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damaged church. Those rooms have since housed dozens of
teams of Mercy Response church volunteers—including
wife Monica—serving in the area for the ongoing cleanup.
While in Louisiana, Pete says, “I realized how God takes
the messed up, destructed parts of our lives and cleans
them up through His people. That’s the tough stuff where
He makes us stronger and better.”

Bad decisions, new beginnings
Out of high school, Pete had learned the painting/paper-
hanging trade from Jack Hein, owner of Michael Painting
and Decorating in Waterloo. But Pete’s increasing use of
drugs got him fired from Michael. Next stop was a jail cell,
where Pete finally took stock of where he was headed and
changed direction. He gave his life to Christ in jail and began
to reconnect with family members who had turned their
backs on him during his rebellious years.

Convicted on five felony drug charges and facing 70 years
in prison at sentencing, Paulsen was released for 18 months
on bond posted by friends. He immediately became involved
with Heartland Vineyard, where he met his wife, Monica,
during a weekly Bible study.

They have two children, both 16, from their prior mar-
riages. Monica knew when she married Pete that she would
be waiting out an unknown prison sentence, but she never
hesitated. “I knew he was a different person when I agreed
to marry him,” says Monica. “I saw how genuine he was in
his Christian walk, and I saw the bigger picture.” Later when
he entered the IFI program, “Pete learned to be account-
able, to stop blaming others for his problems.” She says IFI
is great for connecting prisoners to a church, mentoring

them, making them feel welcome, and attending to the
needs of their families.

When it came time for sentencing, Pete’s new church
family rose in support. Members wrote letters to the judge,
praising Pete’s new direction in life. They packed the court-
room at sentencing, prompting the judge to find a larger
room. The prosecutors wanted the max, piling the sentences
together to ensure a minimum of 25 years behind bars. The
judge, in response to the church support for a changed man,
chose a different direction. Pete was sentenced to a manda-
tory minimum of 33 months on the most serious of the drug
charges, with the other sentences to be served concurrently.

New prison program challenging
Sent to the Iowa Classification Center at Oakdale for new
prisoners, Pete worked for nine months, helping process
new prisoners into the Iowa system. Along the way, he heard
about a new program for Iowa prisoners. He applied for and
was accepted into the InnerChange Freedom Initiative class
at the Newton Correctional Center, a round-the-clock pro-
gram launched by Prison Fellowship.

“It was hard,” he notes. “There were 54 in our class when
we started. Some couldn’t or wouldn’t do the work, and we
were down to 22 for the final phase inside the prison.

“We were up before dawn for devotions. After breakfast,
there were classes, library work, more classes, and finally
some recreation. In the evening, we had community groups,
counseling—both as a large unit and then as small groups
and individuals. We prayed, we talked about any issues we
had, and we met with our outside mentors who came in
every week.”

Pete’s mentors were a married couple, Carroll and Ros-
alie Dezwarte. They spent two hours with Pete every Tuesday
for a year. “Carroll taught by example,” says Pete. “Through
him, I saw how God’s love is shown through others. I saw the
heart he had for men in prison. He started a Freedom House
(transitional housing) for men in Des Moines in 2001. They
could live there until they were back on their feet.”

Wife Monica says, “IFI prepared Pete to have a purpose
in life, to prepare for a new life and not go back to the old
lifestyle that got him into trouble.” She made the three-hour
drive from home to the prison every Sunday for three years
to keep faith with her imprisoned husband.

And Pete had help from an unexpected direction. Jack
Hein, the painting contractor who had fired Pete for drug
use, was now squarely in Pete’s corner. Hein rehired Pete
during the time Pete was on bond awaiting sentencing.
Later, Jack and his wife, Jean, began making the 200-mile
round-trip drive from Waterloo to Newton twice a month to
visit Pete.

Notes Jack, “We had known Pete since he was a young-
ster in the neighborhood. There was something about him,
he was good-hearted and a good kid. I hired him to work for
me, but when he got into drugs I had to let him go.” Jack
hoped that Pete would get arrested before he got himself
killed.

Says Jack, “After we parted ways, I didn’t hear from him
for at least a year. Then the jail called. My only thought was,
Is he alive?”

