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BY MICHAEL ASHCRAFT 

Melanie Washington 
hugged the young man 
who killed her son.

“It’s more important 
to love and forgive 

than to hold on to the pain and the 
hurt,” Melanie says on a Long Beach 
Post video. “I found myself putting 
my arm around him. I didn’t feel a 
murderer that killed my son. I felt 
my son.”

Today Melanie Washington, 67, 
based in Long Beach, CA, is help-
ing troubled youth make it out of 
a destructive culture. She herself 
came out of a childhood that was 
“pure hell,” she says.

At age eight, she was molested 
by her stepfather. When “Fred” got 
on top of her sister Mary, Melanie 
told her mother, who kicked out the 
abuser. He left but showed up the 
next day with a gun.

“No, Daddy, no,” Mary pleaded.
He shot and killed Melanie’s 

mother. He tried to kill Melanie, but 
the gun jammed.

Shocked and overcome by grief, 
Melanie, who didn’t know where 
to turn, blamed herself for her 
mother’s death.

“I was the one who told my 
mother that he was doing this,” 
Melanie explains. “She put him out, 
and then he came back and killed 
her the day after Thanksgiving. I 
went through a life of never forgiv-
ing myself for that. I kept telling my 
mother, I’m sorry.”

Melanie graduated from high 
school and, falling in love with a 
handsome young man, married him. 
After the second month of marriage, 

I forgave the I forgave the 
unforgivableunforgivable
She put her arms around the man who took her son’s life

he began to beat her.
Again, Melanie blamed herself.
“I was just wondering, is this 

because I told my mom?” she con-
fesses. “Is this what my punishment 
is, to get beat up by the man that 
I love?” The beatings continued 
through both pregnancies.

“So, I decided one day to get my 
kids out of there,” she says. With 
three months savings, she got an 
apartment for herself and her kids.

They were safe, “but I was pretty 
much messed up in my mind,” she 
says. “I was thinking about all the 
mistakes that I had done. It seemed 
like all I had done was messed up 
people’s lives.”

Loaded with self-imposed guilt, 
Melanie turned to drugs.

“I liked the angel dust because it 
made me go other places,” she says. 
“I didn’t want to deal with people 
anymore. In my hurt and in my 
pain, I OD’ed myself. I didn’t want 
to be here anymore. I said, enough 
is enough.”

During the overdose, she heard a 
voice. “Melanie, Melanie, my name 
is Jesus,” he said. “If you follow me, 
I’ll show you the way.”

Melanie didn’t know if she 

was dead. But she 
responded, “Okay.”

“The next morn-
ing, I was alive!” 
she says. By surren-
dering her heart to 
Jesus as her Savior 
and deciding to fol-
low Him as her Lord, 
she was born from 
above by God the 
Holy Spirit.

Her life began to 
change. She under-
stood that blaming 
herself was wrong.

“I started saying, 
I have to forgive all 
those people that 
wronged me,” she 
remembers. “It was 
hard. At fi rst, I was 
going to give up on 
Christ instead of for-
giving because ‘I’m not forgiving 
nobody.’”

The breakthrough came when 
Melanie realized that unforgiveness, 
instead of hurting the wrong-doer, 
was only hurting herself.

“I had to raise those boys, so I 
came off  all the drugs,” she says.

SEASON OF SEASON OF 
SUCCESSSUCCESS

SYDNEY McLAUGHLIN

As she straightened up her life, 
she helped other kids in the neigh-
borhood go to Sunday school and 
follow Jesus.

When her son turned 19, he 
moved to Oceanside to be near his 
older brother. Unfortunately he 
got involved with the wrong crowd. 

Melanie tried to pull her son away 
from the circle of a Blood gang 
member to no avail.

The phone call came at 3am.
“We have your son here, ma’am,” 

the man said. “He’s been killed.”

The key to a healthy relationship

Melanie Washington discovered unforgiveness only hurt herself and chose to 
forgive her beloved son's murderer. (Photo by Jeff  Gritchen/Digital 

First Media/Orange County Register via Getty Images)

Unforgiveness can aff ect us physically, mentally, 
emotionally, relationally and of course spiritually.

BY RICK LEWERS

IT WAS C.S. Lewis who said “everyone says 
forgiveness is a lovely idea until 
they have something to forgive.”  
This subject goes deeper than the 
intellect aff ecting you physically, 
mentally, emotionally, 
relationally and of course 
spiritually. The absence of 
forgiveness is a Christmas spoiler, 
a home wrecker, an enemy maker 
and life destroyer. It is an essential 
ingredient to life that we all need 
but fi nd so hard to give. 

When Jesus was asked to teach 
people how to pray he could have 
suggested thousands of things to pray for 
but he taught some simple requests essential to 
everything in life and for 2000 years people have 
been praying, “Forgive us our sins as we forgive 
those who sin against us.”

WHY? Because forgiveness is crucial for life and 
health and relationships.

That little line in the Lord’s Prayer says a whole 
lot. It acknowledges that forgiveness is necessary 
because people do things that spoil relationship 
with God and each other – we sin. 

“Forgive us our sins” makes clear we need 
forgiveness from God while “forgiving those who 
sin against” us makes clear we need to do it and 
others need forgiveness from us. 

It is true to say that forgiveness sets people free 

on all sides of the forgiveness equation. 
The head of one hospital said “I could 
dismiss half my patients tomorrow if 
they could be assured of forgiveness.”  

Guilt is a very dark place to live in. 
It keeps people apart and stops 

people coming home. It makes us 
frightened of the outcomes of our 
actions and fearful of those we have 

hurt and the vengeance that might 
follow. 

We become insecure as to our 
relationships, we hold back and 

perhaps even hide because of shame. 
Jesus taught such people to pray “Father 
forgive us our sins”. 

Sadly we live in an age where people 
often feel no guilt or shame about sin and 

there is no more light in that darkness than in 
guilt. 

