
A massive fire last week at Brazil's National Museum wiped out many artifacts and records from history 
covering more than 11,000 years. Most observers speak of this as a stunning loss, most of which cannot 
be replaced. 

The loss of those items, however, does not negate the history and stories behind them. We have lost the 
physical evidence, but not the stories they represented. Similarly, there is little verifiable, physical 
evidence of many stories in the Bible, but we do have the witness of those who are part of God's history, 
and we have what our faith heritage teaches us. So for this installment of The Wired Word, we will 
consider how the artifacts of our faith and the eyewitnesses to our faith help us in our daily lives as 
followers of Jesus. 

If you'd prefer a different topic, look at our second lesson, which examines how formerly incarcerated 
individuals (FIPs) navigate reentry into society outside prison walls, and how states and nonprofits are 
seeking to improve the likelihood of success of these individuals through personalized supervision and 
support. We take the opportunity to discuss how individual Christians and the local church might be 
involved in effective ministries among those impacted by the criminal justice system. 
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In the News 

On September 2, a fire broke out at Paço de São Cristóvão (English: Palace of Saint Christopher) 

in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, which housed the 200-year-old National Museum of Brazil. The 

museum held more than 20 million items spanning 11,000 years of world history, of which an 

estimated 90 percent were lost. President of Brazil Michel Temer deemed the fire an 

"incalculable" loss of the country's historical and cultural heritage. The cause of the fire is under 

investigation, with the two most likely causes being an electrical short circuit or a Chinese 

lantern (despite being illegal, they cause several fires each year in Rio de Janeiro).   

Although researchers have yet to have full access to the burned and collapsed three-floor 

structure, which had been fully engulfed in flames, it is believed that most items in the collection 

could not have survived. 

Among the items presumed lost are: 

 frescoes from Pompeii. 

 hundreds of Egyptian artifacts, including a 2,700-year-old painted sarcophagus. 

 art and ceramics from indigenous Brazilian cultures, some of whose populations number 

only in the thousands. 



 audio recordings of indigenous languages, some of which are no longer spoken. 

 1,800 South American artifacts that dated back to pre-colonial times, including urns, 

statues and weapons. 

 a Chilean mummy that was at least 3,500 years old. 

 fossils, from crocodile relatives like Pepesuchus to one of the oldest relatives of today's 

scorpions. 

 some of the oldest human remains in the Americas including the 11,500-year-old skull 

and pelvis of a woman who was unearthed in 1975 and nicknamed Luzia. 

The building itself had historic value, having been the residence of the Portuguese Royal Family 

and later of the Brazilian Imperial Family until 1889, when the country became a republic. 

The museum had long been underfunded and suffering from deferred maintenance. It had no fire 

suppression system. And when firefighters arrived, they found the two hydrants nearest the 

building to be lacking water and thus had to truck water in from a lake. 

Brazilian environmentalist and politician Marina Silva called the fire "a lobotomy of the 

Brazilian memory." 

Among the things known to have survived the fire are a set of 13th-century Torah scrolls, the 

5.8-ton Bendegó meteorite and a portion of the museum's mollusk and vertebrate collections. 

Some of these items have been housed separately, and the meteorite's natural properties made it 

fire resistant. 

Commenting on the loss, Michael Novacek, a paleontologist at the American Museum of Natural 

History in New York, said that museums maintain "our tangible record of life on earth." A great 

collection, he said, is like new terrain to explore, a place of rediscovery, where new studies of 

old objects yield new truths. 

Brazil's place of rediscovery, however, is mostly gone forever, most observers say. 

More on this story can be found at these links: 

What Was Lost in Brazil's Devastating Museum Fire. The Atlantic  

Five Things We've Learned Since Brazil's Devastating National Museum Fire. Smithsonian 

The Brazil Museum Fire: What Was Lost. The New York Times  

Brazil's Museum Fire Is a Global Tragedy. Gulf News 

The Big Questions 

1. While historians, researchers, archeologists and others view the museum fire as a massive loss, 

it probably has little direct effect on the average person who is immersed the business of making 

a living and handling day-to-day issues. In what ways, if any, do you feel this loss? 

