


“Then he shall take the two goats and set them before G-d at 
the entrance of the tent of meeting… Aaron shall lay both 
his hands upon the head of the live goat and confess over 
it all the iniquities and transgressions of the Israelites, 
whatever their sins, putting them on the head of the goat; 
and it shall be sent off to the wilderness.” [Vayikra 16:6-21]

As early as the 24th century BCE, many ancient societies throughout the 
Middle East practiced a ritual of cleansing the community by trans-
ferring all of their transgressions to a sacrificial animal. A similar 
ritual, to be performed on Yom Kippur (the Day of Atonement), is described 
in the Torah. It involved the sacrifice of two goats: the first goat was 
cleansed and ritually sacrificed to G-d in the Temple. The other goat 
was marked for Azazel1; the High Priest lay his hands on it and imbued it 
with all the transgressions of the community. This second goat was then 
released into the wilderness, or, according to some descriptions, pushed 
off the edge of a high cliff to die a stony death on the rocks below. This 
ritual is the basis of our modern concept of the scapegoat.

We witness and participate in similar rituals today.  On a small scale, 
people designated as transgressors or scapegoats are pushed out into 
the wilderness.  We also push parts of ourselves into the wilderness or 
off the cliff in order to atone for doing “wrong”.  On a broader scale in 
the U.S., the prison-industrial complex makes scapegoats out of entire 
communities – poor people, people of color, immigrants, women, people 
with disabilities, queer and gender non-conforming people.  Today in the 
Middle East, Palestinians have been turned into scapegoats as a justifi-
cation for (U.S.-backed) Israeli occupation; globally, the racist stereo-
type of the Arab Muslim “terrorist” is deployed as a way to scapegoat 
Muslims and people of Arab descent and justify war and occupation on the 
part of Western nations. This scapegoating is socially sanctioned and the 
idea that it increases safety is broadly accepted.  

Scapegoating may give an impression of a cleansed, pure or “safe” com-
munity, but what happens to the goat?  And what about the memories – the 
unhealed wounds and unspoken transgressions of the whole community – 
that the goat takes with it over the edge of the cliff? 

Another strategy for addressing transgression, mentioned in the Torah, 
are the Cities of Refuge or Miklat Arei. In theory, a person accused of a 
serious crime, even a capital offense, could flee to a City of Refuge and 
live out their life, safe from violent retribution. The Talmud states that 
these cities should be evenly spaced throughout the land and accessible 

1 Azazel” is alternately understood to refer to a rocky cliff or to a mystical wilderness demon.



by wide and well-maintained roads. At every crossroad there should be 
a signpost marked Miklat (Refuge). The Cities of Refuge were not only a 
location for individual sanctuary but a vehicle for spiritual expiation 
and cleansing of society and the land. 

****

“Now we turn to memory, we search all the days we had for-
gotten for a tradition that can support our arms in such 
a moment. If we are free people, we are also free to choose 
our past, at every moment to choose the tradition we will 
bring to the future. We invoke a rigorous postivie, that will 
enable us to imagine our choices, and to make them.” 
—Muriel Rukeyser, the Life of Poetry, 1944

As an artist and an anti-prison activist who share a mystical bent, 
we both got interested in the idea of the City of Refuge as it relates 
to transformative and restorative justice. Micah is Jewish and Lewis 
is paganish of Christian descent; we believe in efforts to radically 
transform and reclaim religious and spiritual traditions by imagining 
and creating what is useful to us today.2  This effort at transformation 
connects us to our personal histories and provides a challenge to the 
appropriation of others’ religious and spiritual traditions.

As an artist and an anti-prison activist who share a mystical bent, we 
both got interested in the idea of the City of Refuge as it relates to 
transformative and restorative justice. Micah is Jewish and Lewis is 
paganish of Christian descent; we believe in efforts to radically trans-
form and reclaim religious and spiritual traditions by imagining and 
creating what is useful to us today.  This effort at transformation con-
nects us to our personal histories and provides a challenge to the appro-
priation of others’ religious and spiritual traditions. 

In our imagined theology, Miklat can be understood in concrete terms, as 
a real city of refuge that accepts “transgressors” of all kinds into its 
walls, forgiving transgression and providing safety from punishment. 
But we assert that it could also be understood as an internal, spiri-
tual process –of shedding an old self and leaving behind an internal-
ized scapegoat mentality, and creating a new worldview that provides a 
more esoteric form of refuge. Our explorations of the concept of Cities 
of Refuge lead us towards, through, and then away from the politics 
of prisons, war, and occupation as well as the politics of violence in 

2 Thanks to Susanne Sklar and Barbara Newman, scholars of Religious Studies at Northwest-
ern University, for introducing us to “imaginative theology” in the Christian tradition.



interpersonal and community relationships. In a path of struggle, the 
City of Refuge is our imagined destination. And yet we are tasked with 
building it right where we are.

These ideas are especially relevant to San Francisco as both a city 
struggling with its immigration and “Sanctuary City” policy, and its 
status as an international destination for transgender and queer people 
seeking asylum. In 1989, San Francisco passed the “City and County of 
Refuge” Ordinance (also known as the Sanctuary Ordinance) which pro-
hibits City employees from helping Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
(ICE) with immigration investigations or arrests unless such help is 
required by federal or state law or a warrant.3 The Ordinance is rooted in 
the Sanctuary Movement of the 1980’s, when churches across the country 
provided refuge to Central Americans fleeing civil wars.

We believe constructing San Francisco and the Bay Area as a place of ref-
uge for immigrants and queers is not a task of Utopic ease nor a nostalgia 
for the past, but a necessary and ongoing fight. Right now, some of this 
struggle’s hardest-earned gains are in danger. While the rampant gentri-
fication of the Bay Area frames it as a playground in which more privi-
leged people (including LGBTQ people) enjoy the fruits of others’ labor, 
many people still pay with their lives for the opportunity to live safe 
from harm. We believe it is dangerous to construct any Utopia as perma-
nent or easily maintained. And so we ask ourselves —and you: What if all 
people saw themselves as responsible for imagining, creating and main-
taining glittering cities of Refuge in our own lives and communities?

****

Transformative justice is difficult to define.  We understand it as a 
vision for community-based forms of justice based on support, healing, 
and accountability.  As in restorative justice models, the focus is on 
integration and healing – of both those who do harm and those who have 
been harmed – through consensual models that do not depend on punish-
ment and retribution.  

But transformative justice does not only depend on individuals – it 
depends on political transformation and tries to analyze and change the 
conditions that lead to violence and harm in the first place. Our chal-
lenges to scapegoating, isolation and retribution will be more effective 
when they go hand-in-hand with political struggles against the root 
causes of oppression and violence (patriarchy, capitalism, racism, etc.), 
and against concepts of penitence and sin that freeze our identities as 

3 http://sfgsa.org/index.aspx?page=1067



forever either “innocent” or “guilty.” The healing of transformative 
justice is intertwined with the collective empowerment of groups of 
people to change the conditions they/we live in. 

Transformative justice, for us, is about individually, interpersonally, 
and systematically building Cities of Refuge, Arei Miklat, and then 
inviting the scapegoat inside the city. The channels between these cities 
and the rest of the world must be open; the ideal imagined City of Refuge 
is one into which we desire to enter, not one into which we are forced.