The tragedy for such people is they are blind 
to the hurt they cause and no one wants them 
home for Christmas. 

Jesus taught such people to pray “Father 
forgive us our sins”. 

One group needs to know they can be forgiven 
while the other group needs to know they need 
to be forgiven.  Turn to page 2
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SOLUTIONS PAGE 7

Coffee Break CROSSWORD & SUDOKU

ACROSS
1 Nail’s cousin! 
4 __ and pu� s 
7  Christ the Redeemer site 
8 Be achy and weak 
9 Perpendicular, vertical 
11 Australian bird 
12 Get it wrong 
14 Sea in Israel 
17 Thick pureed drink 
19 Long __ (in the past) 
21 Cereal grain 
22 Tower of London birds 
25 A month (abb) 
26 A lyric poem 
27 French painter 
28 Ancient souvenir 
DOWN
1 Plant support 
2 King or queen 
3 Metal beaten into shape 

4 A jump on one foot 
5 Winter bug 
6 Curved cavalry weapon 
10 Floral necklace 

13 Canyon feature 
15  Short stop in a journey 
16 Bird-to-be 
17 Play guitar strings 
18 Metal in rocks 

8 7
4 6

1 9 5 2 4
5 1

7 9 8 4
8 2

1 3 2 4 7
8 3
1 6

“They squared the 
wagons.  Are they 

allowed to do that?”

19 Coral-ring island 
20 Eye-linked 
23 Delivery vehicle 
24  Ropey sounding 

negative! 

I forgave the I forgave the 
unforgivableunforgivable

Immediately, Melanie went into 
denial: “I thought no way. I fought 
God, Jesus and anything else. ‘I’m 
the one that’s messed up people’s 
lives. Take me.’”

After going through a time of bat-
tling with God, Melanie 
fell on her face.

“I asked God to forgive 
me,” she says. “How stu-
pid could I be? Jesus died 
on the cross for me, and I 
really went through every-
thing and spiritually I was 
changed. The Holy Spirit 
just changed me.”

From that day onward, 
she’s been taking care of 
people and working with 
children – some of the hardest cases 
in the county that “people don’t even 
want to touch,” she says.

 Melanie worked for Boeing for 37 
years and wound up a supplies man-
ager. Her non-profi t, Mentoring: a 
Touch from Above, does one-on-one 
mentoring for foster kids. Melanie 
speaks in schools, in California Youth 
Authority, anywhere she can fi nd an 
audience with hurting people in it.

“Whatever I can put 
my hand to, I’m going to 
try to give a piece of love 
to somebody,” she says.

The Blood gang mem-
ber, the one Melanie 
encouraged her son to 
distance himself from, 
was the same one who 
took his life. At the trial, 
Melanie was given the 
chance to speak to him.

“Donte, my son loved 
you. He loved you very 
much,” she said. “I 
just pray that you fi nd 
peace. You’ll be in my 
prayers.”

Her living son told 
Melanie to NOT forgive. 
“If I showed you the 
picture of what your son 
looked like and every-
thing, you would never 
ever forgive him,” his 

brother said. Instead of holding on to 
bitterness, however, Melanie visited 
the murderer of her son in prison.

“When Donte came out, he was 
real tall, and he hugged me,” she 
says. “I found myself putting my arm 
around him. I didn’t feel a murderer 
who killed my son. I felt my son. I 

called him my son from 
that day on.”

She addressed Donte: 
“You may have taken my 
son’s life, but God has 
given me yours.”

Melanie travelled to 
Washington D.C. with 
99 others to request the 
Supreme Court lighten 
Donte’s life sentence and 
give him the chance to be 
released and live outside 

like a changed man.
Today, Melanie ministers in the 

prisons with kids, bringing hope to 
hopeless kids.

“What I see in the prison system is 
miraculous,” she says. “They’re truly 
making it. It’s a beautiful thing. I’m 
so blessed to be here.

“It was forgiving Donte that made 
me realize that I had to forgive me.”
 ●

The key to healthy 
relationships

The light in the darkness for both is that in this little prayer request, 
“Forgive us our sins”, Jesus expected God the Father would listen and answer.  

Everyone knows of course that you can’t seek forgiveness and just keep on 
doing the same things over and over.

It is the common critique of the world that some people go to church on 
Sunday like angels and leave to live like devils the rest of the week. 

Of course, everyone knows you don’t have to go to church to live like a 
devil all week. 

Seeking forgiveness implies you know that you have hurt relationship, that 
you are sorry and that you can only hope the love of the one you have hurt 
will be happy to reconcile.

True forgiveness is asked for and given from the context of the heart that 
loves.  As such the recipient of forgiveness is overwhelmed by the love of the 
forgiver and seeks to return such love in thankfulness and not in further sins. 

Of course forgiveness costs the guilty nothing but it is never cheap for the 
forgiver. 

The forgiver must � nd it in their heart to cover the cost.  The one who 
taught us to pray, “Father forgive us” was God’s answer to the prayer. 

Jesus paid the price of human sin, signed the deed of release in his own 
blood and announced to the world that we are welcome to come home to 
God.  ●

 From page 1

 From page 1

Dillon Shaw’s childhood was 
dysfunctional, traumatic and 
abusive. He witnessed his 
parents’ violent divorce and 

experienced the resulting poverty 
when his father left the family home.

Dillon says he felt a terrible bro-
kenness from about the age of fi ve 
when he began being sexually, physi-
cally, and verbally abused. This abuse 
lasted for years, but the pain lasted 
even longer.

“That darkness ended up get-
ting into me and took root very 
deep in my heart,” Dillon shares 
in a Facebook video. “At 12, 13, 14 
years old, I started to perpetuate the 
brokenness that I was experiencing, 
that was being pushed upon me. I 
started to push it back out at people. 
I became a very violent individual, 
assaulting my siblings and getting in 
fi ghts at school. I started drinking at 
14. This escalated rapidly [to] other 
drugs, harder alcohol abuse, and 
criminal behaviour.”