2. In the realm of the Christian religion, what physical evidence do we have and how important 

is it? Why? 

https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2018/09/brazil-rio-de-janeiro-museum-fire/569299/
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2018/09/brazil-rio-de-janeiro-museum-fire/569299/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/these-are-latest-updates-brazils-devastating-national-museum-fire-180970232/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/these-are-latest-updates-brazils-devastating-national-museum-fire-180970232/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/04/science/brazil-museum-fire.html
https://gulfnews.com/opinion/thinkers/brazil-s-museum-fire-is-a-global-tragedy-1.2276856


3. How much of the Bible do you need to have verified through archeology, non-biblical 

documents from the same era or other historical sources to adequately support your faith in God 

and commitment to Christ? How do these other accounts help in your own faith and in your 

witness to others? 

4. What role do eyewitness accounts -- including those recorded in the Bible -- play in your 

Christian faith? 

5. Have you ever lost something irreplaceable in a fire, theft or natural disaster? What were your 

feelings? How did you cope with that loss? What have you learned about permanence? Did your 

faith help? If this hasn't happened to you, how do you think you would be affected by the 

permanent loss of personal history items -- such as family photos, items made by now deceased 

loved ones, ancestry records, heirlooms, your homestead, etc.? 

Confronting the News With Scripture and Hope 

Here are some Bible verses to guide your discussion: 

2 Kings 25:8-9, 13-15 

In the fifth month … Nebuzaradan ... a servant of the king of Babylon, came to Jerusalem. He 

burned the house of the LORD, the king's house, and all the houses of Jerusalem; every great 

house he burned down. … The bronze pillars that were in the house of the LORD, as well as the 

stands and the bronze sea that were in the house of the LORD, the Chaldeans broke in pieces, 

and carried the bronze to Babylon. They took away the pots, the shovels, the snuffers, the dishes 

for incense, and all the bronze vessels used in the temple service, as well as the firepans and the 

basins. What was made of gold the captain of the guard took away for the gold, and what was 

made of silver, for the silver. (For context, read 25:1-21.) 

These verses are from the account of the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians (also 

called Chaldeans in this passage). This action marked the end of Judah as an independent nation 

and the beginning of the long exile of the Jews in Babylon. 

The looting and burning of the city and temple was for the Jews a catastrophe at least equivalent 

to the Brazil museum fire, but with even greater effect, since the Jews lost their homes and their 

freedom. 

When, decades later, the Persians defeated the Babylonians and the Persian ruler Cyrus permitted 

any Jews who wished to return to their homeland to do so, he also returned to them whatever 

items remained from those that had been looted from the temple (Ezra 1:7-11). But no doubt 

some of what had been plundered was gone forever. At minimum, many of the gold and silver 

items had likely been melted down for other uses. 

Question: What, if anything, do you think God wanted the people of Jerusalem to learn from this 

catastrophe? 

Joshua 4:6-7 

... so that this may be a sign among you. When your children ask in time to come, "What do those 



stones mean to you?" then you shall tell them that the waters of the Jordan were cut off in front 

of the ark of the covenant of the LORD. When it crossed over the Jordan, the waters of the 

Jordan were cut off. So these stones shall be to the Israelites a memorial forever. (For context, 

read 4:1-7.) 

When the people of Israel, neared the end of their journey from Egypt to Canaan, they had to 

cross the Jordan River to enter Canaan. God arranged it that when the feet of the priests who 

were carrying the ark of the covenant touched the river, the waters parted and the whole mass of 

Israelites crossed on the dry riverbed. 

To commemorate the help of the Lord in this incident, the Lord instructed Joshua to have 12 

stones brought from the riverbed and stacked together on the shore as a "sign among you." While 

this was to be "to the Israelites a memorial forever," that monument is long gone. 

The arrival of new generations has an effect on how memorials and museums are perceived. 

Since they were not part of the events and factors that were important to their parents' and 

grandparents' generations, it's common for the younger cohorts to not assign those things the 

same value. At times they may even become embarrassed by these memorials for various 

reasons, and destroy or remove them. 

That certainly became a problem for Israel. Despite the various monuments to God's help the 

people of one generation erected, the next one invariably was less interested in what the stones 

represented. They became mere stone heaps. (We are reminded that in Canton, Ohio, the 

McKinley Monument -- the resting place of President McKinley and his wife -- is known locally 

as the most visited outdoor fitness facility as exercisers use the monument steps -- of which there 

are many -- as a means to stay fit, to the dismay of local historians.) 