To us, envisioning Cities of Refuge begins as a series of questions: Where 
do Cities of Refuge exist now?  Where do we see scapegoats, people demon-
ized as individuals or groups?  What would the world look like if neither 
violence nor exclusion were acceptable or assumed?  What if we knew how 
to respond to violence in a way that encouraged healing and integration?  
What if there was not a scarcity of healing to go around?  What is the 
connection between personal transformation and political transforma-
tion? What if exclusion, imprisonment, violence, sexual shaming, and all 
forms of scapegoating were not deemed acceptable responses to transgres-
sions?  What if the scapegoat were accepted into the City of Refuge? 

Transformative justice is a vision for the future but it is also a real 
movement creating change today.  Driven by the racism and inherent 
oppressiveness of the U.S. criminal legal system, possibilities for trans-
formative justice as a strategy of response have long been underway, from 
individual and interpersonal forms of resistance to small collectives to 
concrete interventions in the criminal legal system.  Indigenous com-
munities have also struggled to protect integrated models of justice per-
petually threatened by European-American colonization, and have given 
the restorative justice movement much of its fundamental knowledge.

As a vision and a strategy, transformative justice is inherently flex-
ible and we think that is part of its beauty and complexity.  It can’t be 
imposed systemically on a community; it is an impulse to healing and 
justice driven by a 
community and created 
from the ground up.  In 
order to illustrate 
the possibilities for 
Cities of Refuge and 
transformative jus-
tice it feels appropri-
ate to us to focus not 
on nailing down what 



transformative justice is, but on where it is – to locate examples of 
Miklat within ourselves and within others’ stories.  

This zine provides an inconclusive series of examples or bits of food for 
thought – not examples that will answer all of your questions about 
transformative justice, forgiveness, and social transformation, but 
examples that raised questions for us as we thought about and tried to 
locate Miklat in our own lives.  Some of them are sad, some are ambiguous, 
some are stories of failure, and some are examples of concrete organizing 
towards transformative models of justice. The examples here also suggest 
some of the problems; for survivors of violence, even systemic restorative 
programs such as South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
have not gone far enough in changing conditions or in supporting their 
healing from past harm.  We also noticed that in the mainstream media, 
most of the stories we could find about restorative approaches to vio-
lence focus on the process of individuals forgiving strangers who perpe-
trate violence and say nothing of far more common forms of systemic vio-
lence, anti-queer violence, or intimate or family violence.  We encourage 
you to add your own stories, anecdotes, and examples to the ones we sug-
gest here. Special thanks are due to Mariame Kaba of the Prison Culture 
blog and Project NIA, our friends Ari Lev Fornari, Rabbi Benay Lappe and 
Patty Berne of Sins Invalid, and to Creative Interventions for provid-
ing such incredible stories and feedback. If you would like to send us 
other stories or feedback, please email us at micahbazant@gmail.com or 
lewispants@gmail.com.

We have both realized over time that refuge, Miklat, is a place that can 
be located within our selves, a body experience as well as a social and 
political one.  We reflected on the simultaneously internal and external 
nature of searching for and creating Cities of Refuge. Most importantly 
we want to encourage you to think about what Miklat is in your own 
life or community.  Where and what is safety or refuge for you? How do 
broader social and political systems block you from refuge, or allow you 
to access it at others’ expense? Where and what is forgiveness?  Where do 
your own transgressions go?  Are they placed on a scapegoat, confessed, 
never told, or faced and transformed over time?  

Enjoy.

 — Lewis Wallace and Micah Bazant



This project draws on Jewish texts, and I can’t engage with Judaism without 
protesting the ways that it has been used to justify apartheid and ethnic cleans-
ing. One of the six Cities of Refuge named in the Torah is Hebron (in Hebrew) 
or Khalil (in Arabic), an ancient city in the West Bank that is sacred to both Jews 
and Muslims. Today, Khalil has become home to some of the most violent and 
extremist zionist settlers, who are protected by the Israeli army while they ter-
rorize the indigenous Palestinian residents. This photo was taken during my visit 
in 2006. Below is the central marketplace, with Palestinians walking in front of 
closed shops. Zionist settlers have built new, well-armed buildings on top of the 
market, and they throw garbage down onto the people below. Palestinains have 
installed chain link fencing to stop garbage, cinder blocks, and human waste 
from landing on them. Since 2006, conditions have gotten worse. —Micah



Restorative Justice—A Native American Perspective
by Ralph P. Brown. 
http://EzineArticles.com/3794472 

Imagine for a moment that you come down with a cold or the flu and, upon 
seeing this, your neighbors and fellow citizens have you arrested and 
thrown into jail. Shortly after your arrest, you go before a judge and jury 
who label you “criminal” and “deviant” for having stepped outside of 
social norms. They send you to prison where you sit for years, even perhaps 
after the illness has passed.

You may be saying, “Thank God this is only hypothetical and could never 
happen in an intelligent civilization,” but guess what? It is happening. 
And not in some far-off country with an evil dictator. It is happening 
here in America.

No, not for the physically ill but for those who suffer from psychologi-
cal and sociological imbalance. These mentally and spiritually ill 
people have been filling this country’s prisons for hundreds of years.

It is strange to me that some of the very people that would be shocked and 
appalled at the idea of throwing a cancer patient in prison for treatment 
would be the same person who would holler for more prisons and longer 
sentences in the case of psychological illness.

The Cuyahoga River  
As a country, the whole idea of what illness truly is and isn’t needs an 
overhaul. Some people may remember back in 1969 when the Cuyahoga River 
caught fire as a result of the pollution that was being dumped into it. 
The citizens began fist-pounding and sign-waving for the city or state 
to do something!  Where were these people when the first sewer pipe was 
installed?  Where were they when frogs were being born with two heads 

and five legs?  Where were they when no 
fish could live in the river?

Why do we wait until the house has 
burned down before calling the fire 
department?  The time to call the doc-
tor is not after the person is dead and 
buried.



Spirit Sick  
In Indian tradition it is believed that a person who steps outside the 
boundaries of social norms is “spirit sick”. He is out of balance with 
the harmony of the circle and, because he is sick, he is treated - not 
punished.

A criminal is not something you are, it is a choice that you make and, 
therefore, something that changes with our choices. In earlier times, 
our Medicine people would work with this person in what was sometimes 
referred to as a “Peace Village”, working to restore “right thinking” 
that would result in that person making higher choices in the future.

The difference between punitive thinking and a retributive system and 
that of the native Peace Village is that in the Peace Village, people - all 
people - have a place in the circle of life. They have inherent value. Not 
only was it preferable to restore that person so that he was a contribut-
ing source to the social whole, it was necessary. It was understood that 
the evil spirit inside a person could, in fact, be made stronger and have a 
far more devastating effect on the community if not treated.

Evidence of this can be found in any prison anywhere in the world.  Which 
spirit is nourished? The good ones or the evil?

It is more realistic to expect good things from a person who feels valued 
and a part of society than it is from someone who is treated inhumanely, 
in an unnatural and humiliating way and feels like he has no place in 
society, or a stake in its well-being.