Pete was alive and had surrendered his life to Jesus. Now
he was looking for help.

“Jack,” Pete cried. “I’m in trouble. Can you help me?”
“I told him the drugs would have to be gone,” says Jack.

He wouldn’t be doing that again. I also said he had to get
treatment. After that, I would put him back to work. I knew
the real Pete Paulsen wasn’t the one who had been doing
drugs.”

Jack kept his end of the bargain: picking Pete up at the
jail and eventually putting him to work. “Once back at work,”
says Jack, “Pete never missed a single day. He needed to hit
bottom to get straight.”

The payoff
It paid off for both Jack and Pete. After his graduation from
IFI and release from prison three years ago, Pete returned
to Jack’s shop and has become one of his most trusted and
valued employees. Now 41, Pete is the superintendent for
Jack at Michael, managing 20 employees. “I give him the
toughest jobs and he does them,” says Jack. “Today he is a
total success story, and I would bank anything on him.”

And Pete is giving back to the community in ways other
than his Rita week.

Pete and Monica jointly lead programs for men recently
released from prison. They meet once a month, for picnics,
camping, and other events, where the prisoners can bring
their families and meet with others going through the same
set of difficulties. An Iowa-wide program this past summer
drew 65 ex-prisoners. On Sunday mornings, Pete drives a
Heartland Vineyard shuttle van to the local work-release
center and the local substance-abuse treatment center,
bringing men and women to the church for worship and
fellowship. Pete says the aftercare part of the program is a
vital piece of his “network of new family.”

Kathy Kratchmer, who directs the prison ministry effort
at Heartland, has high praise for Pete Paulsen: “He is living
out a transformed life and he is a great encourager. He is so
willing to step out of a comfort zone to obey the Lord.”

Pete values the new start in life that came through the
InnerChange Freedom Initiative program. “IFI helped me
learn the value of relationships with others and how God val-
ues me. Before going through IFI, my self-esteem was very
low. But what God has given me through others, I can give
back to others in need. My church family, my wife Monica,
and Jack and Jean Hein provided a safe place for me to land
on my release from prison.”

Pete Paulsen is a changed life. By giving his life to Christ
and taking part in the training and mentoring provided
through the InnerChange Freedom Initiative, Pete and his
wife are now giving back to others as was once given to
them. At hurricane force.

Prepared for a Purpose
continued from page 1

Pete and his wife, Monica, are program leaders for
former prisoners in Waterloo, Iowa
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Employer Jack Hein (left) never gave up on Pete Paulsen—including firing him for drug use, driving 800
miles a month to visit him, and hiring him back when Pete returned home from prison, a new man.
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Pete Paulsen was once a part of the hurricane
Rita cleanup team. Now he works as a supervisor
for a painting/drywall firm in Iowa.
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by Zoe Sandvig

Presidential hopeful Sam Brownback
knew his recent trip to the heart of
bayou country wouldn’t necessarily

secure him any votes, but that didn’t keep
him from curling up in a 7-by-10-foot cell at
Louisiana State Penitentiary, Angola. Brown-
back, a senior U.S. senator from Kansas,
doesn’t shy away from the tough issues. He
firmly opposes abortion, embryonic stem-cell
research, and rising recidivism rates.

“We’ve got this huge problem with prison-
er violence, and we need to break the cycle,”
he told Inside Journal. This past December,
he traveled to Angola to walk the corridors of
a prison that has gained a reputation for its
success in helping to break the cycle through
its faith-based initiatives.

“The reason I went there was because of
the successes they’ve been having on reduc-
ing prisoner violence,” Brownback said of
the 18,000-acre plantation that is home to
more than 5,000 of Louisiana’s toughest
criminals. “They’ve had an amazing transfor-
mation at that prison. They’ve done it
through a moral transformation program.”
Angola leads the state, and the nation, in its
emphasis on faith-based rehabilitation
through its six chapels, several prayer servic-
es, a seminary program, and several thou-
sand lay volunteers.

“What they’re bringing is God back into
the prison,” Brownback said. “We’ve run God
out of the public square in so many institu-
tions, and it shows. [Angola’s] brought it
back in, and it shows.”

