
Giving Memphis’ 
Children a Chance 
to Grow
A Look into the Courageous E� orts of Jonah’s Journey
By Stephanie Beliles, photography courtesy of Jonah’s Journey 

Roughly 22 percent of Tennessee’s female inmates have children. Prior to their mothers’ arrests, these children 
are involved in circumstances so dysfunctional that society finds it impossible to relate. Many of them are being 
raised by women who are addicted to drugs, commit theft and are convicted of aggravated assault. Some of 
these children have their innocence robbed of them for a drug fix or quick cash, all at the hands of the one 
who gave them life. Terrified and often alone, these children are left to physically and emotionally fend for 
themselves until Mommy is eventually taken away by the state. 

During their most formidable years, thousands of local children lose their mothers 
to incarceration. When the state determines that no next-of-kin is available to 
raise the children of these women, foster families are called upon to provide for 
the kids. With state-funded foster care, the emotional rehabilitation (if any) is 
directed to the child while the mother is left to whatever the correctional facility 
feels appropriate. In most cases, the mothers do not see the child while they are 
in prison. In fact, most do not see one visitor during their sentence. A general 
consensus is that the wayward mothers should never see their children again. 
However, a child losing a mother, no matter how debilitated, can have a severe 
negative impact. Armed with that consideration, LeAllison Whittinghill and Lisa 
Herrin started a crusade in Tennessee for these children in hopes that their idea 

of a family unit is restored, and that includes their mother. 

“I could have just as easily been that mother.” Lisa states this plainly and in full 
earnest. It should be noted that Lisa Herrin is extremely active within her church 
community in Nashville, Tennessee. She has no prior felonies, no addictions 
overcame, and she exists in a warm and friendly home atmosphere. Still, Lisa 
understands the implications one’s environment can have on their life. In other 
words, the ideas of family value, moral duty and self-worth are subject to how 
a child is raised. Lisa considers herself not only blessed, but called on by God 
to facilitate positive impact for children who may otherwise end up in situations 
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similar to their mothers. So when LeAllison Whittinghill, a fellow church member 
of Lisa’s, started ministering to incarcerated women and fostering their children, 
Lisa knew she was being called to be a “funnel” for these children. 

Funnel is an interesting descriptive, but it is accurate in explaining foster 
care: foster families live a life of uncertainty. They take innocent children from 
dangerous situations. They clothe them and love them as any biological parent. 
They, in essence, rescue these children. In turn, they build a relationship and 
develop strong bonds of love with the children knowing that when the mother is 
released, the children may go home with her. LeAllison fostered her first child, 
Jonah, who was born of an imprisoned mother seeking a Christian home to 
watch over her child. LeAllison made her way to the Tennessee Prison for Women 
on a muggy July day in 2007 to pick up her family’s new foster child, and she 
knew immediately Jonah “was going to change the world.” Jonah did, in fact, 
change everything for what LeAllison, Lisa and many other Tennesseans know 

about foster care. LeAllison did not just want to rescue Jonah, she wanted to 
rescue Jonah’s mother from herself. 

About 95 percent of incarcerated mothers grew up in foster care homes 
themselves. The harsh reality is something in traditional state-facilitated foster 
care is missing the mark. LeAllison believes that it is as important for the 
caregivers to have a relationship with the child’s mother as it is to form a bond 
with the child. It was important to her that she took Jonah on regular visits to 
his mother, where they would pray together, talk about forgiveness and share in 
each other’s hardships. That started a foster revolution. With the encouragement 
of LeAllison and the motivation of seeing her son, Jonah’s mother overcame her 
struggles, was released and then reunited with Jonah.

LeAllison’s fostering of Jonah sparked a domino effect within the prison system. 
Inmates and prison volunteers were hearing of the women who wanted direct 
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and strong communication with the mother, and other pregnant inmates 
reached out for help. Unlike state foster placements, the mother has an option 
to voluntarily place her child with an alternative foster home. “We received a call 
about another woman in prison. Then another. The calls kept coming, and we 
realized there was a huge need for what we were doing,” said LeAllison. Lisa, 
who was at the time a neonatal nurse, prayed for countless hours then decided 
that fostering with LeAllison was something she needed to do. Lisa came on 
board and fostered Maddie Grace. Lisa’s nurse’s intuition told her something 
was not right with Maddie Grace’s development. A visit to the doctor revealed 
that Maddie Grace needed to have her skull reconstructed. 

Now fully recovered, Maddie Grace has been adopted by Lisa and her husband. 
Lisa and Maddie Grace continued to visit her biological mother in prison. Months 
later, when Lisa went to pick up Maddie Grace’s mother, Lisa received a life-
altering request: Maddie Grace’s mother wanted Lisa to adopt the child. “I was 
having a hard time thinking her mother wouldn’t succeed. It was difficult for me. 
But I knew in my heart God wanted me to adopt this child.” These situations were 
emotional yet thrilling rollercoaster rides for LeAllison and Lisa, and through the 
power of prayer and the notice of need, Jonah’s Journey was born.