In 2007, when Dillon was 21, a 
friend asked him to help him get 
some money so that his girlfriend 
(who was pregnant with another 
man’s child) could get an abortion. 

Dillon agreed to help his friend 

commit a series of armed robber-
ies, which ended with a high speed 
chase and a shootout with the police. 
Dillon was arrested and charged with 
11 felonies. He pled guilty to fi ve of 
the charges and was sentenced to 
13-47 years in prison.

In prison, Dillon met a man named 
Matt. “I’ll never forget him,” Dillon 
says. “He was diff erent. He wasn’t 
like me at that point in time. He 
wasn’t like the other criminals in the 
room. He was kind, he was gentle, 
and he was generous.”

Matt asked Dillon if he would like 
to read the Bible and pray with him 
and Dillon said yes.

“This man off ering me kindness 
and not asking, never asking for 
anything in return, was confusing to 
me,” Dillon recalls.

As they studied the Bible together, 
Dillon learned about God’s love and 
Jesus’ sacrifi ce as well as the promise 
of a new life in Christ. 

Matt left that prison, but two days 
later, a package showed up for Dillon. 
It was a Bible, with a note from Matt 
and his wife.

“I grew up my entire life being 
treated like I was worthless from my 
family to my friends for years – for 

decades. I fought to try to feel valu-
able. This man treated me like I was 
worth something and it broke me. 
I wanted to know the God behind 
this individual, behind these people. 
I want to know the God that they 
know.”

Dillon cried out to God in his cell 
and he says it was like the atmo-
sphere changed. 

“It was like God fi lled that room in 
that moment and spoke to my heart. 
I experienced what I had chased my 
whole life and never found. I felt full, 
I felt complete, I felt loved and I felt 
valuable. I felt worthwhile for the 
fi rst time.”

Dillon says he also felt a desire to 
read the Bible.

“An inferno ignited in my heart 
to consume the Word, to know the 
Word because if that was how I was 
going to know God, then I was going 
to know God.”

In an interview with Prison Fel-
lowship, Dillon says, “God woke me 
up. He saved me. He gave me a new 
life, and it started at the outset of the 
term of my incarceration.”

Dillon was in lockdown for 22 
hours a day for the fi rst four years of 
his sentence.

“I had a lot of time alone in the 
cell with the Bible and God,” he 
remembers. 

More changes took place in Dil-
lon’s heart as he read the Bible. 
Addictions he had to pornography, 
drugs and alcohol subsided.

“God gave me the power to say 
no to sin,” he attests. “God gave 
me the power to say no to ungodly 
infl uence. God gave me the power 
to say no to those pressures, those 
old temptations and it helped me 
to grow into the man I am today.”
While in prison, Dillon completed a 
four-year seminary level education 
program, which was sponsored by 
Prison Fellowship.

“I was given opportunities to serve 
in offi  cial capacities as well as unof-
fi cial but one thing never stopped 
– God constantly sent men into my 
life asking for help. I discipled men 
my entire time in that prison. In the 
last 10 years discipleship has been 
one of the primary passions of my 
life – helping men grow into their 
identity and helping men live out a 
compelling faith that gives God glory 
and represents Jesus Christ to the 
broken world around us.”

Dillon was released after 13 years, 
without even having to go before the 
parole board.

“It was unheard of. Someone who 
has been convicted of violent crimes 
does not get granted parole without 
seeing the parole board. God opened 
the door ahead of me.”

Today, Dillon is married to Sarah 
and serves in  a leadership develop-
ment role at his church.

“God can use any of us,” Dillon 
says. “He wants to use all of us. God 
has never let me down. God has never 
failed me. Second Timothy 2:13 says 
even when we are not faithful, He 
continues to be faithful. And He has 
been faithful.” ●

CONFUSED CONFUSED 
BY BY 
KINDNESSKINDNESS

I FOUND 
MYSELF 
PUTTING 
MY ARM 
AROUND 
HIM

Dillon Shaw now serves in a leadership Dillon Shaw now serves in a leadership 
development role at his church.development role at his church.

Melanie Washington with President George W. Melanie Washington with President George W. 
Bush at an award ceremony for MATFA’s work in Bush at an award ceremony for MATFA’s work in 

the community.the community.
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BY JOANNA BREAULT

Brandon was nine years old 
when he opened the envelope 
that would change every-
thing. It contained a check 

made out to him, a payment from a 
social security account in a name he 
didn’t recognize. In search of clues, 
Brandon started digging through a 
file cabinet. There he found a birth 
certificate with the same mysterious 
name.

“Who is Shirley Johnson?” Bran-
don demanded when his parents got 
home from work.

And then the truth came out – she 
was his mother. The couple raising 
him, whom Brandon had believed 
to be his parents, were his aunt and 
uncle. His “brothers” were his cous-
ins. Brandon’s mother had died when 
he was a baby, and no one had heard 
from his father in years.

Brandon left the house in a rage 
– and quickly became, in his words, 
“the kid other parents tell their kids 
to stay away from.”

Before he was out of elementary 
school, Brandon had served time in 
juvenile detention for theft. He sold 
drugs, robbed people and stores, 
and was wrapped up in gang life. For 
every time he was caught, many more 
crimes went unpunished. Brandon 
says he was “hooked on getting away 
with it.” In the spring of 2004, the 
story was all over the Houston-area 
news: A pair of serial robbers had 
held up three different churches, 
drawing guns on people 
attending Bible studies 
and worship, walking 
away with thousands 
of dollars in cash and 
credit cards.

“Man, that’s crazy!” 
Brandon would say 
when someone brought 
it up. “Who would do 
that?” But 16-year-old 
Brandon knew exactly 
who: He would. It was an idea that 
came to him while he was high on 
PCP. Brandon had grown up going 
to church every Sunday and singing 
in the choir, but his only interest in 
churches now was robbing them.