Before speaking with the inmates, Brown-
back changed from his business suit into
blue jeans and a Kansas State sweatshirt.
Then he dined with Warden Burl Cain, a
Christian whose influence has made “Ameri-

ca’s bloodiest prison” into one of the nation’s
most respected correctional institutions.

Like Cain, Brownback, 50, is a committed
Christian who uses his position of influence
to transform legislation. But his road to godly
leadership has not been without its potholes.
In 1995 the young congressman was diag-
nosed with cancer. After nine months of
uncertainty, he pulled through, only to find

himself lagging far behind in his run for Sen-
ate. Through these trials, he learned the
secret to true statesmanship—to view God
as his only constituent. This perspective has
led him to serve as an advocate for the voice-
less: the victims of the genocide in Sudan,
the homeless, and the unborn. And it has led
him to places like Angola.

“I believe all life is beautiful and sacred. I
believe that for all human life. I believe that
for the man or woman in prison. They have a
debt to society to serve, but that doesn’t say
their souls aren’t beautiful and unique.”

At the prison’s main chapel, an inmate
introduced Brownback to his 700-prisoner
audience: “He grew up on a farm. He under-
stands what it’s like to smell manure all day
long. He’s a bold man. He’s running on a plat-
form of reform.”

Brownback jumped on stage and bel-
lowed, “God is good.” His audience respond-
ed, “All the time.” He then began talking

about the nation’s incarceration plague:
“Two million people in prisons and we’re
building more prisons. How do we break the
cycle?” He praised Angola (and Warden
Cain) for its successful faith-based rehabili-
tation model. “That’s why I’m here. Good
programs have this in common: They’re deal-
ing with the heart.” He said he couldn’t solic-
it their votes, but he could ask them to pray.

After that, he made his way to his sleep-
ing quarters—a cell in solitary confinement
situated between the cells of a serial rapist
and a drug cartel killer. He passed the night

with a stainless steel sink and toilet, a thin
mattress, and a hard pillow, and woke at 6
A.M. “I didn’t sleep the best,” he told Fox
News. “But to go and feel and smell it, I
think it gives you a feel for something you
just can’t read about.”

Although the political rising star doesn’t
opt to sleep in SHU on a regular basis, the
senator’s hands-on approach to policy mak-
ing has led to several such sleepovers. In the
past, he’s spent the night at a homeless shel-
ter in Washington, D.C., and at the faith-
based unit at Ellsworth Correctional Facility
in his home state of Kansas. In fact, he’s
worked with USP Leavenworth, helping it
launch its own faith-based programs.

On a larger scale, Brownback has been a
major player in trying to pass the Second
Chance Act, a bill aimed at curbing recidi-
vism by funding programs—job training,
housing, substance-abuse treatment, and
mental health—that will help prisoners
make a more successful transition back into
society. He also hopes to incorporate efforts
toward reconciliation between perpetrators
and victims into future legislation.

Before Brownback left “The Farm,” he
visited Angola’s infamous death row—per-
haps best known from Sister Helen Prejean’s
provocative narrative Dead Man Walking. As
he passed through the long corridors, one
prisoner handed him a poem—an expres-
sion of God’s blessing in the midst of pending
mortality. Brownback tucked it away and
pulled it out again on January 20—the day
he announced his run for president.

As he waited anxiously to deliver his
speech, the senator began reading through
the poem again. It gave him courage, he said.
“If this prisoner on death row can talk about
how God’s blessed him, I can talk about how
God’s blessed me.”

2008 Hopeful Sees Beyond the Votes

them the privilege of becoming a father. The
second letter(s) they addressed to each of
their children, letting them know that they
were the treasures of their lives. The third
letter they sent to their parents (if they were
still alive), thanking them for the impact
that they had made on their lives. If their
parents were dead, they wrote a tribute let-
ter. Last, they wrote a final letter that their
families would read after the men died.
These letters reflected on the most precious
aspects of their lives and pointed their loved
ones toward heaven.

During this process, Greg considered
Malachi 4:6: “He will turn the hearts of the
fathers to their children, and the hearts of
the children to their fathers; or else I will
come and strike the land with a curse.”

