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A Transforming Power Rap
by Marvelous Mark Thomas 

Knife in hand I stand face to face with Death;
Looking calmly into the black end of a gun barrel,
Looming like the tunnel of Doom.

Standing defiant I test Fate,
Throwing myself into the embrace of Death,
Thinking it must be a good day to die,
The Fire of courage consumes my heart
But numbs my mind to the reality of right;
Charging point blank into bullets,
Feeling nothing while being struck,
I fall to cold hard concrete,
To wait as Fate gives the verdict.
Lying there the Great Son’s light shines into me,
The specter of failure turns to a greater destiny.
Rejecting my desired embrace Death throws me back,
Now sentenced to the life which I had feared to face.
The Rod of Transformation turns me into a channel,
I stand now with my weapon raised toward Spirit,
Struck by the Electric Fire I burn bright,
This dark night of my soul expires to sudden dawn,
As that Power that seeks to remake the world,
Flows out through my heart and open hand to humanity.
Humbled Phoenix after fiery fall I rise reborn,
Soaring exalted, fearless, back into troubled skies.

Mark Thomas, January 25, 1993, U.S. Penitentiary Lompoc, CA

Writing on TP Rap
by Marvelous Mark Thomas

“A Transforming Power Rap” 
is based on an incident 
where I was shot four 

times at point-blank range by an FBI 
agent during what might be called a 
“suicide-by-cop” attempt. The rap was 
written in 1993. The incident occurred 
in downtown Denver in 1983 while 
I was on escape status from federal 
custody for a bank robbery that I 
committed in 1981. Due to unresolved 
problems with Multiple Chemical 
Sensitivity (MCS) and Chronic Fatigue 
Syndrome (CFS), I had been frequently 
in a state of desperation and suffering 
since 1980 after dropping out of the 

University of Colorado at Boulder.  
I went rogue in 1981: stole a car, 
robbed a gun store and a bank in 
the San Francisco Bay Area. Weeks 
later, I was arrested in Laramie, 
Wyoming after a car chase during 
which I was almost shot and killed. 
Consequently, I received a 6-year 
federal prison sentence. Within 
one year, I had gone from being a 
college honor student with an interest 
in transpersonal psychology and 
spirituality to a convicted bank robber 
feeling hopeless and desperate. I 
struggled with my unusual maladies 
while in prison in FCI Englewood. 

After about two years, in 1983, I was 
sent to a halfway house in Oakland 
which proved detrimental for me. I 
wasn’t given any accommodation for 
my MCS, and when I began to suffer, 
I decided to run off and go back to 
Colorado.  
 
When I ran out of money, I robbed 
a savings and loan for about $600. 
I also had decided not to be taken 
alive: I would force any police trying 
to arrest me to shoot me, and that is 
what happened after I returned to 
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downtown Denver about a month 
later. During a foot chase with FBI 
agents through downtown Denver, 
I stopped and pulled out a large 
folding knife.  After many seconds 
with an FBI agent pointing his gun 
at me and yelling at me to drop 
the knife, I prayed, “Not my will 
but thine be done,” and charged 
forward.  
 
The lucid near-death experience that 
occurred after being shot, cleared 
my mind, and brightened my path 
forward. I had a vision of the future 
with myself teaching. Ironically, 
surrendering myself to Transforming 
Power during a violent incident 
brought me great inner peace and 
calm. Transforming Power changed 
my perspective and attitude. In the 
future, I would be calm, responsible, 
and in control of my behavior 
and destiny. The Transforming 
Power within myself surged and 
reconnected me to the Transforming 
Power in the environment. 
Consequently, I knew I would be 
alright, and that my desperation, 
suffering, and criminal behavior 
was over. However, the judge did 
not know that and added 20 more 
years to my previous sentence.  

 
Since the shooting incident, while 
in prison and after release, I was 
able to deal with difficult physical 
and social environments without 
suffering, desperation or evasion. 
While in prison, I rededicated to the 
service of humanity, which I had first 
done at 16 years of age. I taught, 
mentored, connected, and gathered 
with other positively minded people. 
After prison, on the streets, I found 
I could intervene in potentially 
violent conflicts between other 
people with good results by being 
thoughtful, calm and present. My 
personality and spiritual orientation 
had not changed, but I was more 
spiritually energized and able to 
reject negative influences, seen and 
unseen. My negative attitudes of 
pessimism and irresponsibility for 
my reactions were transformed, and 
therefore, the direction of my life 
was changed irrevocably. I became 
“the master of my fate” and “the 
captain of my soul”. 
 
I was able to make good use 
of my next 11 years in prison 
by developing myself socially, 
spiritually, psychologically, 
educationally, and vocationally. I 

earned a B.A. in Social Sciences 
from Chapman University in 
1992. In the same year, AVP 
workshops started at USP Lompoc, 
and I participated in the first 
workshop. I was sold on AVP 
after that workshop, because I 
saw the immediate positive effect 
it had on the men participating. 
Within a year, I became a regular 
facilitator and the inside workshop 
coordinator at Lompoc.  
 