“Money was my god,” he says. 
“And I would do anything to get it.”

It wasn’t long before police con-
nected gas station surveillance 
footage with a stolen credit card. 
Brandon was arrested and sentenced 
to 17 years behind bars.

When he arrived at Clemens Unit, 
an adult prison in Brazoria, Texas, 
he was a terrified 17-year-old. But 
he knew how to camouflage fear with 
aggression. He says his first three 
years behind bars were extremely 
violent – both for him and for those 
who crossed him. He quickly rose 
to leadership within his gang, even-
tually coordinating an uprising in 
which prisoners took over the visita-
tion room and held a guard hostage.

While in 24-hour lockdown, 
Brandon had many hours to read, 
and during that time, he decided to 
convert to Islam. Filled with shame 
for having robbed churches, he said 
to himself, “Well, you don’t want 
nothing to do with Jesus? Ain’t noth-
ing better than becoming a Muslim.”

Eleven years after the beginning of 
his sentence, Brandon learned about 
the Prison Fellowship Academy from 
a friend. He didn’t understand what 
it was, but he filled out an applica-
tion. Two weeks later, he was on a 
bus to the Carol S. Vance Unit in 
Richmond, Texas.

At Carol Vance, Brandon felt 

comfortable dropping some of the 
hardened persona he had created for 
himself. He even started attending 
church. One evening, he was listen-
ing to the pastor preach when he 
suddenly felt overwhelmed.

“I just felt so much shame and 
so much regret,” Brandon says. “So 
much anger just towards myself, and 
I just broke down. I cried for all those 
years, all the pain, all the hurt, for the 
people I had hurt. I accepted Jesus 
that night.”

Brandon sensed then that his sin 
had already been wiped away, and 
he had been given a second chance 
with God.

“I could hear the Holy Spirit telling 
me, ‘I had already forgiven you,’” 

he says. “But I hadn’t 
forgiven myself.”

During his time in 
the Academy, Brandon 
was especially touched 
by the tenderness of the 
volunteers.

Brandon was espe-
cially surprised because 
most of the volunteers 
were white. “I had never 
dealt with good white 

people like that,” he says. “So that 
opened up my eyes like, ‘Hey, every-
body’s not racist. You got genuinely 
good people out here of all colors that 
just want to see you succeed.’”

Brandon read the Bible many 
times over. He was no longer afraid 
to admit when he didn’t know 
something. He started to live with 
the knowledge that God sees every-
thing. And Brandon knew that when 
he got out, he was going to live life 
differently.

He was released from prison in 

July 2017 and paroled to a halfway 
house – a move he says was vital to 
his success. 

“I needed the accountability and 
the resources,” Brandon says. Staff 
at the halfway house gave him rides 
to parole meetings and job inter-
views. They helped him relearn how 
to drive. 

“I think back, looking at all the 
people that get out and don’t have 
that. I probably would’ve gone to a 
family member’s house, and I don’t 
know how things would’ve played 
out.”

By his third day after release, 
Brandon had secured two jobs – one 
at a T-shirt shop and the other at a 
moving company. A few months later 
Brandon was offered another job 
at a commercial sign company. He 
quickly moved up in this company 
and was promoted to head manager. 
In his new role, Brandon became 
responsible for hiring new employ-
ees. And he knew exactly the kind of 
people he wanted on board.

“I immediately started hiring 
Prison Fellowship graduates,” Bran-
don says. “People always ask me, 
‘What makes you hire people from 
prison?’ Well, I’m from prison. I 
know that when you’ve experienced 
that kind of hunger and brokenness, 
it develops something in you that 
when you get out, you just want to 
work and do things right.”

In 2018, Brandon got married and 
became stepfather to three children. 
He serves as a youth pastor at his 
church, and he and his wife are part 
of the prayer team. ●

The original of this story can be found 
at www.prisonfellowship.org and it 

is used with kind permission.

From robbing churches From robbing churches 
to church youth pastorto church youth pastor

MONEY WAS 
MY GOD AND 
I WOULD DO 
ANYTHING 
TO GET IT

Before Brandon Before Brandon 
had left elementary had left elementary 

school, he was already school, he was already 
involved in gang life. involved in gang life. 
Now he serves as a Now he serves as a 
youth pastor in his youth pastor in his 

church.church.

Why being good 
isn’t good enough 

BY GREG LAURIE

THIS may come as a surprise to some, but there will 
be people in hell whom others would define as good 
people. On the other hand, there will be people in 
heaven who lived bad lives, but they repented of their 
sin. You can be a good person, relatively speaking, but 
you’re not good enough. 

You may think you will get to heaven on your own 
good works, but of course you won’t. That’s how 

you might end up in hell. Being good doesn’t get you to heaven. The Bible 
tells us, “For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard” 
(Romans 3:23 NLT). But it also says, “There is one God and one Mediator who 
can reconcile God and humanity — the man Christ Jesus. He gave his life to 
purchase freedom for everyone” (1 Timothy 2:5–6 NLT).

Jesus Himself said, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one can come to 
the Father except through me” (John 14:6 NLT).

There’s only one way to heaven, and that is being forgiven by God. Heaven 
is not for good people; it’s for forgiven people.

So, the real question is this: Are you forgiven?
Have you said to God, “I know I’m a sinner. I know I don’t deserve to go to 

heaven, but you’ve offered me this wonderful promise that I can go there 
some day. I want to. So, I want to believe in You”?

That’s really what it comes down to. You have to admit your sin and 
believe that Jesus died on the cross for your sin. Turn from that sin. Ask God 
to forgive you of that sin and begin to follow Christ. When you do, you can 
know with certainty that you’ll go to heaven.

Have you done this? He is just a prayer away. ●

All my life I only cared about 
myself – how I could get what 
I wanted, whether it was my 
own way, money or being held 

in high esteem. 
There were many years when 

money was my god and, when money 
is your god, there is no such thing as 
enough. When alcohol became my 
god, I couldn’t get enough. As a result 
I hurt many people. I never cared 
who I hurt or how bad I 
hurt them.