This verse, combined with a growing
understanding of God’s countless “love let-
ters” to His children throughout Scripture
(the Ten Commandments, the Law, and
Christ, the living Word), motivated Greg to
do something to turn the hearts of America’s
fathers and children back to each other. He
launched “Letters from Dad,” a ministry to
help other husbands and fathers express
their love, affection, and hopes to their wives
and children through the simple medium of
a pen and a piece of paper.

As Greg developed “Letters from Dad,” he
realized that many men assume their chil-
dren already know how they feel about
them. Maybe they do. Maybe they don’t.

“We have to take the guesswork out of
what our children think we think of them . . .
so that they really know,” Greg said.

Letting them really know involves com-
municating your unconditional love and
blessing to your children. It starts by sincere-
ly complimenting your son or daughter for
things you truly admire about them, then
expressing the hopes you have for their

futures. It doesn’t have to be a work of litera-
ture. It does have to be simple and sincere.

Greg gives an example: “Dear Sweet-
heart, I’ve been thinking about you all day. I
was remembering the time when (a fond
memory) and how I felt when you were born
(all children want to know how their father
felt when they were born). It reminded me
of how much I appreciate _____ about you.”

This type of letter not only compliments

your children, but can also fill them with
motivation, hope, and confidence. And it
simply reminds them you’re thinking about
them. “Kids like to know we reflect,” Greg
says. “Dad’s in jail, but he’s thinking of me.”

A common mistake many fathers make
when they decide to actually sit down and
write a letter is to compose a 14-page essay.
“It doesn’t have to be long,” Greg reminds.

Neither does it have to be brilliant. “Don’t
worry about sounding dumb,” Greg says.
“Express your heart, feelings, and love.”

If you’re a father who just doesn’t know
where to start, Greg encourages you to ask
questions and make lists. First, ask yourself,
Who, in my life, needs the first blessing?
Whether it’s a daughter who is struggling to
get through the third grade or a son who
can’t shake a drug addiction, make a list of

10 things about this person that blesses you.
It could be as simple as “I’m blessed because
your smile cheers me up” or as practical as
“I’m blessed when you take time out of your
busy schedule to visit me in prison.”

Sometimes a letter of blessing to your
child has to begin as a letter of apology. For
prison dads, this is particularly true. A letter
of apology must always begin with humility.
Again, you don’t have to be elaborate, but
you must accept full responsibility.

Greg gives an example: “I am sorry for
________. Will you forgive me? I am seeking
with all of my heart to allow God to make me
the man and father that I haven’t been but
want to be. I hope that you will find the
power in your heart to forgive me.”

Greg reiterates—the Number One objec-
tive is to communicate unconditional love
and blessing. “It’s not about letter-writing.
It’s about changing men’s hearts. The
process unlocks a man’s heart and helps him
say the things he’s always wanted to say, but
didn’t know how.”

At conferences, Greg asks the men in his
audience to stand up if they’ve ever received
such a letter of blessing from their fathers.
On average, three in a hundred stand up.
Then he asks them to share the circum-
stances of those letters. Usually he learns
the letter came during a particularly difficult
time in their lives. Then he asks these few
men what their fathers said to them in these
letters. Almost always the answer is: He told
me he loved me. Then Greg offers each man
$10,000 if he gives him the letter.

No one has accepted it yet.

Letters from Dad
continued from page 1

� There is no such thing as a bad letter that begins with the
words “My precious ________” and ends with “You are the
treasure and love of my life.”

� Keep it short. One page is enough.

� Never, ever criticize. These are letters of blessing, not
critique.

� If you don’t feel confident with your writing skills, buddy
up with someone who is a good writer to help you put to
words the things in your heart.

� It doesn’t matter if you’re a prisoner or Bill Gates—your
children need to hear the words “I love and treasure you.”

GREG’S LETTER-WRITING TIPS

Sam Brownback, a senior U.S. senator from Kansas and a Republican presidential
candidate, heads to a prayer service at the Louisiana State Penitentiary in Angola.

AP
Im

ag
es

IJ May_June 2007.qxd 5/25/07 1:26 PM Page 4



"From Inside Journal, May/June 2007”, reprinted with permission of Prison Fellowship, P.O. Box 
1550, Merrifield, VA 22116, www.pfm.org

http://www.pfm.org/