Change the Way You Look at Things  
Dr. Wayne Dyer said, “When you change the way you look at things, the 
things you look at change.”  It is not until society changes the way it 
views illness and the current response to it that we can begin to work on 
a solution. It is not until we begin to see all people as valuable and not 
disposable that we can see them as coming from God and deserving to be 
treated as such.

I am the first to agree that there are people who need to be prevented 
from hurting and preying upon others but we can do this in a way that 
lends itself towards the restoration of that person. A better way exists 
and we don’t need to wait for the river to catch fire before we act!

“We judge others by their actions.  We judge ourselves by our inten-
tions.”  —Chinese proverb



Excerpt from Recovering the Sacred
by Winona La Duke 
(Cambridge, Mass: South End Press, 2005), page II

“How does a community heal itself from the ravages of the past?...I 
found an answer in the multifaceted process of recovering that which 
is ‘sacred.’  This complex and intergenerational process is essential to 
our vitality as Indigenous peoples and ultimately as individuals…What 
qualifies something as sacred?  That is a question asked in courtrooms 
and city council meetings across the country.  Under consideration is the 
preservation or destruction of places like the Valley of the Chiefs in 
what is now eastern Montana and Medicine Lake in northern California, 
as well as the fate of skeletons and other artifacts mummified by collec-
tors and held in museums against the will of their rightful inheritors.  
Debates on how the past is understood and what the future might bring 
have bearing on genetic research, reclamation of mining sites, repara-
tions for broken treaties, and reconciliation between descendants of 
murderers and their victims.  At stake is nothing less than the ecologi-
cal integrity of the land base and the physical and social health of 
Native Americans throughout the continent.” 
 

Antonette’s Story
from a BBC News Special Report on South Africa’s Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, October 29, 1998
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/special_report/1998/10/98/truth_and_reconcilia-
tion/203132.stm

Many black South Africans have been left disappointed with the achieve-
ments of the Truth Commission and the process of reconciliation it was 
meant to bring about.

Antonette Sithole is one person who remains haunted by memories of a 
period in South African history she would rather forget. In 1976, she 
found herself in the midst of a student demonstration that came to be 
known as the Soweto uprising, which led to one of the great crimes of the 
apartheid era.

It began as a protest against the implementation of apartheid educa-
tion laws which had seen the divide between black and white communities 
become a chasm. Large groups of students took part and soon the stones 
they hurled were met with bullets from the white security police.



Antonette’s brother, Hector Pieterson was 
the first to be killed.

Her extreme grief as a friend cradled the 
body of her limp brother was caught in 
a snapshot that became famous the world 
over. Today she continues her vigil at his 
graveside.

But while his death and many others have 
been investigated by the Truth com-
mission, the full details about what 
happened on that fateful day, remain 
unclear.  This has left Antonette bitter 
about the lack of progress made by the 
commission set up to uncover the sins of 
the past.

“I still don’t really know what has been achieved by the Truth 
Commission,” she says.

“I’m not really happy ... because I think some of the answers are not 
there.”

Her feelings are echoed by others in Soweto, who welcomed the idea of an 
investigation into the crimes of the apatheid era, but who remain disap-
pointed by the lack of reconciliation and the half-truths solicited by 
the commission’s work.

There is a perception that the black community, which suffered most 
under apartheid, has been far more sup-
portive of the process and that whites have 
generally evaded or obstructed its work.

The commission aimed to lay to rest the 
ghosts of the apartheid past, and heal the 
wounds of a divided nation.

But for Antonette and others like her, the 
wounds may not be so easily healed.



The Lessons of Nathaniel Jones
by Rick Reilly for ESPN.com, April 28, 2011

On the moonless night of Nov. 15, 2002, five young boys ran across a park, 
jumped a 61-year-old man, bound his wrists, duct-taped his mouth, and 
beat him with pipes until his heart stopped.

All for his wallet.

That man was Nathaniel Jones, the grandfather of future NBA star Chris 
Paul.

Today, those boys are men, sitting in prisons across the state of North 
Carolina, some serving 14-year terms, some life. On the TV sets in their 
prison rec rooms this week, the Hornets point guard has been wrecking 
the Los Angeles Lakers, averaging nearly a triple-double, the shiniest 
star of these playoffs.

The five are all about the same age as Paul, same race, same height, and 
from the same hometown.

They have one other thing in common with Chris Paul: All six wish they 
were free.

It’s something Paul told me during a “Homecoming” episode once on ESPN, 
and every time I watch him play I can’t get it out of my mind. Paul, now 25, 
said: “These guys were 14 and 15 years old [at the time], with a lot of life 
ahead of them. I wish I could talk to them and tell them, ‘I forgive you. 
Honestly.’ I hate to know that they’re going to be in jail for such a long 
time. I hate it.”

Whose heart has that much room?

“Chris Paul hates it?” says Geneva Bryant, the mother of one of the five, 
Christopher Bryant. “Well, so do I. My boy is 23 now. He’s been in since he 
was 15.” Her son has six years to go. Dorrell Brayboy, 23, has six years to 
go. Jermal Tolliver, 23, has seven. Two brothers — Nathaniel Cauthen, 24, 
and Rayshawn Banner, 23 — are in until they die.

Paul’s attitude stuns one of the defense attorneys who appealed the ver-
dict and lost.

“I’ve probably tried 30 homicide cases,” says Paul Herzog, of 
Fayetteville. “It’s very rare for a family survivor in a murder case to 



feel that way. You just don’t 
see that ever. That’s incred-
ibly generous of Mr. Paul.”

To understand how generous, 
you have to know how close 
Paul was to his granddad.

The man everybody called 
“PaPa Chili” was the first 
black man to open a service 
station in North Carolina and 
both Chris and his brother 
worked at it. PaPa Chili was 
known to let people run tabs 
when times got tough. Plenty of 
times, he’d hand people money 
out of the cash register to get 
by. Paul called him “my best 
friend.”

The day Paul signed with 
nearby Wake Forest, the first 
person to put a Demon Deacons hat on him was his grandfather.

The next day, he was dead.

None of the five boys were particularly hardened criminals. Only 
Cauthen had been previously arrested — twice for running away and once 
for stealing his mom’s car. They decided they wanted to rob somebody. 
Around the corner, in his white van, came that somebody — Jones. He’d 
closed the filling station and was now getting grocery bags out of his 
van. “Let’s go get him,” one of them said. They sprinted across Belview 
Park and jumped him.

Using tape they’d bought that day at a drugstore, they bound his head, 
neck and hands and began a “relentless, remorseless, conscienceless” 
attack, according to the judge who sentenced them. Jones died in his 
carport.

Paul, a high school senior, was so woebegone he was literally sick. Two 
days later, he scored 61 points for West Forsyth High School, one for 
every year of Papa Chili’s life. He purposely missed a free throw at the 
end, then collapsed into the arms of his father in tears.

Chris Paul and his grandfather Nathaniel Jones



His grief was bottomless. Every national anthem in college, he’d hold his 
grandfather’s laminated obituary in his hand and pray.

And now he wants the murderers set free?

“Even though I miss my granddad,” Paul told me, “I understand that he’s 
not coming back. At the time, it made me feel good when I heard they went 
away for life. But now that I’m older, when I think of all the things I’ve 
seen in my life? No, I don’t want it. I don’t want it.”