While in prison, I realized that one 
thing people returning to normal 
society needed to successfully 
reenter was to hang onto something 
positive and prosocial after they 
were released. AVP was the major 
prosocial activity that I hung onto, 
and I have continued being involved 
with it since 1994, when I was 
released, until now. In 2000, I 
earned a Master’s degree in East-
West Psychology from the California 
Institute of Integral Studies.  Today, 
being an educator, a restorative 
justice practitioner, and an AVP 
facilitator continually brings 
Transforming Power into 
my life.

...continued from Page 1, Writing...

What has AVP meant to me? 
by Marvelous Mark

Transforming Power for all:
AVP gave me words to clothe my life changing experience,

Transforming Power,
 

 Turning things around for all to see,
AVP gave me words to help others understand our human experience,

Transforming Power,
 

From that first Basic in 1992 in the Federal Penitentiary at Lompoc, California;

To the latest World Gathering in 2017 in Kathmandu, Nepal;

Transforming Power for all. 

(Facebook Post, November 27, 2017)
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My AVP Experience 
by Sassy Susan 

Morning came on cold, dark and early, pushing 
me out of my warm bed before the sun had even 
peeked. My AVP-approved outfit was laid out for 

easy dressing: no jeans, no red, no blue; no skin, etc. 
 
Weeks earlier, I had attended a Volunteer Orientation 
meeting at Restorative Partners. It kindled an excitement 
and I wanted to be part of this life-affirming movement. 
Imagine! Right here in my own town! I signed up for 
a weekend of ‘facilitator’ training, and my first AVP 
adventure. I would mingle with the guys at the Honor 
Farm for 22 hours over three days. 
 
I pulled into the parking lot before 7:00 A.M. Not my 
style to be outside at such an hour. Joining three other 
volunteers, we were allowed passage through the 
heavily locked door into the public entry where they took 
our personal effects and led us across the parking lot to 
a chilly, spacious bungalow. The men had not arrived yet 
nor had the coffee pot. 
 
After reviewing and refining the day’s agenda, I pored 
over my still unfamiliar AVP Manual. Soon, the men filed 
in, dressed in blue, and selected seats we had arranged 
in a circle. We (four) volunteers sat spaced apart so as to 
encourage communication with the men, some of whom 
were also training to be facilitators. 
 
There were inmates who knew more about this training 
than I did. I was there to learn as much as anyone else. 
My feelings that morning were mostly curious...if that can 
be said to be a feeling (about which we would learn a 
good deal more). 
 
The morning began with the ice-breaking Adjective 
Exercise wherein we went around the circle introducing 
ourselves with a revealingly descriptive word. I settled on 
‘Sassy’ which may tell more than I realized at the time. 
 
The ensuing days brought me into a space I had thought 
about, read about, but never experienced - aside from 
an awful visit to see my son many years earlier in a 
southern California facility. I had come to believe that 
people behind bars may well be the most forgotten and 
overlooked persons in society. Without doubt, they are 
misunderstood. How can we understand people we 
never meet?  
 
An activist at heart, I had been a civil rights proponent 
since the early sixties. This looked like my cup of 
tea. What I found this first weekend was a group of 
charming, smart, some shy and some outgoing, men 

who seemed earnestly interested in self-improvement. 
Many had been abused early in life and carried painful 
histories. I could not know the reasons they were there, 
or even the reason they had chosen (or been chosen) 
to participate in the workshop. I only knew that I was 
privileged to meet some interesting and sympathetic souls 
who I would gladly welcome into my neighborhood. 
 
This very long weekend became a Life-Affirming event for 
me, personally. 
 
I came away with a profound sense of ..’there but 
for the grace of..’, as well as a smattering of new 
communication skills I would continue to sharpen for use 
in my own familial dilemmas over the ensuing years. 
And I’m still working on that! 
 
Awestruck by the skillful facilitation I witnessed that 
weekend, I felt unworthy to presume that I might gain 
such skills. Nor was I certain about taking it on. But there 
were only two choices: to come back and commit to 
further training, or never return. I opted for more! 
 
This decision has opened my life in ways I cannot really 
explain. Quite frankly, the many weekends I have spent 
with men and women in the Honor Farm, Juvenile Jail 
and the prison have given me more than I could possibly 
have offered them. I am always amazed by the personal 
appreciations written on our colorful papers at the close 
of a session. As I am impressed by the talents and gifts 
of people behind bars, and how rich might be their 
contributions to society when freed. 
 
Hope and gratitude abound in spite of histories of 
despair and 
limitation, 
much of 
it clearly 
caused 
by the 
injustices 
of systemic 
racism and 
poverty. 
In spite of 
everything, it 
seems that the 
human soul is 
incredibly resilient.
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Upcoming AVP Zoom trainings

AVP T4F Virtual Workshop

An AVP T4F workshop offered on Zoom; Must have completed a Basic and Advanced AVP. 
This workshop will run on 3 consecutive days in one weekend.

Fri, Jun 11th , from 5pm-8.00pm PDT and Sat, Jun 12th and Sun, Jun 13th 8am- 12pm PDT. 