Joshua may have hoped that subsequent generations would ask, "What do those stones mean?" 

but in fact, many of the newcomers didn't bother. One of God's chief charges against the people 

of Israel was "They have forgotten me" (e.g., Jeremiah 18:15; Ezekiel 22:12). 

Questions: Is it reasonable to expect something that commemorates a value or event for one 

generation to have the same meaning for later generations who weren't even born when the event 

being memorialized happened? How can we help new generations feel that the history of our 

faith is important for their lives today? 

Jeremiah 3:16 

And when you have multiplied and increased in the land, in those days, says the LORD, they 

shall no longer say, "The ark of the covenant of the LORD." It shall not come to mind, or be 

remembered, or missed; nor shall another one be made. (For context, read 3:12-18.) 

The ark of the covenant, so important from the time of the Exodus until the time of the Exile, 

seems to have disappeared at some point, perhaps when the Babylonians looted the temple. But 

it's not listed among the items taken (see 2 Kings 25:8-9, 13-15 above), though it's possible the 

Lord's "footstool" mentioned in Lamentations 2:1 is an oblique reference to its loss during that 

time. 



But here in Jeremiah, as the prophet speaks of the eventual return of the Jews from exile, he says 

that the ark won't be missed, because God himself will be with the people. 

Questions: When the ark was in use, what did it represent for the people of Israel? What did it 

represent once it was gone? What do the stories about it communicate to us today? 

Matthew 6:19-20 

Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where 

thieves break in and steal; but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth 

nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. (For context, read 6:19-21.) 

We're pretty sure Jesus was not talking about museum collections when he spoke these words, 

but rather warning about what we treasure. Nonetheless, moths, rust, thieves (and, we could add, 

insects, fire, mold, etc.) are threats curators of such collections have to contend with. 

But when it comes to faith, what's most important is not any artifacts related to it, but that part of 

it that we encapsulate in our hearts and share with others in our witness and practice. 

We've also read of Christians who became prisoners of war and were denied access to Bibles 

who pooled what they each remembered from their reading of the scriptures and used that as a 

basis for worshiping God together. 

Questions: What treasures of the faith do you consider most "portable" in that they are 

imbedded in your memory or convictions? How to you add to that "repository"? 

For Further Discussion 

1. Respond to this, from TWW team member Stan Purdum: Several years ago, on a vacation 

with my wife and children, we drove through Saratoga Springs in upstate New York on our way 

to New England. I had lived in Saratoga during my early teens, and so I particularly enjoyed 

seeing again some places I hadn't seen for years. In fact, I was looking forward to showing 

certain places to Jeanine and our kids. 

            During the summer, when I lived in Saratoga, I, along with a friend or one of my 

brothers, ranged all over the countryside on our bicycles. One of our favorite rides was to a 

special park about seven miles away in the nearby community of Schuylerville. There, in a large 

mowed field stood an obelisk, a monument 155 feet tall. When we'd finally get there, we'd climb 

the steps inside that led to the top, and from there view the surrounding countryside. 

            That monument was part of the Saratoga National Historic Park, which commemorated 

two major battles of the Revolutionary War that were fought there in 1777, one of which proved 

to be a decisive turning point in that war. The American forces performed so well that the French 

were persuaded to join the American side. 

            On the vacation, I was looking forward to showing my family this site that I remembered 

fondly from my childhood. It was a hot day, and we were driving an old motorhome in which the 

air conditioning had long ago quit working. Everybody was hot and tired from a long day of 

travel. The kids were seated at the table playing cards. But when we finally arrived at the 

monument, I jumped right out. The kids however, merely looked out the window, said something 



about it being just another monument, and went back to playing cards. Jeanine told me to go 

ahead and have a look; she'd wait in the vehicle with the kids. She was more interested in where 

we were going to camp that night and whether it would have a pool where the kids could swim. 

            Somewhat deflated, I got out alone and walked to the massive structure, consoling myself 

with the knowledge that at least I'd be able to climb the staircase and see the surrounding 

countryside again. But no. When I got to the door, I found it locked. The park had closed for the 

day a few minutes before we'd arrived.  