This is the kind of man Chris Paul is: He was president of his high school 
class all three years. When LeBron James’ girlfriend had a baby, James 
made sure Paul was there. He’s so humble that if you didn’t know who he 
was, you’d swear he was the pool man.

So what can Paul do?

He can appeal to the governor of North Carolina, Bev Perdue, and ask for 
their sentences to be commuted. North Carolina is not big on commuting 
murderers’ sentences, but I’d put nothing past the powers of Paul.

This kid floors me. Not just with the way he can dominate an NBA playoff 
game at 6 feet tall in elevator sneakers. Not just for the way he can twist 
Kobe Bryant into a Crazy Straw. Not just for the way he’d rather pass 
through a doughnut hole than take the shot himself.

No, what floors me about Chris Paul is his humanity. If strangers had 
bound my weak-hearted grandfather, beat him for no reason and killed 
him for the cash in his wallet — strangers who to this day have not shown 
a thimbleful of contrition — I’d want them in prison 100 years after 
they were in the dirt.

Chris Paul once wrote that his grandfather “taught me more things than I 
could ever learn with a Ph.D.”

One of them must’ve been love.



Sins Invalid: A Performance Project and a City of Refuge?
by Patty Berne with introcudtion by Lewis Wallace

From sinsinvalid.org:

Our Mission: Sins Invalid is a performance project that incubates and 

celebrates artists with disabilities, centralizing artists of color and 

queer and gender-variant artists as communities who have been his-

torically marginalized. Our performance work explores the themes of 

sexuality, embodiment and the disabled body. Conceived and led by dis-

abled people of color, we develop and present cutting-edge work where 

normative paradigms of “normal” and “sexy” are challenged, offering 

instead a vision of beauty and sexuality inclusive of all individuals 

and communities.

Our Vision: Sins Invalid recognizes that we will be liberated as whole 

beings – as disabled/as queer/as brown/as black/as genderqueer/as 

female- or male-bodied – as we are far greater whole than partitioned. 

We recognize that our allies emerge from many communities and that 

demographic identity alone does not determine one’s commitment to 

liberation.

Sins Invalid is committed to social and economic justice for all people 

with disabilities – in lockdowns, in shelters, on the streets, vis-

ibly disabled, invisibly disabled, sensory minority, environmentally 

injured, psychiatric survivors – moving beyond individual legal 

rights to collective human rights.

Our stories, imbedded in analysis, offer paths from identity politics to 

unity amongst all oppressed people, laying a foundation for a collec-

tive claim of liberation and beauty.

****

The poem below by Sins Invalid Co-Founder and Director Patty Berne 

highlights the ways in which people with disabilities are scapegoated in 

our society and viewed as a threat to safety that must be contained. We 

propose that the project of Sins Invalid itself creates a space of refuge 

through self-expression, storytelling, and liberatory struggle. 



Is your desire “safe”?

Is “this” safe?

Are You safe –

Are You sufficiently insulated from Us

the deviant, the disabled, the non-normative, the crippled

or might you become stained

by our leaking needs?

Is that why you settle most comfortably

in your mental lazy-boy

as we labor

to shield you from our difference?

(We, the disabled, the unconscious yet visceral threat to the able-bodied 

myth of emotional predictability and bodily control)

Is that why you contain us in institutions, police our bodies and move-

ments, abuse us, exterminate us, eliminate us even before birth – do we 

frighten you so?

Must we frighten you?

We concave our chests to hold your projections

cupped repositories for your fear of difference

your denial of your need for help

your terror of being vulnerable.

A wise woman once said

“Fear is behaving as though Truth were not the truth”. 

Living requires risk, as does the hottest of desires.

We live in continual risk.

And tonight

We

Are

Coming

Home.



Mennonite Circles of Safety and Accountability
Summary by Lewis Wallace, 
with notes from Michael Petrunick: “CANADA’s Circles of Support And 
Accountability: A Community Justice Initiative For High-Risk Sex 
Offenders” in Corrections Today. 
http://www.allbusiness.com/public-administration/justice-public-order/1053551-1.html

The Mennonite Circles of Safety and Accountability (COSA) were started 
in Ontario to support re-integration of “high-risk sex offenders” into 
their communities after arrest and incarceration. COSA is describes as 
“a unique community justice initiative that originated in the Canadian 
province of Ontario in the mid-1990s to deal with the difficult set of 
problems posed by “high-risk sex offenders” released from prison at 
warrant expiry, with no supervision and few resources, into hostile and 
fearful communities.”   In the COSA model, a group of trained volunteers 
agrees to work with someone who has sexually abused.  As the core group 
of volunteers helps the individual with basic needs in re-entry, such as 
housing and job searching, they also support the individual to prevent 
relapsing into violence or abuse with children.  Someone from the volun-
teer group meets with the individual every single day for at least a year, 
and the core group meets at least weekly to discuss the situation and 
make a plan.  None of the volunteers are professional law enforcement or 
social service providers.

The COSA system has had some successes with sex offenders, “maintaining 
a delicate balance between support and accountability.” Although this 
particular model deals with people who have already been in and out of 
the criminal legal system, it has potential for replication in various 
types of communities and situations.  It is driven by a supportive and 
humanizing approach towards the person committing the violence and a 
belief that it is possible to transform. 



Making Restorative/Transformative Justice Real: 
A Rape Survivor Leads the Way
By Mariame Kaba for Prison Culture Blog, November 29, 2010
http://www.usprisonculture.com/blog/2010/11/29/
making-restorativetransformative-justice-real-a-rape-survivor-leads-the-way/

“Forgiveness is not an occasional act; it is a permanent attitude. – 
Martin Luther King Jr.

A good friend of mine shared a remarkable article with me today.[see 
the original article at http://www.startribune.com/local/minneapo-
lis/110948624.html]  I am having a difficult time writing this because 
the subject hits so close to home. As a survivor myself, I find this 
woman’s response and her story even more poignant and impactful. My 
ideas about restoration and transformation were also forged in the fires 
of experience. I too had to learn that forgiveness is not earned but given.

The article opens with this:

The mother who was sexually assaulted at gunpoint in front of her 
children while cross-country skiing last week in a south Minneapolis 
park has a message for her neighbors:

Come out this week, she wrote Sunday on an online neighborhood site, 
to celebrate the Powderhorn Park area where the attack took place and 
help residents take back the neighborhood, which has seen several acts 
of violence this month.

“Celebrate our riches,” the unidentified 45-year-old woman, who 
signed her statement “The ‘Mother’ in the News,” wrote in support of 
organizers putting together two gatherings this week.

Take a moment to let this sink in for you. Think about the courage that it 
takes for this woman to share her experience with her community in this 
way just a couple of days after her rape.

“We survived,” she wrote of her ordeal. “We’re blessed with an abun-
dance of support and love. … Wow, what a great neighborhood we live 
in.”

Last week, four teenage boys were arrested on suspicion of having sexu-
ally attacked her in the park and, in a separate assault, two teenage 
girls in a nearby garage.



Earlier this month, a 12-year-old girl standing on her porch in the 
Powderhorn neighborhood was shot in the neck and possibly paralyzed 
for life.

Those crimes prompted residents and members of the Powderhorn Park 
Neighborhood Association to plan a rally this Wednesday and a brain-
storming session Thursday, to make the area safer.

