases on the Rise

The percentage of violent offenders being granted
parole has increased over the past two years.
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Range of Factors

Critics of the system as it had come to operate under Mr. Pataki argued that the commissioners, all of
whom were eventually appointed by the former governor, gave inordinate consideration to the
circumstances of the crimes and little or none to the efforts inmates made, often over decades, to improve
themselves.

One of those critics, attorney Melvin Beldock, said the "rote" denials of parole in the middle and later
Pataki years were especially unfair to inmates sentenced prior to Mr. Pataki taking office. Those inmates
who were given indeterminate sentences for murder, of 15 years to life or 25 years to life, had the
expectation of at least qualifying for parole consideration when their minimum terms were reached, Mr.
Beldock said in an interview. But the parole boards, in essence, resentenced them to ever-longer terms
past their minimumes, for two years at a time, with each denial of parole, he said.

"These people who were long-termers were taken in in a climate in which rehabilitation was at least to
have been considered as a factor,” Mr. Beldock said.

Spokesmen for Mr. Pataki and his parole chairmen denied there was ever any policy in which boards were
to reject parole to certain classifications of violent felons.



Mr. Alexander and Michael Balboni, Mr. Spitzer's deputy secretary for criminal justice, each signed
statements in connection with the ongoing Southern District case challenging parole board determinations,
Graziano v. Pataki, 06-00480, saying they were unaware of a previous parole board policy that resulted in
violent felons routinely being denied parole based solely on the nature of their offense. They urged that
the suit be dismissed as moot.

One break Mr. Spitzer has made with the past, at least to date, is in not publicly criticizing the parole
board's decisions made during his administration. Mr. Pataki spoke out when his boards released some
felons, most adamantly in 2003, when a two-member board released the one-time Weather Underground
radical Kathy Boudin. She served 22 years for the slaying of two police officers following an armored car
robbery in which another man died.

Mr. Pataki said at the time, "I am thoroughly disappointed and completely disagree with the parole board's
decision.” Within a month, former Parole Board Chairman Brion Travis had relinquished day-to-day
operation of the board and within four months he had been reassigned to the Insurance Department.
Pataki spokesmen said at the time the actions were unrelated to Ms. Boudin's release.

Parole Board Members

Each serves a six-year term and Is
pald $101,600 a year, except for the
chalman, who eams $120,800,

George B. Alexander, chatr-
man, Spitzer appolntee, term
expires Feb. 6, 2013; former
director and commissloner, Erle
County Department of Probation
and Youth Detention Services

Jennifer Arena, Pataki appoin-
tee, term expires June 18, 2008;
lormer communications director,
Division of Housing and Commu-
nity Renewal

William M. Casey, Spitzer
appointee, term expires Aug. 31,

Thomas P. Grant, Pataki
appolntee, term expires June 18,
2010; former special assislant to
the chalrman and spokesman,
state Parole Board

Gerald J. Greenan lll, Pataki
appointee, term expires june 18,
2012; former deputy commission-
er, Liquor Authority

Christina Hernandez. Pataki
appointee, term expires June 2,
2011; former commissioner, Crime
Victims Board

Henry Lemons, Spitzer appoln-
tee, term explres June 18, 2008;
former deputy chief investigator,
attorney general's downstate

2007; former chief investigator,
State Attorney General's Office

criminal Investigalions bureau

Dabra J. Loomis, Pataki
appolintee, term expires June 18,
2010; former services supervisor,
Washington County Soclal Ser-
vices Department

Kevin G. Ludlow, Patakl
appointee, term expires June 18,
2011; former private atlomey

Vanessa A. Clarke, Pataki
appolntee, term expires Feb. 7,
2011; former counsel, Assembly
Ways and Means Committee

William R. Crowe, Pataki
appolntee, term expires Aug, 31,
2007; former private attormney

Lisa Beth Elovich, Pataki
appolntee, term expires Aug. 31,
2007; former deputy state attor-
ney general

Chris Ortloff, Pataki appointee,
term expires June 18, 2012; former
state assemblyman

Sally A. Thompson, Spitzer
appointee, term expires May 4,
2013; former New York City police
detective