            Surely those who erected the monument were intending that visitors would think about 

the actions of the brave colonists who stood against the British forces and helped to win 

independence for America. To my kids, however, it was just another pile of stones, like others 

they'd seen. To Jeanine, it was an interruption in getting the family settled for the night. And to 

me also, the monument stood for something other than what it was intended for -- it was more a 

symbol of some happy times I'd had there as a young person than anything to do with national 

history. 

            If those who built the monument could have asked us that day what that structure meant 

to us, they'd have likely been disappointed in our answers. But that's what happens to monuments 

over the passage of time. They tend to become detached from the factors that led to their 

creation. 

2. Both Joshua 10:13 and 2 Samuel 1:18 refer to a piece of literature available at that time called 

the Book of Jasher (or in translation, the Book of the Upright). And Colossians4:16 mentions a 

letter of Paul to the Laodiceans. Both that book and that letter are lost to history. Why do you 

think the Bible mentions these documents if they are not available? 

3. If anyone in class has seen the 2010 movie The Book of Eli, have them tell the class how Eli 

(played by Denzel Washington), was a repository for God's word. 

4. What do you think motivates some people to deny that well-documented events for which 

there are artifacts and living eyewitnesses, such as the Holocaust or the moon landing, happened? 

Responding to the News 

Now might be a good time to do an inventory of the valuables in your own home and decide 

whether they really are valuable and, if so, who should own them when you're gone. Also, if 

there is an important story about an item, make sure it's written down and accompanies the item. 

Prayer 

Help us so to live, O Lord, that we are evidence of your reality in the world. In Jesus' name. 

Amen. 

Other News This Week 

States Seek to Improve Chances of Ex-convicts' Successful 

Reentry into Society, Reduce Recidivism and Save Money 



In the News 

Last year, the Louisiana state legislature passed 10 new laws to reform the state's criminal justice 

system, in the hope of saving more than $260 million and decreasing the number of inmates in 

the state by 10 percent in the next decade. 

In the past 12 months, the state has saved $12 million and reduced the number of prisoners by 7 

percent, due to greater access to probation and parole for more nonviolent offenders. Most of the 

savings will be allocated to education, job training, in-community supervision and support for 

ex-convicts as they transition to life outside prison walls.    

Ben Smith, executive director of a New Orleans nonprofit called The First 72+, which was 

founded by six ex-convicts in 2013, spent 13 years in Louisiana's largest maximum-security 

correctional facility at Angola. He said: "Those first 72 hours upon a person's release is the most 

critical time. That's going to tell whether you're going to make it or break." 

Formerly incarcerated people, also called FIPs, face special challenges upon release from 

confinement that can feel overwhelming and reduce their chances of successfully transitioning to 

civilian life. 

Antonio Montgomery, who was released in June after serving 15 years of a 16-year sentence for 

kidnapping and armed robbery, spoke about the stigma associated with being an ex-convict. 

Although he has skills as an automotive technician, finding work in that field has been hard. He's 

been volunteering at The First 72+ and working in Ben Smith's food truck while job hunting. 

Daniel Tapia, a FIP who works for Rising Foundations, another nonprofit that provides reentry 

support for former inmates, said "Every conviction is a life sentence, you know?" He couldn't 

find anyone willing to rent him an apartment during his first year out of prison, even though he 

made over $100,000 working in the energy sector. 

Norris Henderson, who was incarcerated for 27 years at Angola and co-founded Rising 

Foundations, noted that without stable housing, basic food and clothing, ex-cons tend "to 

gravitate back to those environments that cause them to wind up in prison." 

Reentry support, in the form of job training and classes in how to use new technology; 

nondiscrimination in employment and housing; help obtaining a driver's license, food stamps, 

and transportation to essential appointments, is critical if FIPs are to make a successful transition 

to a noncriminal lifestyle. 

Those who have spent years in jail may also face discrimination in job interviews because of 

their age. Poor health may also impede their ability to work to support themselves. 

Sociologist and author Bruce Western and his Boston Reentry Study research team interviewed 

122 ex-convicts to learn what it is like to transition back into society after an extended period in 

lockup. They discovered that FIPs often find release from prison produces mixed feelings. While 

they may initially desire freedom, they may also experience anxiety, stress, loneliness and panic, 



particularly for those with a history of drug use or mental illness, who typically do not receive a 

"welcome home" party from friends and family. 