Then one day I found 
myself hopeless and lost. 
I was in a maximum secu-
rity cell all alone. My gods 
were gone – I had no one 
to call and no one who 
cared. The rest of my time 
in prison lay ahead of me. 
I was lost, abandoned and, 
not only unloved, but unlovable. In 
my cell I had nothing but a Bible. As 
I began to read, I wanted to believe 
that there was a God, a God who 
loved me, who cared for me. I wanted 
to believe that God gave his Son for 
me and would forgive all my wrong, 
one who would wipe away my tears 
and all my hurts. But this couldn’t be. 
After all I was unlovable.

Somewhere in the hours and days 
that passed I found one piece of 

hope after another until I had gone 
from unbelief to wanting to believe 
to knowing that this God was the 
one true God. God loved me. He not 
only loved me but he paid the debt 
for everything that stood between us. 
As I sat on the floor of that maximum 
security cell crying out to God, asking 
for forgiveness for all I had done, that 
day Jesus became Lord of my life. 

Burdens were lifted off me. My 
guilt was determined and 
death was my penalty, but, 
praise God, that debt was 
paid in full when Jesus 
said, “He belongs to me, I’ll 
pay that debt with my life.”

Jesus took my heart of 
stone and gave me a brand 
new heart, one that was 
soft and workable. He gave 
me a heart that He could 

shape and mold into one just like 
His own. Today I live a brand new 
life. I no longer do the things I once 
did, I no longer say the things I once 
said and I no longer even think the 
thoughts I once thought. One thing 
that hasn’t changed is that I can’t get 
enough of my God!

- Darrell ●
This story was originally published by 

Alpha Prison Ministries in September 2003 
and it is used with kind permission. 

I FELT I FELT UNLOVABLEUNLOVABLE

TODAY 
I LIVE A 
BRAND 
NEW LIFE
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BY WM THOMPSON

When Danny Duchene was 
16, his parents left him 
home alone while they 
travelled for “business.” 

He expected them to return home 
to Redding, California, on Christ-
mas Day. But instead of waking up 
to presents on Christmas morning, 
he woke up to the shocking news 
that his parents were behind bars. 
They had been arrested in Mexico 
for attempting to smuggle 
cocaine from Peru.

Danny remembers the 
pain he felt in that moment. 
This harsh reality shook his 
foundation. 

“My response was, if this 
is what they’re going to do 
with their life, then that’s 
what I’m going to do [too],” 
says Danny. He began using 
drugs and alcohol daily to 
cope with the stress of his circum-
stances. Within a couple of years, 
he was expelled from school, ended 
up being homeless, and addicted to 
drugs.

Danny became desperate for the 
cash he needed to stay high. One 
day an opportunity presented itself 
to make money – but at the expense 
of human life. 

A few weeks later, Danny was 
arrested at age 18 for his involve-
ment in a knife fi ght that left two 
men dead.

As he sobered up while awaiting 
trial in the Sutter County Jail, his 
mind raced. 

“The weight of what I did came 
crashing down on my conscience,” 
Danny remembers. “I thought, ‘Okay, 
life is defi nitely over.’”

Volunteers from a local church 
that regularly visited the jail had a 
diff erent message for him, however. 
It was a message powerful enough 
to change his life – if he could just 
believe it, that is.

Danny faced several decades 
behind bars. But those volunteers 
told him that God loved him regard-
less of what he’d done or whether 
he was in prison. They said if 
he accepted Christ as his Savior, 
he would experience forgiveness. 
They explained that God had good 
plans for his life. Danny remained 
skeptical.

“It wasn’t an instant hit with me. 
I was probably the most defensive... 
kind of person that you could imag-
ine. I didn’t quite know how to trust,” 
he admits. But eventually, Danny let 
his guard down, seeing how much 
time and eff ort the volunteers put 
into visiting with him. 

“They were able to get it across 
to me that... God had a plan for me 
wherever I would live for the rest of 
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 Forgiving my Forgiving my 
mother’s killermother’s killer
BY NICHOLAS BOATWRIGHT

While she was praying at church, Chris Singleton’s mom was shot 
eight times by white supremacist Dylann Roof in 2015.

Then only 18, Chris Singleton had to assume the role of parent 
for his younger siblings. 

“It was being thrown into the fi re for me,” Chris says on a 100 Huntley 
Street video. “Something like that, I call it the unthinkable because you 
never think in a million years that something like that will happen to you. 
It was tough then, it’s tough now. It made me grow up a lot quicker than a 
lot of people. I had to take care of two teenagers when I wasn’t even 21 yet.”

Incredibly, Chris chose to forgive the racist mass murderer who snuff ed 
out nine lives at the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in 
Charleston, South Carolina. When Sharonda Coleman-Singleton died, 
Chris wasn’t exactly strong in his Christian faith. 

“I think anybody that loses a loved one, there’s two ways you could go 
with your faith,” Chris says. “You could say number one, there’s no way 
God is real. Or you could say, two, God, I don’t know how this happened 
or why this happened, but I need you to get me through it.”

Chris, who became a minor league baseball player for the Chicago Cubs, 
drew on his athletics training to develop resilience.

“I didn’t have my mom anymore and I didn’t have my dad, so Jesus 
became the rock that I would lean on,” he says. “That was comforting for 
me, it was therapeutic for me.” 

Meanwhile, Dylann Roof has been sentenced to nine consecutive life 
sentences in prison. His hateful website, The Last Rhodesian, showed 
pictures of him with neo-Nazi symbols. Rhodesia was the white-ruled 
state that is now Zimbabwe. Instead of hating his mother’s murderer and 
holding on to grief, Chris asked God to put it on his heart to forgive. Chris 
has moved forward from being angry at his mother’s killer.