Walter William Smith Jr., Pat-
akl appointee, term expires July 6,
2011; former senlor 1IIVPS|]ga| or,
Crime Victims Board

James Ferguson, Pataki
appointes, term expires, July 6,
2011; former Bronx assistant dis-
trict attorney

Patrick Gallivan, Pataki appoin-
tee, term expires July 6, 2011; for-
mer Erle County sherili

Four members of the 19-member parole board have been selected by Mr. Spitzer, including Mr. Alexander.
Mr. Pataki placed 13 members on the board. There are two vacancies. Should all of Mr. Pataki's
appointees finish out their terms, it would be June 2010 before a majority of the board will have been
appointed by the current governor.

Two or three members of the board typically hear individual parole cases.

Mr. Alexander said he has found all members of the board to be "open and willing" to work with him. A
major emphasis of the Division of Parole under Mr. Spitzer will be to coordinate the resources of several
state agencies to ease former inmates' re-entry into society. Mr. Alexander said the board decisions would
be consistent with that goal.

"It doesn't make a whole lot of sense bringing a lot into this re-entry process if we are not letting anybody
go,"” Mr. Alexander said.

Uneven Treatment

Robert N. Isseks, a Middletown criminal defense lawyer who filed the Graziano suit, said there has been
something of an easing of parole board decisions toward violent inmates. He attributes that in part to his
January 2006 litigation on behalf of inmates who contend they were denied parole unlawfully by boards
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who failed to weigh all factors relevant to their release.

The nature of the inmates' crimes was overwhelmingly or solely used as the basis for denial of parole, Mr.
Isseks suit contends.

Mr. Isseks amended his complaint earlier this year to reflect what he says is the current reality of parole in
New York. With the wraps off on granting parole to violent offenders, to some extent, inmates are being
subjected to unequal treatment, depending on the makeup of the boards that appear to hear their cases,
Mr. Isseks contends.

"It's pretty stark randomness," he said in an interview. "You have some people whose prospects of release
are said to not be good and yet they are getting out and you have people with exemplary records who are
still being kept in. It is really unpredictable.”

In his briefs, Mr. Isseks cites several instances where A-1 inmates with good prison records have been
denied parole in the last 18 months, and several others cases where A-1 prisoners who had been the
subject of repeated prison disciplinary actions were paroled.

One egregious case, Mr. Isseks said, involves the continuing incarceration of Charles Friedgood, one of the
plaintiffs in the Graziano suit, who is now 88 and in ill health. A former physician, Mr. Friedgood has
served 30 years for slaying his wife in Nassau County. When he was denied parole in 2005, the Appellate
Division, Third Department, ordered a new hearing after finding the board had performed a cursory review
of his record. A different parole board denied him release again last year after a rehearing. Like Mr.
Balone, Mr. Friedgood has an impressive educational record in prison, Mr. Isseks said.

On the other hand, another inmate whose release was resisted by parole boards under Mr. Pataki, Harry L.
Morrison, was among those who have won freedom. He was released following his seventh parole hearing
in June.

Mr. Morrison was convicted of giving his ailing wife an overdose of Phenobarbital and smothering her with
a pillow in an assisted suicide in Broome County in 1980. Mr. Morrison turned down a plea bargain to first-
degree manslaughter but ended up getting convicted of second-degree murder. He had served 27 years
on a 15-year-to-life sentence when he was paroled on July 12.

The parole boards that released Messrs. Morrison and Balone were comprised of Pataki appointees.

Mr. Alexander speaks for the parole board and individual members are prohibited from talking to
reporters, Division of Parole spokesman Mark E. Johnson said. Uneven treatment violates the state statute
governing parole boards as well as inmates' due process rights, Mr. Isseks said. Mr. Alexander said the
uniform treatment of inmates by parole boards, no matter who is on them, is a goal the division must
achieve.

Decisions should be contingent on what the inmate brings to the table and what risks are posed if that
person is released, he said.

"We would like to think we are moving toward the direction of making very consistent decisions," Mr.
Alexander said.

