
ANGEL TREE CELEBRATES 33 YEARS
Angel Tree®, the Prison Fellowship program started by former 

bank robber Mary Kay Beard, is turning 30 this year. Through this 
unique program serving inmates’ children, more than nine million 
children in the United States have received a gift on behalf of their 
incarcerated parent.

Angel Tree founder Mary Kay Beard grew up on a farm in 
Alabama. She learned to shoot a gun while rabbit hunting with 
her brothers. But as she got older, she took a greater interest in 
firearms, becoming an expert in everything from a .22 to a .357 
Magnum. As a young woman, she married a man that she met on 
a blind date, only to discover months later that he had a secret life; 
he was an expert safecracker. He taught Mary Kay everything he 
knew. Soon, the newspapers were referring to the shotgun-wield-

LEGACY OF CHUCK COLSON - Prison Fellowships’s Founder
The story of the founder of Prison Fellowship is a testimony to 

God’s grace and mercy.
In 1974, Chuck Colson, a former top aide to President Nixon, 

voluntarily pled guilty to obstruction of justice on Watergate-
related charges and served seven months as a new Christian in 
Alabama’s Maxwell Prison.

I found myself increasingly drawn to the idea that God had 
put me in prison for a purpose and that I should do something for 
those I had left behind.

In his best-selling memoir, Born Again, Chuck wrote, “I found 
myself increasingly drawn to the idea that God had put me in 
prison for a purpose and that I should do something for those         
I had left behind.” 

Colson emerged from prison with a new mission: mobilizing 
the Christian Church to minister to prisoners. He founded Prison 
Fellowship in 1976, which has become the world’s largest outreach 
to prisoners, ex-prisoners, and their families. In recognition of his 
work among prisoners, Colson received the prestigious Templeton 
Prize for Progress in Religion in 1993.

On April 21, 2012, Chuck Colson passed away. His legacy con-
tinues, however, in the work of Prison Fellowship, and in the lives 
of the many people his ministry has touched.
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ing Mary Kay as the “Bonnie Parker of Alabama” for a string of 
robberies that landed her on the FBI’s Most Wanted List. Arrested 
in June of 1972, at age 27, she quickly collected eleven federal 
indictments and 35 charges against her.

She was convicted of grand larceny and armed robbery. She 
would spend a total of six Christmases behind bars.

The Forgotten Victims
On the three Christmases that she spent at the Julia Tutwiler 

Prison for Women in Alabama, local church groups brought the 
inmates gifts of toothpaste and soap. Intrigued, Mary Kay watched 
as her fellow prisoners wrapped up the small gifts and gave them 
to their children at the Christmas visit.

“Most children wouldn’t think much of such small gifts, but in 
prison there was such joy on their faces!” says Mary Kay. “It didn’t 
really matter to them what they got; it was from Mama.”

Mary Kay began to read the Bible in prison. She started a 
personal relationship with God, and her life turned around com-
pletely. After being paroled, Mary Kay accepted Prison Fellowship’s 
challenge to become its first Alabama state director in 1982. One 
of her assignments was to create a Christmas program for inmates. 
At one of her speaking engagements, a conversation with an ex-
prisoner’s daughter solidified the program’s focus.

“What about the inmates’ kids?” the woman asked. “They are 
the real victims.”

Mary Kay recalled the toiletries that prisoners gave their chil-
dren on Christmas. So she and a crew of volunteers began creating 
a program to provide clothes and toys for prisoners’ children.

The First Angel Tree
Their plan was to erect a Christmas tree at Birmingham’s 

Brookwood Mall, encouraging shoppers to buy presents for specif-
ic children. Then someone suggested writing the children’s names 

on paper ornaments shaped like angels, creating an “Angel Tree!”
Mary Kay helped cut out 100 paper angel ornaments and then 

visited prisoners to invite them to sign up their children.
“God never wastes anything,” Mary Kay says. “He used my own 

criminal past to give me credibility in their eyes. And they trusted us.”
Mary Kay called the caregivers of the children and asked what 

they wanted for Christmas. Then, she wrote each child’s name and 
his or her gift preference on an angel ornament.

On the day after Thanksgiving, the busiest retail day of the 
year, the first Angel Tree greeted shoppers at the top of the mall’s 
escalator. An advertisement in the Birmingham News had notified 
readers of the project. Many of the store owners agreed to offer a 
ten percent discount to shoppers who bought their Angel Tree gifts 
at their stores. The response was overwhelming. That weekend, 
shoppers took all 100 angels to buy gifts. So Mary Kay visited more 
prisons, called more caregivers and put more angels on the tree.

That first year 556 children received gifts, but the effects 
spread even farther. The next year, Angel Tree branched out to 
twelve states and soon became a church-based program. In the 
past three decades, the Angel Tree program has grown dramati-
cally. It serves children in every state in the Union, and it has 
helped more than nine million children feel loved by an incarcer-
ated parent at the holidays. Those millions of connections have 
laid the foundation for countless families restored to one another 
and to their loving heavenly Father. Thousands of children are also 
involved in its year-round ministry component, enjoying rela-
tionships with caring Christian mentors from local churches and 
receiving scholarships to attend Angel Tree summer camps.

Angel Tree’s broad reach has been made possible over the 
years by its relationship with thousands of dedicated churches 
who reach out into their communities to show the love of Christ to 
families isolated and wounded by the incarceration of a loved one.