Participants must complete all 5 sessions to receive a certificate of completion.
For those interested in becoming a volunteer AVP facilitator, this is the 3rd of 3 workshop trainings.
To pre-register, please email 
avpav@aol.com

Compassionate Witnessing – Weekly

Weekly Compassionate Witnessing mini-workshop on Zoom.
Fridays, 7 to 9:30 PM PST.

The exercises used in this workshop are similar to the Empathy exercise, the Reflection exercise, the Who Am I? 
exercise, and the brainstorm exercises frequently used in AVP workshops. Compassionate Witnessing is practice 
which involves participants sharing their experiences, actively listening, and restoratively questioning each other 
in an empathic manner that benefits all involved. If you are interesting attending, contact Mark Thomas: 
mark.k.thomas777@gmail.com

 Information on additional workshops can also be found on the AVP/CA website: 
http://avpcalifornia.org/events/

 AVP Annual National Gathering (Virtual) 2021 
 
Save the dates of May 28th -May 31st for the upcoming AVP National Gathering on Memorial Day 
weekend. The theme of this year’s conference will be “Building Our tomorrow”. This online gathering will have 
a world cafe, a plenary session, community building, breakout sessions on a variety of topics and much much 
more. Do not miss this exciting opportunity to connect with fellow AVP facilitators around the country! 
 
Click on the link below to register and see the calendar of events: 
https://www.avpusaconference.org/

mailto:avpav@aol.com
mailto:mark.k.thomas777@gmail.com
http://avpcalifornia.org/events
https://www.avpusaconference.org/
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The AVP/CA newsletter editorial team for this edition consisted of Bountiful Betty McEady, Marvelous 
Mark Thomas and Radiant Rabia. We welcome your submissions and contributions. Please email us 
at rabia_cali@yahoo.com

Living with the Anger that Accompanies Chronic Pain
by George Griller, MN DOC

Materials:  flip chart with markers and possibly a 
picture illustrating Gate Control Theory and how pain 
is processed in the body

 SITUATION:  I live with chronic pain: vibrating 
nerves, numbness, jerks and cramping. I also lived 
with hearing loss and blindness over many years.  This 
can trigger anger.

When someone mocks me for any of my physical 
limitations or runs into me or knocks the white cane 
from my hands, I get angry, startled, and perhaps 
afraid for my well-being.

My anger makes me want to lash out and strike back.  
This need to retaliate is driven by self-protection and 
often transference: “I want you to feel some of the pain 
that is going on in my body.”  Also, by sharing my 
pain it gives me an opportunity not to think about my 
own pain for a moment.

I do not want these behaviors repeated so what can 
I do?

GATE THEORY EXERCISE:
 
Step 1.   Understanding Gate Control Theory:

Gate Theory was designed to help explain the 
connection between the mind and the body’s feeling of 
joint pain.  It was designed by a psychologist, Ronald 
Melzack and an anatomist, Patrick Wall.  According 
to Gate Control Theory, how pain is experienced is 
not only related to the injury but also our thoughts, 
feelings, and beliefs.

Pain messages travel from nerves in the body to the 
spinal cord, up the spinal cord, and into the thalamus 
(where touch information is processed.)  From there 
the information is processed in the context of how the 
person is feeling, what they are doing, their attention, 
and their prior experiences.

The idea behind Gate Control Theory is that there are 
many tiny “gates” in the spinal cord that control how 
much pain is allowed to pass through to the brain.  The 

brain can order the gates to open wider, which will 
result in more and stronger pain.  The brain can also 
order the gates to close, which will result in less pain. 

Step 2.   Brainstorm Things that Can Open the 
Gates and Things that Close the Gates

First brainstorm the kind of things that can open the 
gates for you…..  (scribe these on the board)
(i.e., Negative thoughts, expectations, anxiety, fear, 
depression, bad memories, stress)

Next brainstorm things that can close the gates…. 
(i.e., meditation, relaxation techniques, cognitive 
challenges, exercise that increases endorphins, 
biofeedback, positive moods, massage, heat/cold, 
medications, alternative medicines such as acupuncture 
or herbs.)

 Step 3.  Gate Control Theory Discussion

According to Gate Control Theory, if you focus only 
on the pain, the pain will feel worse and last longer.  
However, if you shift your focus, challenge you 
thoughts, or add other sensations (touch, smell, sound, 
taste) then the pain will not be perceived as being so 
severe.  For example, if you bang your shin into a 
table and then quickly rub it, it does not hurt as badly 
as if you had not rubbed it.  Rubbing your chin did 
not heal the injury.  Instead, you sent your brain the 
non-pain message of rubbing so that not all the “pain 
messages” got through.

 Discussion Questions: 

What are some thoughts, behaviors or feelings that 
make your pain worse?
What are some things you can do to close your own 
pain gates?
Share challenges and strategies

 Idea:  Keep a Gate Control diary:  Keep a log or 
journal of times you feel pain, then, develop a list of 
things you might do to close your pain gates if this 
happens again.

AVP
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