Whenever people complain to me about the injustice of the current crimi-
nal legal system, I always respond that the only way that we are going to 
change this is by acting locally. Here is a perfect example of a community 
coming together in the face of real violence and tragedy to reconnect 
with each other and to think about collective ways to ensure safety for 
themselves and their neighbors. I am certain that there are hundreds of 
similar examples that take place every day in communities across the U.S. 
Unfortunately, these are never featured in the press. This is what makes 
this particular case so remarkable.

Instead of grief and outrage, participants have been asked to “bring 
music, art, puppets, laughter, hope and food,” Priesmeyer wrote in an 
e-mail announcing the gathering.

That sentiment was echoed by the mother, who was cross-country ski-
ing with her 10-year-old son and 13-year-old daughter when they were 
accosted.

“I would love it if people came out to sing, dance, ski, sled, play 
Frisbee,” the mother wrote in her posting. “Let’s make it a celebration 
of our community and our park.”

The four arrested boys — from 14 to 16 years old — are also being held 
in the sexual attacks on the girls who were attacked after the assault 
on the woman. The suspects are likely to face charges that include 
rape, aggravated robbery and false imprisonment, police said.

Four boys ages 14 to 16 years old… Their lives are now forever altered. 
How would you react to this situation? How would you channel your 
understandable anger and grief at the perpetrators of this violence? 
Here’s how the woman who was assaulted responded:

“I want to tell you that my children and I are doing quite well,” she 
wrote, “considering that we had a gun held to our chests only three 
days ago.”



She said she and her family are forgiving of the suspects, not much 
older than her children. “I guess I might fall into despair, hopeless-
ness and hatred sometime along my healing journey, but I can honestly 
say I don’t experience them right now,” she wrote. “My spiritual prac-
tices ground me in love and possibility.”

She noted that on Thanksgiving Day, the day after the attack, her son 
told her how he felt sorry for their assailants because they were in 
jail and would not be able to have the kind of fun life he has now.

“I’m pretty amazed at his compassion and understanding,” she wrote. 
“I have a lot to learn from my kids about staying in touch with what 
really matters in life. We sure got a profound lesson in having grati-
tude for just being alive.”

It is hard to continue to write as my eyes fill with tears. I was told 
years ago that to forgive is not for others but for oneself. This seems to 
be a sentiment embodied in the response of this woman and her family. 
I remember being consumed with anger and hatred after my own assault. 
And yet I was the one who ultimately suffered with those emotions. I know 
that there are many examples of cruelty in the world. I am not naive or 
pollyannish. But in this story, we also see human beings’ incredible 
capacity for forgiveness and compassion. These acts of compassion often 
go unnoticed. They should not. They need to be underscored and promoted.

I wrote about Desmond Tutu last week. He has written that “at times of 
despair, we must learn to see with new eyes.” I think that this is what 
this woman must be doing. “Seeing with new eyes.” He has also written 
that:

“Forgiveness gives us the capacity to make a new start…And forgive-
ness is the grace by which you enable the other person to get up, and get 
up with dignity, to begin anew…In the act of forgiveness we are declar-
ing our faith in the future of a relationship and in the capacity of the 
wrongdoer to change.”

Contrary to popular belief, this is not about martyrdom but about sur-
vival. I know that my own ability to forgive freed me to move forward. 
This is the promise of restorative and transformative justice. It isn’t 
something one gets from the traditional criminal legal approach to 
addressing violence and crime.



I opened by quoting Martin Luther King Jr. and will close with some more 
words from him:

“If I hit you and you hit me, and I hit you back and you hit me back, and 
go on, you see, that goes on ad infinitum. It just never ends. Somewhere 
somebody must have a little sense, and that’s the strong person. The 
strong person is the person who can cut off the chain of hate, the chain 
of evil.”

This woman is the strong person. 

“Preparing for Prison: Grief and Helplessness” 
By Mariame Kaba from Prison Culture Blog, April 16, 2011 
http://www.usprisonculture.com/blog/2011/02/16 
preparing-from-prison-grief-helplessness/

A friend called this morning. She’s been working with a family whose son 
is preparing to go to prison. The lawyers have agreed to a plea bargain. 
He will serve three years. All that is left is for the deal to be certified. 
In the meantime, he just waits.

The young man is 19. He committed his offense at 17. It’s been 2 years in 
the system. The closer he gets to being locked up the more depressed he 
becomes. He wants to kill himself.

Those of us who work in some proximity to the criminal legal system 
often focus on the arrest, the court proceeding, the actual incarceration 
and sometimes re-entry. Yet it occurred to me this morning that I person-
ally pay very little attention to that moment right before a person is 
about the walk into prison for the first time.

Today I was reminded of yet another terrible aspect of incarceration: the 
time right before the prison gates close the first time. What must this be 
like?

My friend spoke of the fear that this young man is currently experienc-
ing; debilitating apprehension. His family is equally beside itself. My 
friend asked me for resources that might help this young man. I was dis-
tressed to tell her that I know of none.

I offered some ideas. They seemed woefully inadequate. I suggested that 
I would reach out to some formerly incarcerated young men so that they 
could share their experiences with him. Perhaps they could tell him what 



their first night in prison was like. Maybe they could share how they 
survived. I know, I know that this is cold comfort. Someone else’s expe-
rience can’t replace your own. You have to smell the smells, you have to 
taste the food, you have to experience the loneliness…. No one else can 
do your time. But…

Still I want to offer something to this teenager. I want to tell him that 
his life is not over; no matter how he is feeling today. I want to tell his 
family that the best thing they can do for him is not to forget him on 
the inside; to keep contact (letters, visits if they can afford them). One 
of the tragedies of incarceration is the sense among prisoners that they 
have been foresaken.

So I made some phone calls and two friends who are former prisoners have 
agreed to take part in a peace circle with this young man and his fam-
ily. I am hopeful that the circle will provide him with a sense that he is 
cared for, will show him that he will not be forgotten, and will arm him 
with more information about the general experience of being locked up 
from the perspective of people who have done their time. I know, I know 
that this falls so short.

Ultimately, I feel helpless today. I really feel helpless today.

The Thread of Creation, The Breath of Redemption: 
Reflections of Teshuva and Restorative Justice 
by Ari Lev Fornari

The Talmud, one of the primary Jewish texts, teaches that seven things 
were created before God created the world and teshuva is one of them 
(Pesachim 54b). Which is to say that teshuva is a necessary component for 
the world to exist. It is woven into the very fabric of existence. Teshuva 
is a built-in mechanism that responds to the reality of being human. 

So what is teshuva? Teshuva (pronounced TSHOO-vah) comes from the 
Hebrew root “shuv” meaing “to return” or “restore.” Teshuva is an artic-
ulation of our innate capacity to change. Teshuva is a manifestation of 
our desire to be whole, our longing to forgive and be forgiven. Teshuva 
exists because human beings are messy. We make mistakes. Teshuva is an 
expression of our yearning for intimacy with ourselves, with others and 
with the Divine. It is a continual process, a redemptive cycle of healing 
our relationships with others and with the Source of Life. 