Chris — who’s not to be confused with same-named outfi elder who 
played for the Chicago White Sox and Baltimore Orioles — is now a moti-
vational speaker challenging listeners to choose forgiveness.

Annually, he speaks before 60 organizations. Some have included 
Boeing, The Houston Texans, Microsoft, Biogen, Volvo, The Washington 
Wizards and over 100,000 students and educators across the world.

One of his children’s books, Diff erent – A Story About Loving Your 
Neighbor, was a best seller in its category and has been featured by numer-
ous outlets, including The Obama Foundation.

“My daily prayers are to ask God for wisdom,” he says. “My mom used 
to tell me to read the book of Proverbs so every month I try to read it, the 
entirety.” Walking in radical forgiveness has made Chris a better husband 
and father, and it has given him a better life, he says.

“Love is stronger than hate,” he says. ●
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Gang members read the Bible at the San Francisco Gotera Prison in 
Morazan, El Salvador. (Photo by Alex Peña/LatinContent via Getty Images)

Prisoners read of hope

my life, however long, or whatever 
that might look like,” he says.

One day, a volunteer asked Danny 
if he wanted to pray and receive 
Christ. He fi nally said yes. 

One week later, he took responsi-
bility for his actions and pled guilty 
to two counts of fi rst-degree murder.

The transformation from addict 
to Christ follower didn’t happen 
overnight.  Danny would spend the 
next three decades growing in his 
faith during his double life sentence.

Gradually, he began to see changes 
in his life. 

He started to enjoy wor-
ship music and understand 
what he was reading in the 
Bible for the fi rst time. “It 
took a number of years of 
discipleship... for me to 
relax and fully believe that 
regardless of [if I] attempt 
to do go od or continue to 
fail, that God loved me just 
as I was,” Danny recalls.

In 2003, he reached out to Pastor 
Rick Warren in California. Danny 
asked to use curriculum from Rick’s 
book, The Purpose-Driven Life, for 
his church inside the Sierra Conser-
vation Center, a prison near James-
town, California.

Rick said yes and connected Danny 
to the resources he needed to lead 

Celebrate Recovery, a Christ-centerd 
program for people struggling with 
“hurts, habits, and hang-ups.” 

This would be the fi rst time this 
program was taught in a California 
prison. 

“You can go to Bible studies and 
church services several times a week 
and still remain very surface level,” 
Danny says.  But Celebrate Recovery 
gave him the safe space to really open 
up and face the unresolved issues 
that trigger relapses and unhealthy 
behaviour. Danny and the men in his 
in-prison church talked about their 
pasts and the ways they needed help.

Through Celebrate Recovery, they 
saw lives transformed. 

“It was a huge success,” Danny 
recalls.

But Rick didn’t just help him with 
teaching materials over the years. In 
2014, Rick sent a letter to the parole 
board asking for Danny’s release – on 
the condition that he could immedi-
ately hire Danny as a pastor on the 
outside. The plea was granted, and 
Danny was released after 32 long 
years in prison. 

Today, he is a pastor and national 
director of Celebrate Recovery Inside 
at Saddleback Church. ●

The original of this story can be found 
at www. prisonfellowship.org and it 

is used with kind permission.

FRACTURED bodies, shattered lives, 
broken heart, a mother’s tear
In my life I have been the cause of all 
these things
I paid only a drop of my debt by 
being in a cell for 27 years
I was never willing to accept 
responsibility for what my life brings.

I once read about a Man, calling 
for repentance
“Prepare the way for the Lord, make 
straight paths for Him” (Matthew 3:3)
What did He know – He hasn’t done 
my sentence
How can He claim to take away my 
most grievous sin?

I looked to this Man once my life 
had fallen into hell’s pit
I see now that indeed this Man more 
than walked my path
“The Lord is close to the broken 
hearted and saves those who are 
crushed in spirit” (Psalm 34:18)
This Man truly su� ered so I could 
avoid God’s wrath.

I did not know this Man even 
knew of my plight
I thought I su� ered alone but He 
su� ered right along beside me
“The people walking in darkness 
have seen a great light” (Isaiah 9:2)
From this day forward I will worship 

Him and to Him alone I will bend my 
knee.

I still am not worthy of His grace – 
yet I am still bathed in it
I am beneath His notice – yet He 
walks beside me every day
Within me, now and forever, dwells 
His Holy Spirit
“By grace you have been saved, 
through faith.” (Ephesians 2:8)

With this poem I bring word that 
you can trust
“Death is the destiny of everyone, 
the living should take this to heart” 
(Ecclesiastes 7:2)
“We tell you the good news, what 
God has promised our ancestors, He 
has ful� lled for us” (Acts 13:32)
Don’t be the fool I was – let nothing 
keep you and God apart.
If you think you have succeeded in 
life on your own – you haven’t got 
a clue
There is no other who should be 
more highly adored
“If on some point you think 
di� erently, that too God will make 
clear to you” (Philippians 3:15)
“The wages of sin is death, but the 
gift of God is eternal life in Christ 
Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 6:23) ●

By D. Utting, Acacia Prison, Western Australia.

Journey to truth
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Looking at the online bios of 
Chance the Rapper, who has a 
history of drug use, swearing 
and sexual immorality, one 

may not immediately realize that he 
is a Christian. And yet, like his men-
tor Kanye West, the evidence attests 
that he has come out of a profoundly 
self-focussed past to fi nd the forgive-
ness and new life off ered in relation-
ship with Jesus Christ. 

His own Instagram posts state the 
case eloquently: “’The wages of sin 
are death’. That’s heavy knowledge 
right there! All of us are born into 
sin, BUT the son of God lived a com-
pletely sinless life, won the victory 
over Satan in the garden, and STILL 
experienced death on the cross. All 
for us. Tmw I celebrate His victory 
over death.” He tweeted this on the 
11th of April this year, the day before 
Easter Sunday.