"Each step in the transition from prison to community is an opportunity for either social 

integration or isolation," Western says. 

Jerry, a man in his 50s whom Western interviewed, said he was overwhelmed by what he called 

"the mental stimulus" of so many "sights, sounds, options, everything all at once" after 19 years 

in prison where everything was monotonous and routine. 

"Leaving [prison] … begins a struggle for social belonging," Western said. 

Sometimes Jerry sat in a park in downtown Boston, just watching pedestrians. He told Western 

mournfully, "I fall in love with everybody, and no one falls in love with me." 

"The men and women leaving prison in Boston were … disconnected from the intimate bonds of 

family, friendship, work and community," Western observed. "We saw in the stress of transition 

a strange kind of homesickness that endured even as the respondents returned from prison. Life, 

and all the relationships that comprise it, felt alien. Until it became more familiar, they were not 

yet home." 

Ten years ago, Arizona began a robust adult probation program which resulted in a significant 

decline in probation violations (29 percent between 2008 and 2016), and in fewer arrests of 

probationers. (Probation, while similar to parole in terms of restrictions and supervision, is given 

prior to and often instead of incarceration. Parole is early supervised release from incarceration.) 

Since the cost of supervising probationers is about one-third that of keeping them in prison, the 

state has saved $461 million since 2009. 

Since 2004, Barbara Broderick has led the push to improve outcomes in Arizona's probation 

system. She brainstormed with officers on how to personalize their work with probationers, so 

they could better understand what drove their negative behavior patterns, help them create 

achievable goals, and teach them better coping skills. 

Arizona categorizes probationers as either high- or low-risk individuals. High-risk individuals 

receive Intensive Probation Supervision, or IPS, which essentially means house arrest. Those in 

this program must account for every hour of the day. Officers who work with medium- to high-

risk probationers are assigned fewer cases so they can spend more time with them. Kelli Watson, 

who works with high-risk probationers, says she tries to understand the challenges they face 

while holding them accountable. 

Standard probation officers generally manage larger caseloads of individuals who are viewed as 

low risk for reoffending. Scott Gibson, who works with probationers in this category, says that 

"building a rapport … and letting them know that you're really trying to help them is what 

works." 

More on this story can be found at these links: 



How 'The Incarceration Capital of America' Embraced Criminal Justice Reform. PBS Newshour 

The Long Way Home. The Marshall Project| 

A Personalized Approach to Probation Saved Arizona $461 Million. PBS Newshour 

Trump's Prison Reform: Republicans on Side But Some Progressives Hold Out. The Guardian 

Trump, Kushner Get Win as Prison Reform Bill Passes House in Overwhelming 

Vote. Foxnews.com 

The Big Questions 

1. To the extent you feel comfortable, share briefly what experience, if any, you, a family 

member, friend or acquaintance have had with the criminal justice system. 

2. In your opinion, what primary purposes does or should the criminal justice system serve? 

3. After prisoners have served their sentences, how should Christians treat them? Should the 

crime for which they were imprisoned make any difference in how you treat them after release? 

Explain. 

4. What do you think are the best ways to lessen the likelihood that formerly incarcerated 

persons might reoffend? 

5. How can the church increase the chances that formerly incarcerated persons can successfully 

transition to life outside prison walls without resorting to criminal behavior? 

Confronting the News With Scripture and Hope 

Here are some Bible verses to guide your discussion: 

Genesis 41:48, 50-52 

[Joseph] gathered up all the food of the seven years when there was plenty in the land of Egypt, 

and stored up food in the cities; he stored up in every city the food from the fields around it. ... 

Before the years of famine came, Joseph had two sons, whom Asenath daughter of Potiphera, 

priest of On, bore to him. Joseph named the firstborn Manasseh, "For," he said, "God has made 

me forget all my hardship and all my father's house." The second he named Ephraim, "For God 

has made me fruitful in the land of my misfortunes." (For context, read 41:37-52.) 

Joseph's experience as an ex-convict illustrates that "One can indeed come out of prison to reign, 

even though born poor in the kingdom" (Ecclesiastes 4:14). While Joseph was not born in Egypt, 

but was sold into slavery by his own brothers, his rise to power following an extended period of 

incarceration is one of the more remarkable reversals of fortune found in scripture. 