Teshuva is a process in which a person recognizes a behavior that is 
harmful to themselves or others, turns their attention away from this 
behavior, resolves in their heart to change their ways, and verbally 
confesses their actions to those that have been harmed. Complete teshuva 
occurs when a person confronts the same situation with the potential to 
commit the transgression again, and nevertheless abstains and does not 
commit it (Rambam, Path of Teshuva 2:1-2). 

If we are to live in relationship with our deepest values, we will inevi-
tably make mistakes, hurt one another, distance ourselves from what we 
think is right and true, distance ourselves from that which we consider 
most sacred. Teshuva is an always available pathway to restore our rela-
tionships and to bring us closer to wholeness. 

Quite literally, teshuva and restorative Justice are rooted in a model of 
change that seeks wholeness for everyone involved. Restorative Justice is 
a way of life and restorative values can and should guide everyday inter-
actions and not just matters that are designated restorative. Similarly, 
teshuva is always available to us. We are reminded to do it in traditional 
prayers thrice daily. In addition, the 40 days leading up to Yom Kippur 
are a booster-shot for teshuva, as we work toward complete atonement.
Teshuva is not about process for process’ sake. It is ultimately about 
creating the kind of world we want to live in. This is expressed Jewishly 
in the notion of Olam Habah – the world to come/the world that is coming. 
Teshuva was created before the world and is a path to the redemption we 
all crave and work towards. 

Maimonides teaches that someone who has done teshuva is ultimately 
more righteous, and closer to God, than someone who is righteous without 
having done teshuva. (Path of Teshuva 7:4). Teshuva is not a punishment, 
it is a source of holiness, of wholeness. In the words of Arundhati Roy, 
“Another world is not only possible, she is on her way. On a quiet day, I 
can hear her breathing.” Teshuva teaches us to transform our broken-
ness into connection; to breath in with an awareness of our actions, and 
to exhale that which is no longer serving us. Olam Haba is coming. It 
begins within us, as we resolve in our hearts to change. It lives in our 
relationships, as we move towards forgiveness and compassion. It touches 
our communities as we seek models of healing that account for everyone 
in involved. Together, teshuva and restorative justice offer visions of 
reconciliation that insist on the humanity of all people.



Community Responds to Domestic Violence
transcript from the StoryTelling and Organizing Project (STOP),  
a project of Creative Interventions 
http://www.stopviolenceeveryday.org

Two years ago, I was married to a man who I’d been with for ten years 
prior, and our relationship had troubles, had issues that people go 
through. Over the last year of our marriage, my former partner was going 
through training as a police officer, and at the same time, we had just 
relocated to a new state. And we were struggling with some large issues 
in the marriage, and things had gotten more difficult. And I just became 
increasingly afraid of someone that I used to feel really safe with.

I have three kids and, they were at that time, I guess, 10, 6, and 4, and 
they were witnessing a lot of arguments, a lot of loud screaming, a lot of 
doors being slammed, a lot of things that I felt were really unsafe for 
them to see. My home just felt more and more dangerous, more and more 
like I didn’t know what was going to happen. I saw him acting in very con-
trolling ways that I hadn’t seen before. I felt scared to leave the house, I 
felt scared to come home, I felt scared to sleep in my bed.

I think the last straw came one night when I had gone to a friend’s house 
and my partner followed me in his car. And when I arrived at my friend’s 
house, he pulled up and got out of the car at the same time I did, and was 
yelling and screaming horrible things at me, and I felt very afraid but 
I didn’t know what to do. I knew wherever I went he would follow me, so I 
decided I would go to my office, which was nearby, and it was night time so 
there wouldn’t be anybody there. I had a key to the building and he didn’t 
but I ran into my office and into the building, which he didn’t have a key 
to get into. But the whole time he was just screaming at me, trying to get 
me to come with him, to get me to have a conversation with him. And then 
when I finally got inside, I waited for a few minutes and he left. So that 
was the immediate situation I was dealing with.

So I called a friend, who came and met me at my office, and she suggested 
that I call another friend who had a house I could go to while we figured 
out what to do, so that’s what I did. So when we got there, everybody sort 
of sat around in the living room and just reassured me that it was, it was, 
safe for me to be there, that they were welcoming of it, that they under-
stood, you know, that I was at this point on the run from someone who 
was furious and had a gun and I still felt bad. I felt like I was exposing 
people to something that I couldn’t control, something I was, you know 
terrified of, but I didn’t know what else to do at that point, and they 
were saying it was where they wanted me to be.



My friends asked me, are there some people that I could gather up, that 
I could call, that you might like to have support from in this time. I 
guess I should say that being part of this, this community organization 
UBUNTU, which is committed to ending sexual violence, meant that we had 
a way of, of responding that I knew people would come together. I knew if 
I needed help people would come and talk to me and we could work it out 
together. So it didn’t feel like, it didn’t feel strange to meet, to call 
people and say, “Hey, I need help, and that this is what’s going on.”

And at the same time, experiencing these things in my home, felt like 
people would see me differently, people would judge me, people would 
think I was a hypocrite, people would think I was weak. And I remember 
being really troubled by that the first few days. But I got reassurances 
from folks that that was exactly what the point of the organization was, 
and that experiencing harm is not about being strong or weak, that expe-
riencing harm just is, and that it’s what we choose to do about it.

So, we made phone calls, and asked people to come over. We had 7 or 8 
people come over and just started talking through what to do. Which at 
that point felt totally overwhelming, I was still on, “Is this really hap-
pening to me?” and, “What can I do to, I don’t know, make it okay?” Rather 
than thinking of anything beyond tomorrow, or, next week.

But I think my wants were something like: I want to be in my home; I want 
my kids to feel safe. I think I said, “I want ___ to leave.” I think those 
were basically it at that moment, and then we just brainstormed what 
needs to happen right now in the next hour, the next day, the next week, 
for those wants to happen, and we just, we walked through it so if I want 
to be in my home, how do we make that happen? How do we make sure that’s a 
safe space? And I think one of the answers to that question was, at least 
in the in the near future, having folks be there with me.

So we eventually set up a schedule. We put out an email with a schedule 
for the week, and blanks for people to fill in, and I was amazed that 
people did fill it in. And they did come by. They came by every day and 
they came and sat in my living room, and they brought food, and we just 
sat together. I, I was amazed at that. That was the one,that was how we got 
home to be a safe space for me again.

When we were thinking about whether to call the police or not, I did feel 
like I needed some help in calming the situation down, but I didn’t know 
what to do, because if I can’t call his, his, friends on the job, and I can’t 
call them in--it doesn’t seem right to call them in an unofficial way, 
because who knows what’s going to happen with that. And calling them in 
an official way doesn’t necessarily seem like it’s going to produce any 



certain results either. So we tried to think about who could talk to 
___, then. And, I think we had figured out some people in the community 
that he could talk to, if he was open to doing that.

My mom talked to ___. And she was willing to deal with him. He was 
totally raging, and for whatever reason she was not intimidated at all, 
and just was able to really to talk to h-, him really calmly.

I had people checking on me, people staying, during the daytime hours, 
sometimes overnight for the next week, and it just felt good. It felt so good 
to have this full house, you know, this busy house of people coming by, 
and, you know, people were playing with the kids, and we were making art 
in the kitchen, and someone was always making tea, and it felt not alone.