'‘More Balanced Approach’

As attorney general, Mr. Spitzer defended numerous parole board decisions in Article 78 proceedings, and
his successor, Andrew Cuomo, is doing the same. The courts have upheld the parole agency in the great
majority of those cases.

In Sanchez v. Dennison, 1942-07, Albany County Supreme Court Justice John C. Egan Jr. ordered a new
hearing for Alvaro A. Sanchez Jr. after determining a parole board failed to consider several issues
germane to his bid for release. They included letters from prison guards recommending that he be granted
parole, which is a rarity, and a forensic psychological report indicating Mr. Sanchez was at low risk of
committing another crime.



Marina Drapey, an attorney for Mr. Sanchez, said if there is a new attitude toward parole denials of violent
offenders, it was not evident from the opposition Mr. Cuomo's lawyers displayed.

"The attorney general's opposition to our papers was very vigorous and very aggressive," she said in an
interview. "We had thought that they might not oppose it at all because we had such a compelling case. . .
. It made me wonder; actually, to what extent the new policy has permeated the system."

Amy James-Oliveras, who is active in several parole reform and inmate relatives groups, said she has
been at meetings involving Mr. Alexander at which he has assured families that a new attitude is in place
and that the families are an important factor in an inmate's successful re-entry into society. It was the
first time the chairman has met with the families of inmates, she said.

"They expressed that there was a new atmosphere and that there was a new balanced approach . . . but
that it would take time," said Ms. James-Oliveras, of Wappingers Falls. Her husband, George Oliveras,
served 27 years of a 25-years-to-life term for murder before being paroled.

Ms. James-Oliveras said she is worried, however, that a more open-minded attitude by parole boards
could vanish overnight if Mr. Spitzer is politically embarrassed by the actions of a parolee.

"I think it would be his Willie Horton if any of these high-profile guys get out and commit a crime,” she
said. "I don't think it will be seen as an individual. It will be seen as, 'No one should be paroled.™

Mr. Balone said he believes he will have a strong support system waiting for him at a Buffalo halfway
house where he will live for at least 90 days and for as long as a year. He will be under the sponsorship of
Cephas, a group that aids inmates’ transition to civilian life.

It will be different, Mr. Balone said, than in 1973. Then, he was a seething 21-year-old thug recently
paroled from prison for robbery (NYLJ, Jan. 31, 2006).

"l was a parasite,"” Mr. Balone said. "I had no job skills, no support group, no money. | was destined to
come back to prison."

He lasted for five weeks before he and a co-defendant broke into a home in Buffalo, beat a couple with a
hammer until they revealed the location of their coin collection and then shot the couple dead with bullets
to the head. As they fled, Mr. Balone and his accomplice killed a third person that had come to investigate.

"l don't know if I'm ever going to pay my debt to society,” Mr. Balone, who served time in 17 state
prisons, told Parole Commissioners Debra J. Loomis and James Ferguson on June 20 at Fishkill. "All 1 know
is that from all the people that I'm involved with, all the good things that | can do out in the street, |
already have numerous speaking engagements, I'm going to be working with a lot of different
organizations, Back to Basic Ministry, group ministries, the Catholic Church, and I'll be paying my debt
forever."

Mr. Balone faces a series of conditions following his release, including abstinence from drugs and alcohol,
mandatory testing for drugs and alcohol, observing a curfew and undergoing anti-aggression counseling
and mental health evaluation.

Mr. Balone said he would like to speak before a commission created by Mr. Spitzer to review the criminal
sentencing system in New York, including parole. Denise O'Donnell, Mr. Spitzer's assistant secretary for
criminal justice, is chairing it.

"l have asked to go before the committee once | get out,” Mr. Balone said in the interview. "Who's better
an expert than me? Who knows the criminal justice system better than me?"
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For Prisoners, it's a nearly no-parole world

Reprinted from The Christian Science Monitor, July 10, 2001
By Alexandra Marks
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Hunger Striking Inmate Out of the Box

Written by Paul Grondahl
Mach 29, 2000
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Stories of the streets are told at Da Bounce youth rally

By Patrick J. Buechi
Staff Reporter

“‘How many people here know
someone in a gang? How many people
here know people on drugs? How many
people know someone who had an
abortion?” When Mike Lopez asked those
questions of Buffalo’s inner-city youth,
more than a few hands went up.