After correctly interpreting Pharaoh's dream, the Egyptian ruler made Joseph second in 

command in the entire nation, believing that the spirit of God was in him, making him wise and 

discerning. He gave him great authority, which Joseph used to benefit the people. 

Questions: What can we take away from the story of Joseph that might affect how we view and 

treat formerly incarcerated individuals? What could they contribute to society upon their release? 

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/how-the-incarceration-capital-of-america-embraced-criminal-justice-reform#transcript
https://www.themarshallproject.org/2018/06/19/the-long-way-home
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/a-personalized-approach-to-probation-saved-arizona-461-million
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2018/jun/05/trump-prison-reform-first-step-act-tension
http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2018/05/23/trump-kushner-get-win-as-prison-reform-bill-passes-house-in-overwhelming-vote.html
http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2018/05/23/trump-kushner-get-win-as-prison-reform-bill-passes-house-in-overwhelming-vote.html


What support did Joseph receive from Pharaoh that ensured that he could succeed outside 

prison? How can civil society provide that kind of support for FIPs today? 

2 Kings 25:27-30 

In the thirty-seventh year of the exile of King Jehoiachin of Judah, in the twelfth month, on the 

twenty-seventh day of the month, King Evil-merodach of Babylon, in the year that he began to 

reign, released King Jehoiachin of Judah from prison; he spoke kindly to him, and gave him a 

seat above the other seats of the kings who were with him in Babylon. So Jehoiachin put aside 

his prison clothes. Every day of his life he dined regularly in the king's presence. For his 

allowance, a regular allowance was given him by the king, a portion every day, as long as he 

lived. (For context, read 2 Kings 24:8-12 and 25:27-30.) 

King Jehoiachin was 26 (or possibly 16, according to the record of his reign found in 2 

Chronicles 36:9-10) when he was taken captive and exiled in Babylon. When he was finally 

released by the new ruler of Babylon 37 years later, he was treated with kindness and respect. 

While we don't know how other exiles were treated, King Jehoiachin fared well the rest of his 

life. 

Questions: What does it take for a long-time prisoner to "put aside his prison clothes" and to 

shed the mentality of a prisoner? 

How might Jehoiachin's situation be a metaphor for the experience of a person who is freed from 

slavery to sin? How would you compare God's treatment of sinners with the way Evil-merodach 

treated Jehoiachin? 

What does it take for someone who has fallen into habitual sin to break free from unhealthy 

patterns of thinking and behaving? 

Psalm 68:6 

God gives the desolate a home to live in; he leads out the prisoners to prosperity, but the 

rebellious live in a parched land. (For context, read 68:5-10 and 18-20.) 

In this psalm, God is described as father of orphans, protector of widows, and provider of the 

needy. He rescues those held captive by enemies, and then daily sustains them. He doesn't just 

unlock prison doors, but follows up by "lead[ing] out the prisoners to prosperity." 

Questions: How are the prisoners in this passage like or unlike prisoners incarcerated in our 

country? To what kind of prosperity does God lead them? What has to happen in the hearts of 

prisoners for that to happen? 

Since we were created in God's image (Genesis 1:27; Ephesians 4:24), does that mean we should 

treat prisoners the way God treats them in this passage? If not, why not? If so, how could we 

actually do so? 

Acts 16:33-34 

At the same hour of the night [the jailer] took [Paul and Silas] and washed their wounds; then 



he and his entire family were baptized without delay. He brought them up into the house and set 

food before them; and he and his entire household rejoiced that he had become a believer in 

God. (For context, read 16:16-40.) 

After Paul and Silas were arrested on trumped-up charges, beaten and imprisoned, they were 

singing hymns and offering God a sacrifice of praise at midnight. Other prisoners were listening, 

when an earthquake shook the foundation of the prison. All the prison doors were opened and all 

the prisoners' chains fell off. 

When the jailer realized that the prisoners had not escaped, his heart was open to listen to Paul's 

message about Jesus. 

Questions: If you had been in Paul and Silas' sandals before the earthquake, would you have 

been able to sing hymns of praise to God? What could they possibly have had to praise God for? 

How did the warden's conversion affect how he treated his prisoners afterwards? 