In terms of talking about successes, I guess the biggest one is that I did 
get all three things that I wanted, that I identified as wants to hap-
pen. That, my kids went through that time feeling safe; that, ___ did 
leave the house; that I was able to return home; and that all that hap-
pened in, in a fairly short amount of time. So in terms of success, I’d say, 
ultimately for me as a survivor, that, those were the most meaningful 
successes.

Another success in terms of communication was that, I think we made 
a phone list immediately, that was one of the first things we did, so I 
always knew I had someone to call, and that people would call and check 
on me. Because at that time I think it was hard, I was worried about 
people burning out, I was worried about people feeling overwhelmed by 
me and my stuff. So, the fact that I didn’t have to constantly, hour by 
hour, be reaching out for needs to be met because we’d identified them 
beforehand and there were enough people involved that it felt like no one 
was carrying all of it, or more than they could It certainly wasn’t that 
things didn’t feel hard, it felt really hard.

I think what was helpful was this wasn’t an intervention where it was 
like, “how are we going to get ___ away from ___?” It was like, “how are 
we going to make sure that, that there’s not harm happening in our com-
munity? How are we going to make sure that we’ve done our best to address 
that? And that the problem was consistently the harm. The problem was 
consistently the events or the behaviors, or the things that were harm-
ful that were happening, but not him that was a problem. Not my choice 
to stay as long as I had that was a problem. But, but that was... not the 
relationship that was the problem.

That made it possible for me to feel like I could come into the space and 
say what I needed, which at that time really included not being someone 



who was perpetrating harm against him by engaging the power of the 
state, or by, you know, which whether or not it would have benefited me 
in that moment, could only have had negative effects on him. And then I 
got to make a decision about like what do I really need right now to do my 
work, to take care of my kids, to get through this day, to heal. You know?

We need to trust people to be the experts on their own lives and to take 
them seriously and have faith in people to set the course for working 
from harm to transformation. I think that comes best from people who 
are experiencing harm and have a vision about what they want. And to 
give people time to identify what that is and be willing to sit with the 
discomfort of not being able to rescue somebody in a simple or quick way. 
I think that those values were ultimately the most healing for me.

Healing from Accusations of Abuse
Anonymous

It was around 1999. I had been dating this guy for a few weeks. 

As I type this my entire body begins shaking. There is a downpour outside. 
I get a large glass of water.

He had mentioned that he’d been abused as a child but didn’t want to talk 
about it – other than that he was very communicative and seemed to have 
no problem expressing what he did and didn’t want. One night we’d had a 
date and been up late. In the morning we were tired but still fucking in 
that exhausted-but-can’t-stop crush scenario. I started fucking him. 

I’d had a lot of positive relationships and sexual experience. I’d also 
been with a lot of people who’d had negative and non-consensual sexual 
experiences, and had some myself. At that time, I felt confident in my 
ability to negotiate, play safe and read people’s body language. 

I was fucking him. It seemed fine. At some point I said something to him 
and he didn’t respond. I asked again – nothing. I was mystified. He seemed 
asleep. 10-15 minutes passed, then he appeared to wake up. I said “are 
you ok? I’ve never had anyone fall asleep in me while I was fucking them 
before.” He bolted out of bed to the bathroom, started puking, and yelled 
at me to get the hell out.

I genuinely didn’t understand what was going on. I tried to talk to him, 
pleaded to know what was happening. He just yelled at me to leave.



I walked home in a daze. One of my dear friends was a self-defense 
instructor who had just opened a training school. I stopped at her 
school on the way home and told her everything that had just happened. 
She thought he might have disassociated, had some kind of flashback. 
Apparently some people can disassociate and seem to be sleeping, or they 
can keep going through the motions of whatever they’re doing, but be not 
present at all, and have no memory of it later. This was the first time I 
heard about this kind of response to abuse.

We stopped seeing each other, but soon after we unfortunately got back 
together for a year and a half. He identified what had happened as sexual 
assault. I had come out in the queer and feminist movements of the 90s 
and my only paradigm for accusations of assault was “the survivor is 
always right”.  This, mixed with my low self-esteem, and his manipula-
tion, led to me allowing the label of ‘perpetrator’ to be put on me, even 
though I knew it wasn’t right. 
While we were dating he didn’t want to talk to anyone about “the 
assault”, but the dynamic between us became more and more unhealthy. I 
allowed him to cast me as the evil perpetrator who had to do whatever he 
wanted. As we finally started breaking up, he now wanted to tell every-
one that I had assaulted him. He also informed me that he felt afraid of 
me, which in his opinion, meant that I was also an abuser.

There was no trial, no jury of my peers, no inquiry – I was just accused 
and then considered guilty by everyone. Guilty of something so despised, 
that the stain of the accusation can never be removed.

I realize you have no reason to believe me. That you are probably reading 
this thinking: “yes, that is what all abusers say – that they’re innocent. 
That their victim has the problem.” Ultimately, it doesn’t matter whether 
you think I am guilty or innocent. This story has other questions. And, 
it may be an interesting mental exercise to suspend your disbelief for a 
moment and imagine that this could happen to you or someone you love.

***

This was my worst nightmare.  I had built a supportive trans community 
for myself and I basically lost all of it. My phone stopped ringing. 
People now made flyers for events saying “No Abusers Allowed” – this 
meant me. I had struggled with depression all my life, and fell into a 
suicidal despair for the next few years.

After I was accused, it became a witch hunt. It was a very volatile “com-
munity” – lots of unstable young people grappling with their gender 
identities, mental health issues, and all the usual related employment 



and housing and family issues. I know at least three other people who 
were accused of being abusers/perpetrators by this same person and his 
friends. They were all ostracized and ended up having to move to other 
cities. Some of them lost their jobs because of this. They were trans 
people of color and white working class trans people, all of whom had no 
biological family to fall back on. We were far from perfect, but had done 
nothing resembling these accusations, and we had relied on that commu-
nity for survival before being excommunicated.

***

In keeping with my learned feminist dogma/self-degradation fest, I des-
perately tried to be “accountable”. I adhered to the principle that you 
should inform anyone new you meet that you had been accused of being a 
perpetrator. This meant that not only had I lost my old friends, I made 
no new ones. I saw a therapist who specialized in working with cis men 
convicted of domestic violence and assault. I didn’t try to contact any of 
my old friends or go to any public spaces, because my ex didn’t want me in 
his space.

Unfortunately, my public profile worked against me. I’d been building 
trans community and resources, and had just published a ‘zine; I’d had 
friends across the country who were also fellow activists. Soon hundreds 
of people who’d never met me were standing up protesting my inclusion in 
films, insinuating that they’d also been abused by me, and insisting that 
spreading this rumor was necessary for “community safety”. 

Over the last 10 years I have worked through a lot of my depres-
sion and anger. But the accusation never dies, and every year there 
is another wave (smaller and smaller, but still re-traumatizing) of 
rumor-mongering.

During the years that I accepted the mantle of “perpetrator”, I did all 
the things one is supposed to do to “be accountable”. This made no differ-
ence in how others treated me – in fact it made the conditions of my life, 
and the treatment I experienced from people, much worse. This leads me 
to feel that many people who call for “community accountability” don’t 
actually believe that perpetrators can be healed, and that healing isn’t 
actually their goal. 