When asked if it is difficult to see a child return to a mother who previously 
abused drugs, Lisa drops a theological bomb: “It is important to learn to love 
the unloveable. I am not always loveable, but God has never left me and will 
always love me.” Selfless love and sacrifice is paramount to fostering for Jonah’s 
Journey, and it can be a mirrored ideology. It is a selfless act to recognize 
weakness and failure as a parent, addict or otherwise, and offer your child to 
adoption. 

Lisa has nothing but respect and empathy for Maddie Grace’s biological mother. 
“Maddie Grace’s mother had grown up in foster care, and it led to her leading 
a life of crime and addiction. Maddie Grace has two older siblings that were 
placed in traditional foster care and then later made poor life choices and 
entered juvenile detention. She didn’t want that for Maddie Grace. She was 
selfless enough to recognize she deserved to stay in the home we provided for 
her, one where she was safe.” The shuffling act of children from home to home 
that typically occurs in state foster care often leads to a child having mental 
instability, anger issues and a tendency to use illegal drugs. In trying to save 
these children, they feel unstable and unwanted, which is a recipe for failure. 
They end up being the next generation of incarcerated parents. Jonah’s Journey 
combines their Christian ministry to both the foster children and the imprisoned 
mother in order to create a holistic healing process. 

Former incarcerated mother Latasha Lee explains why she wanted her and her 

child in the Jonah’s Journey program, “I wanted my child to be taken care of, 
and not by state custody; I’ve been in state custody and foster homes, so I know 
what that is. I wanted something different for him.” Latasha had been arrested 
for her second time, and she was nearly nine months pregnant. At that point, she 
was floating in a sea of self-loathing and disparity, afraid to tell her family she 
failed again. She had already failed a young son, who refused to stay with her the 
first time she was released, saying “No, mama, I’m scared you’re going to leave 
again.” He had witnessed his mother abuse drugs and fail at being a parent so 
much, that at ten years old, he had already lost hope. That hurt motivated her 
to change. 

Latasha hit her knees hard in prayer, begging that her unborn child avoid state 
foster care. She heard about Jonah’s Journey, and she knew that was the best 
choice for her and her child. “I stayed in church, I met with my son and his 
caregivers once a week, and I promised God I would stay by His side like He was 
staying by mine.” When Latasha was released in 2012, her baby, a son named 
Victor, was two years old. The state gave her 30 days to secure a job, and she 
hit the pavement hard and did just that. Latasha found a job at a local Chik-Fil-A 
where she works 50 hours a week and is saving money to give her children 
the home they deserve. Her oldest, now 14 years old, encourages her. Latasha 
gives him and the Christian family from Jonah’s Journey full credit for making 
her believe in herself. 

Jonah’s Journey has already fostered more than 100 children in its seven 
years. Lisa and LeAllison’s church in Nashville has nearly 40 families involved 
in fostering. There are dozens of success stories of mothers getting the help 
they need from the courageous caregivers and ministers. There are also success 
stories of mothers realizing that it is in the best interest of the child to let them 
go. The need for foster heroes in Jonah’s Journey is huge; many of the women 
in the Nashville penitentiary are Memphis mothers who relocate to that facility. 
In fact, most pregnant Memphis inmates are shipped to Nashville to give birth. 
The ladies of Jonah’s Journey recognized they could use some helping hands 
outside of their fostering circle: they have subsequently joined forces with 
Mississippi’s Palmer Home for Children in order to further meets the needs of 
children needing a home. The Palmer Home has is a well-oiled fostering machine 
that has been serving the Mississippi area for nearly 120 years. They have an 
aggressive board, a large fanbase and thousands of success stories. The Palmer 
Home is also helping Jonah’s Journey in a campaign that will be critical to the 
mission of this wonderful new organization. 

Due to the need of a presence in Memphis, the Palmer Home for Children is 
assiting in Jonah’s Journey launching their idX Memphis Campaign. For the 
children who have fallen through the cracks of our communities, awareness 
is not enough. To acknowledge the hurting children in our community is 
inconsequential if we continue to overlook them. idX Memphis is an evening 
event with Johns Hopkins neurosurgeon and political figure Dr. Ben Carson, 
who believes empowering underserved children through education leads to 
more complete and unified communities. As children are Memphis’ future, 
4Memphis recognizes how imperative it is that we minister to the root of the 
issue. Therefore, Jonah’s Journey and their idX campaign will be the recipient 
of November’s #MemphisLoveChallenge. Please visit our website at 4Memphis.
com/MemphisLove to learn more about the challenge, and feel free to donate 
there or in the enclosed prepaid envelope.

Being a foster caregiver is no easy task. However, it should be perceived as a 
community effort. “We, as recovering addicts, need help and Christian families 
to come into our lives and motivate us make a difference,” Latasha says. “My 
motto is, ‘My God has seen the best in me when everyone else around me has 
 only seen the worst. My God has never left my side.’ Now, today, I’m living life 
to the fullest.” Latasha and her story is a rare one now, because society forgets 
that when people fall, they can get back up. However, Jonah’s Journey is proof 
that even big spills can be recovered from when your village steps up to help 
raise a child. 

Learn more about Jonah’s Journey and how you can help at jonahsjourney.org. 

Currently, there are about 9,020 
children in foster care in the 
state of Tennessee according to census data. 

A Jonah’s Journey fostering family
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