He has also posted a quote from 
Psalm 51 in the Bible that reads: 
“Have mercy on me, O God, because 
of your unfailing love. Because of 
your great compassion, blot out 
the stain of my sins. Wash me clean 
from my guilt. Purify me from my 
sin.”

And that is exactly what God does 
when we turn to Him, apologizing for 
all the ways we have disobeyed and 
rebelled against Him and asking Him 
to help us start afresh.

This big moment came for Chance, 
as it does for many people, in a 
moment of crisis. Often at these 
times we realize just how frail and 
helpless we are in the face of the big 
issues like disaster, disease or death. 

The successful rapper, singer, 
songwriter, activist and actor was 
raised as a Christian by his grand-
mother but later walked away from 
his faith. He turned back to God 
when his daughter Kensli was born 
with an atrial fl utter (abnormal heart 
rhythm). 

Speaking about the situation, he 
said “[I just] pray a whole lot, you 
know, and need a lot of angels … 
And…you know, God blessed every-
thing, it worked out well.”  

Following the situation, Chance 
wrote on Twitter on January 31, 
2016, “Today’s the last day of my old 
life, last day smoking cigs. Headed to 
church for help. All things are pos-
sible through Christ who strengthens 
me.”

Since then, Chance has reconciled 
with and got married to his daugh-
ter’s mother, Kirsten Corley, from 
whom he was estranged, and they 

Chance encounterChance encounter

have had a second little girl, Marli. 
He has also cleaned up his life, 

been very open about his faith publi-
cally and, inspired by musicians like 
Kirk Franklin and Kanye West, has 
produced many gospel driven songs.

Chance’s music has been described 
as uplifting, generally containing 
jazz-inspired melodies and gospel 
infl uences. 

His lyrics usually have references 
to Christian theology, his struggles 
with his faith and his upbringing. 
Chance also incorporates choirs into 
his music to attempt to maximize the 
gospel undertones.

The multi-award winning rapper 
shared details about his faith on 
The Ellen Show last year after Ellen 
DeGeneres pointed out that Chance 
has given millions of dollars to char-
ity and asked, “Why is it important 
for you to give back?”

The 27-year-old entertainer, who is 
worth an estimated $33 million said: 
“So, my understanding of a lot of stuff  
is based on Jesus. Jesus teaches us 
to … care for your neighbor, care for 
people who aren’t necessarily your 
blood but still a part of your body, 
because we’re all humans.” 

He also credited his parents with 
instilling in him the value of car-
ing for and giving to those in need. 
His parents have both been actively 
involved in Illinois politics and social 
justice issues.

“So I guess it’s a mixture of my 
parents and Jesus,” he said.

The year before the celebrity 
announced he was taking a brief 
sabbatical to spend time studying 
the Bible. 

“[Christians] all quote Scripture 
and tell each other what God likes 
and doesn’t like, but how much time 
do we spend as followers of Jesus 
to really just read and KNOW His 
Word?” he said at the time. “I’m 
defi nitely guilty of not devoting time 
to it. So I’m off  to read and learn, 
because the next generation of Ben-
nett is here.”

Good for him for wanting to get to 
grips with what Christianity really 
teaches before passing it  on to his 
children. People have also been curi-
ous about the number three Chance 
wears on his hat. 

“I’ve rationalized it to myself 
that it stands for the third mixtape 
(Coloring Book, which earned three 
Grammy awards), the Holy Trin-
ity, and the three-pronged family 
of myself, my girls, and my wife,” 
Chance said in an interview.

In an Instagram post in March 
as US Covid-19 quarantine began, 
Chance encouraged his followers: 
“Matthew 5:14-16 says let that light 
shine so they may know the Father.
I encourage everyone out there 
today! Be who He made you to be!! 
A servant, a neighbor, a light, a smile, 
a helping hand, a worshipper, A 
WITNESS!! For He is God and God 
alone!! He is nigh HALLELUJAH 
[praise the Lord].” ●

Chance the Rapper 
has been very open 

about his faith.

STORIES BY JANICE TEO

In 1999, young teen Mick Green 
decided he would show the teach-
ers and students at his school 
exactly what he thought of them 

– Columbine High School style.
The media had been full of stories 

about the massacre in April of that 
year, in which two students at the 
high school in Colorado shot and 
killed 12 students and one teacher.

Like the two shooters, Mick felt he 
didn’t fi t in. His next step was chill-
ing – he stole a rifl e and a shotgun 
from a friend’s house. Bringing the 
fi rearms to school, he told his friends 
he was going to “do what they did at 
Columbine and shoot up the school”.

The school authorities were alerted 
and Mick’s family home was raided 
by the police the next morning.

Mick, now 38, still shudders at the 
memory. “I don’t know what I was 
thinking,” he tells Challenge News. 

“Growing up I always felt like a 
square peg trying to fi t into a round 
hole. I was always restless, angry and 
discontented with life.”

When Mick was 12, his parents 
divorced and his best friend was hit 
and killed by a car – making Mick 
angry and looking for something 
to numb the pain.

Marijuana seemed to fi t the 
bill. His fi rst experience with 
it left him “overwhelmed with 
a sense of ease and comfort. 
I felt like this would get me 
through life,” he recalls. 
LSD, ecstasy and amphet-
amines came next. 

The drugs propelled 
him into a predictable 
pattern of crime; 
Mick stole cars, 
broke into houses, 
sold  drugs  and 
became violent , 
which led him in and out of the court 
system. Using amphetamines all day 
/ every day and staying awake for up 
to a week at a time, just became a part 
of everyday life.

While living in Mandurah, a town 
in Western Australia, he met and fell 
in love with his neighbor Melissa, 
herself an addict. When she fell 
pregnant with Mick’s child, he tried 
to get clean but found it impossible. 

One night he told Melissa he was 
going out for a few beers and ended 
up 660 kilometres away 
in the town of Kalgoorlie 
for two nights on a drink-
ing bender. 