Teenagers get into a staring contest
with these issues evervday, and Lopez has
seen it.

Asa Catholic youth minister from
Glendale, Lopez, 26, offered a defense
for these attacks on the human person
during a presentation at Da Bounce, the
annual urban rally sponsored by the Office
of Cultural Diversity and the Diocesan
Department for Youth and Young Adult
Ministries.

When not ministering in the New York
City community where he grew up, Lopez
works as a criminal investigator. Between
those two jobs he has seen what goes on in
the lives of teens today.

“I'm in the streets and I make arrests
and I see what is going on with young
people. 1 live that,” he said. “Ttry to
assimilate as much as I can to them, what
they are going through. When I come to
events like this, I sit down with the young
people after 1 preach and 1 say, *Tell me
what is going on.™

The message he brought to Buffalo
1S a timeless one; use your gifts to make
the world a better place. He used the
example of Mother Teresa, who broke out
of the walls to enter a world that she didn't
know, and make a difference. She left
her religious order to dedicate her life to
the suffering and poverty on the streets of
India. Without regular funding she went
on to teach the slum children of Calcutta.
She later formed her own religious
order, the Missionaries of Charity, whose

Mike Lopez, a youth minister from New York City, talks about his experiences growing
up in the hood of New York. Lopez was keynote speaker at Da Bounce, an urban
Catholic youth rally held at Holy Cross Church in Buffalo.

primary task was to love and care for
people no one else was prepared to look
after

“If vou listen to Jesus, if you want to
go outside the walls and break down the
walls and go out into the world as disciples
and bring the message to Buffalo, vou
have to learn to be a little crazy,” Lopez
said, raising the pitch of his voice on the
last word. “This is what Jesus is calling us
todo. He's calling us to think outside the
box. He's calling us to be the square peg
trying to fit into the round hole.”

Lopez, who wore an *T heart JC”
T-shirt reminded the 60 teens gathered
that they are called to be ambassadors
for Christ. He told them not to keep His
message to themselves, but to, as Pope

John Paul 11 said at World Youth Day in
Denver, “‘go out into the world of every
day and bring with you that Jesus that lives
inside you. Bring that Jesus to the school
that you go to, to vour home where your
family is, bring that Jesus to the street, to
the supermarket, to where vou get vour
hair done, your nails done. Bring Jesus
everywhere you go. Introduce Him to the
world.”

Other speakers for the evening
included Jerry Balone, who had spent
37 and a half vears in prison for a triple
murder he committed while a part ofa
street gang.

“My story is the story of the streets,”
Balone said before explaining in great
detail how he ended up speaking in front

of the youth that day.

Abandoned at birth and raised in a
series of foster homes, Balone joined the
Savage Ones because he thought gangs
were cool. This led to him to be jumped
one day, and in anger, to take a loaded .45
and seek revenge. He ended up killing
three different people in a restaurant
during a robbery gone awry.

“The fact that I am standing here is
amiracle. When I committed my crime,
they tried to reinstate the death penalty.
They tried to do everything they could
to put me to death. Because of the way
the laws were structured at the time, they
couldn'tdo it

Balone said the only reason he is free
now is because he turned his life around.

1 gave my life to God,” he said.

Balone, who is slim and bears a
clean-shaven face and head, does not have
the stereotypical look of a thug. He tells
parents to take responsibility for their
children, and affirm the goodness in them.

“If you keep making excuses for your
children, for their antisocial behavior, you
are just as responsible for them going to
prison as anybody else,” he said. “We
need to take these children out of their
environment. We need to take them out
to Cheektowaga and Amherst and places
like that and show them that there is
something else, because if they live in the
hood and only stay within a five-block
tadius, they think that there is nothing else
out there.”

While in prison, Balone met with
counselors and began taking college
courses. He now has five college degrees,
not bad for a man who was labeled
mentally retarded as a child.

“The worst thing you can tell achild
is that the child is stupid, the child is no
good, the child is going to end up in prison,
because what happens is the child becomes
a self-fulfilling prophecy,” he said.