Isaiah 42:6-7  

I am the LORD, I have called you in righteousness, 

    I have taken you by the hand and kept you; 

I have given you as a covenant to the people, 

    a light to the nations, 

to open the eyes that are blind, 

to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon, 

    from the prison those who sit in darkness. (For context, read 42:1-7.) 

Here and elsewhere in Isaiah, we see that God's servant comes to liberate captives and release 

prisoners (Isaiah 49:8-12; 61:1-4). Jesus applies that mission to himself as he begins his public 

ministry (Luke 4:18-19). 

Question: How can the church engage in ministry to formerly incarcerated people that will truly 

bring them out of darkness into light in every aspect of their lives? 

For Further Discussion 

1. What attitudes might be present in your church that could be a barrier to effective ministry to 

formerly incarcerated people? 

2. How does your church minister to ex-convicts, parolees or probationers? What else could your 

church do to support formerly incarcerated people as they exit prison and attempt to reenter the 

community as productive members of society? 

3. Should there be restoration of any or all civil rights (e.g., the right to vote, serve on a jury, bear 

or possess firearms, travel abroad, work in certain fields, regain custody of children, have access 

to public social benefits) to formerly incarcerated persons or not? Why or why not? If your 

https://thelawdictionary.org/article/what-rights-do-convicted-felons-lose/


answer is a qualified "yes," under what circumstances and to what extent should such rights be 

restored or denied? 

4. How familiar are you with different prison ministries? Examples include Prison Fellowship, 

which was started by Chuck Colson after he was released from prison, where he served time for 

Watergate-related offenses, and Kairos Prison Ministry, which operates in 37 states and nine 

countries. Share your experience of prison ministry with class members. 

5. In his essay, "The Humanitarian Theory of Punishment", author C.S. Lewis argues that the 

only moral foundation for punishment is retribution, rather than deterring others from 

committing criminal acts or rehabilitating the criminal, which is the essence of "the humanitarian 

theory." Lewis declares that the "humanitarian theory" is damaging to the criminal and treats him 

(or her) as an object, not a person, while retributive punishment respects the criminal as a human 

being. 

            While the offender is punished in either case, Lewis says punishment based on a 

retributive foundation is intended to be proportional to the crime, while punishment is based on 

"humanitarian theory" may vary widely, depending on what the punisher believes might be 

effective. 

            Both systems inflict pain and distress upon the criminal, but retributive punishment does 

so because he "deserves it," while the humanitarian approach is based on the the punisher's desire 

to influence the criminal's future behavior, or the behavior of others who may witness the 

punishment inflicted upon the criminal. 

            Discuss the morality of these two approaches to punishment of criminals. 

6. In his Faded Sun fantasy trilogy, Gene Wolfe creates a society with a radically different 

approach to crime and punishment from our own. The society he depicts would view the lengthy 

incarceration of prisoners in our nation as horribly cruel. In Wolfe's fictional world, criminals 

receive swift, brief and painful corporal punishment immediately upon conviction. Should 

someone reoffend, he or she would receive greater pain as punishment, and if the criminal 

continues to commit offenses, punishment could escalate as high as capital punishment.  

            In theory, once an offender in Wolfe's fantasy world is punished, his debt to society is 

considered paid and he reenters the community almost immediately without further stigma. He 

also has no opportunity to increase his criminal skills during a prison sentence.  

            Compare and contrast the pros and cons of such a system with our legal emphasis on 

incarceration. How and why -- if at all -- is one of the two morally or ethically "better"? Or could 

there be other options that might be more just than either of these two systems? What might such 

a system involve? 

Responding to the News 

You may wish to download this guide in how to pray for people who are transitioning from 

prison into the community. Then use it in your personal, small group or congregational prayer, 

asking God to give you his heart for ex-prisoners, insight into their needs, and discernment about 

how you might be part of restoring them to wholeness and usefulness. 

Prayer 

https://www.prisonfellowship.org/
http://www.kairosprisonministry.org/
http://www.angelfire.com/pro/lewiscs/humanitarian.html
https://www.prisonfellowship.org/resources/training-resources/reentry-ministry/on-going-ministry/praying-for-ex-prisoners/


Thank you, O God, that you are committed to liberate the prisoner. We pray that we would have 

your eyes to see prisoners and former prisoners as you see them. May they find hope in you and 

help in the community of believers. In Jesus' name. Amen. 
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