The person who accused me had been severely abused as a child. There 
was an actual perpetrator out there who had never been confronted. It 
was much less scary to accuse me, and to enjoy the twisted power that 
can come from being an outspoken self-identified survivor in certain 
queer communities. Its also satisfies certain dynamics of internalized 



oppression to accuse someone who looks like you, smells like you, who is 
marginalized like you.

There is also a disturbing hypocrisy when people who claim to advocate 
for restorative justice, ostracize and brand you forever. These same 
people who would fervently agitate for the rights of prisoners, and send 
books to accused murderers, saw no problem ostracizing someone they’d 
known for years.

I have grappled ad nauseum with the questions of forgiveness and justice. 
How to forgive myself for not protecting myself better. How to heal and 
forgive others when there will never be an apology or even acknowledge-
ment – not only from the primary individual, but from the hundreds 
of people who built this sub-cultural situation. This question extends 
beyond my individual pain, to ongoing experiences of suffering on a 
global level. For most of the serious transgressions one experiences, one 
will never receive apology or acknowledgement – so how do we all move 
forward and heal? How do we not only survive but create spaces of heal-
ing within our ongoing experiences of oppression and pain?

Relying on Community Organizations instead  
of the Police (Isaac)
Transcript from the StoryTelling and Organizing Project (STOP), a 
project of Creative Interventions 
http:// www.stopviolenceeveryday.org/

Creative Interventions: Why did you not want to call the cops?

Isaac: It just wasn’t an option. You know, on multiple levels. The police 
are like, you know, the enemy. So it’s like you just don’t call the cops. 
Now, like what’s inside of that, I don’t think it’s just like a theoreti-
cal political thing, there’s the fact that the police had just shot this 
person in front of hundreds of people, you know, video tape rolling. 
They had just been incredibly violent out on the street, there was like a 
police state in downtown. Like on every level calling the cops was not an 
option, right? So there’s the political level in which it’s like you don’t 
call the oppressor to help you out. You just don’t. Then there’s the level 
of our politics being like we need to like figure out ways to deal with 
this shit that aren’t about calling in the source of violence, right? So 
then there’s all kind of layers that happen with that, so then there’s like 
well why don’t we, right? And in this situation why don’t we? Here is this 
person who is distraught. Who has a gun. Who’s a person of color. There’s 



no fucking way we could trust the cops to do anything but—I mean what, 
what were the cops going to do at best? The most safe thing that they 
would possibly do would be to physically disarm this person which would 
involve, you know, violence, right? And lock him up. That is like the best 
case scenario, so it addresses none of problem, right, like at all.

It was about this person’s safety, but in a way that was not just respond-
ing to a crisis around their safety but also like what can we do? You 
know, so it’s not just what can we do by any means necessary to stop this 
self harm or harm to another person, but like how is what we’re going 
to do right now going to reverberate to, um, helping this person move 
through the period in their lives that is happening, unfolding, right, in 
this very acute way right in this moment? I mean I guess that that’s actu-
ally kind of hopeful [laughs], that even in those moments of crisis, that 
you are actually thinking about—that incorporated into why the moment 
is serious is also like the, um, future.

You’re never told in a moment—you know you might be told in all these 
other ways in life, right, about de-escalating violent situations, so 
it’s like oh, you have a beef with your neighbor that’s getting kind of 
heated, “Well, just try to talk it out,” or “You could hire a mediator,” 
or “Call a lawyer.” You know, like, you know and then other ways, right? 
Like in these interpersonal things, but very rarely is it—it, it ends. The 
discourse ends, I think, when there’s, um, a gun involved. Or an act of 
violence. Oh, well then you call the police. And it’s almost like it’s like 
a natural thing, right. It’s not even like you call the police because, it’s 
like and then it starts raining, you know, it’s like and then you call the 
police. It’s like an act of nature.

And so we don’t call the police we call this community organization. 
And I think that was like pretty [pause] it’s cool—I mean it’s cool that 
it exists, it’s cool that we knew about it, it’s cool that we did--but I 
think also what’s cool is that that’s where our mind went very quickly in 
this crisis moment. And so, I don’t know, once again it engenders a little 
bit of hope, you know, around um like our abilities to respond when the 
resources are so scarce, right?

And we started talking about what we had done, you know, and we started 
talking about like what could we do and where was the harm, right? 
What were the different levels of harm, right? Where are our efforts, 
you know, where are our loyalties, where are we invested, where are, you 
know, where are we in relationship to all this stuff, you know, what are 
our priorities?



And we talked about that and that was really good, and I think that 
that’s — what became the center was, OK, so there’s this thing that’s going 
to happen next week and it is potentially traumatic to this person and he 
has acted out in this and this way previously. His mode of acting out has 
intensified. So the harm or the potential harm has intensified, the harm 
to himself and therefore, the potential harm to others has intensified. 
So, what can we do to reduce the harm? And so we started talking about 
everything that we can do. And so like one of the major things we talked 
about is like: who else can we involve?

And that’s when it came up to where it was like, “Let’s try to map out who 
else can help here.” And the help being specific to what’s the most like 
urgent things, right? And what we’re trying to learn from these things, 
right? It’s like where are people’s people in these situations, right? And 
the analogy that was like we were all trying to lift something that was 
really heavy. It’s a lot easier to lift something that’s really heavy if you 
have more than two people doing it, you know? And especially if it’s some-
thing heavy that you all care about. And you all carrying it is in rela-
tionship to you caring about it and it affects how you care about it down 
the — ” and it’s true, it’s like, where are these people’s people, you know?

We’d love to hear your stories and feedback on this project! 
Email us at micahbazant@gmail.com &/or lewispants@gmail.com.



A FEW RESOURCES:

Communities Against Rape and Abuse
http://cara-seattle.blogspot.com
CARA is Seattle-based 501(c)(3) grassroots organization that promotes a 
broad agenda for liberation and social justice while prioritizing anti-
rape work as the center of our organizing. We use community organizing, 
critical dialogue, artistic expression, and collective action as tools to 
build safe, peaceful, and sustainable communities. 

Creative Interventions
www.creative-interventions.org
Embracing the values of social justice and liberation, Creative 
Interventions is a space to re/envision solutions to domestic or intimate 
partner, sexual, family and other forms of interpersonal violence.

Critical Resistance
www.criticalresistance.org
A national grassroots organization committed to ending society’s use of 
prisons and policing as an answer to social problems.

Generation Five
www.generationfive.org 
The mission of Generation Five is to end the sexual abuse of children 
within five generations. 

Restorative Justice Online
www.restorativejustice.org
Restorative justice emphasizes repairing the harm caused by crime. When 
victims, offenders and community members meet to decide how to do that, 
the results can be transformational. 

Philly Stands Up!
http://phillystandsup.wordpress.com 
Philly Stands Up is small collective of individuals working in 
Philadelphia to confront sexual assault in our various communities. We 
believe in restoring trust and justice within our community by working 
with both survivors and perpetrators of sexual assault. 

Prison Culture
www.usprisonculture.com/blog
This blog by activist Mariame Kaba is an attempt to document how the 
current prison industrial complex operates and to underscore the ways 
that it structures American society. 