On the way home, the 
car Mick was in crashed. 
“I should have died that 
day,” he acknowledges. 
“Instead, I climbed out 
the windscreen and hitch-hiked 
home. But I remember thinking — 
‘you’ve got a six-month old baby at 
home, what are you doing?’ God was 
looking out for me. I know that now.”

At that time Mick knew next to 
nothing about God. “I was angry 
with God, with whatever or whoever 
caused my best friend to die,” he 
recalls. “To me God was someone to 
be angry at.” 

He told Melissa he would change 
but broke his promises time and 
again. Finally, Melissa fled to a 
women’s refuge. It was a short time 
after this that “I cried out to a God I 
didn’t know or understand to help 
me,” he says. “That was the day I sur-
rendered and realized I didn’t have 
the answers.”

This proved to be the turning 
point for Mick, who was then in his 
early 20s. He checked into a halfway 
house, began rehab – and has been 
clean and sober since that day. He 
and Mel were reunited and are now 
happily married with four sons. 

Mel became a Christian in her late 
20’s, but it took Mick a few more 
years to surrender his life. He would 

SHOOTING PLAN FOILEDSHOOTING PLAN FOILED
“Growing up I always felt like a 
square peg trying to fi t into a round 
hole. I was always restless, angry and 
discontented with life.”

When Mick was 12, his parents 
divorced and his best friend was hit 
and killed by a car – making Mick 
angry and looking for something 

Marijuana seemed to fi t the 
bill. His fi rst experience with 
it left him “overwhelmed with 
a sense of ease and comfort. 
I felt like this would get me 
through life,” he recalls. 
LSD, ecstasy and amphet-

The drugs propelled 
him into a predictable 

attend church, but Christianity and 
the message of Jesus were a big, 
unwieldy jigsaw puzzle to him until 
he began to read the Bible regularly.

“While reading the Bible, I was 
convicted about how sinful I am, 
and how one day I will have to stand 
before God and be accountable for 
everything I have said and done.

“I reckoned I was pretty good – I 
had stopped the crime, the violence, 
the drinking, the drugs, stopped 
being unfaithful and I was providing 

for my family. But when 
I read the Gospels, I met 
Jesus Christ and I saw 
what it meant to be sin-
less, to be sacrifi cial and 
to love unconditionally. I 
felt overwhelmed under 
the weight of my own sin 
and I became completely 

convicted by how much I needed 
Jesus as my Savior.”

At work a few days later, Mick 
prayed and told God he fi nally, truly 
believed. At fi rst nothing happened. 
Then the crying began.

“This conviction was like nothing 
I’d ever experienced in my life,” he 
recalls.

 “For two weeks I was a blubber-
ing mess. I would be at work and I 
would start to cry and have to go to 
the bathroom. Looking back, I think 
it was repentance (sorrow) for every-
thing I’d done, grieving for rejecting 
God my whole life and coming to the 
realization that He died for me.” 

That was fi ve years ago. Today 
Mick is studying part-time at Bible 
College while working full-time. His 
dream is to start a Christian residen-
tial rehabilitation center. 

He already holds regular meetings 
with groups of men to take them 
through a process of recovery and 
read the Bible with them.

Mik’s favorite verse is Romans 5: 8: 
“But God demonstrates His own love 
toward us, in that while we were still 
sinners, Christ died for us.” ●

Mick and Mick and 
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now happily now happily 
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I SHOULD 
HAVE DIED 
THAT DAY

Whoever keeps commandments keeps their life,
    but whoever shows contempt for their ways will die.

– PROVERBS 19:16 NIV
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WORDS FOR THE HEART
STUDIES IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN{ }Welcome to this Bible Study. Read slowly what I have 

written.  If you have a Bible, look up the reference 
verses given, and allow the Holy Spirit to minister 
to your soul through them.   – ALAN BAILEY

HOW DO I BECOME A CHRISTIAN?
What? Salvation is an eternal relationship with God – now on Earth and, after we 
die, in Heaven. 

The Lord Jesus says: “I tell you the truth. Everyone who believes in Me has eternal life.”   
John 6:47
In this world you will have trouble.  But take heart!  I have overcome the world.
John 16:33

Who? Anyone can gain the eternal life o� ered through Jesus Christ, regardless of 
how you have previously lived or what you have previously believed.

God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in 
Him shall not perish but have eternal life.   John 3:16

Why? Because sin separates us from a holy God. Sin is all the wrong things we do, 
say and think, as well as our desire to be our own boss.

For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.  Romans 3:23

How? The Bible says you become a Christian by confessing with your mouth that 
Jesus is Lord and believing in your heart that God raised Him from the dead.

If you declare with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God 
raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.  For it is with your heart that you believe 
and are justi� ed, and it is with your mouth that you profess your faith and are saved.   
Romans 10:8b-10

Ready to change your life forever? Here is a prayer you can pray, but you can 
also use your own words.  The words are not as important as the heart attitude – 
which only God can see.

Almighty God, Creator of Heaven and Earth,
I acknowledge that I am a sinner. Please forgive me for all the ways I have 

disobeyed and de� ed You. 
Thank You for sending Your Son, Jesus Christ, to earth to live the perfect life I 

couldn’t, and die on the cross for my sins.  Thank You that His blood was su�  cient 
to pay my debt to You, and His resurrection proves that there is life beyond death.  
I accept that His sacri� ce is all I need to get right with You – 
I bring nothing I have done but I give you everything I am.  Help me to live for You.  
Please be my Savior and my Master.  Amen.

What now? 
1.  Tell someone - either a fellow prisoner who is a Christian, or your Prison Chaplain.
2.  Ask a friend or family member to bring you a Bible. Ask the Prison Chaplain to 

sign you up to a correspondence discipleship program.
3.  Keep praying.  Talk to God anywhere, about anything.  He is always listening,

and you don’t need a formula. 
4.  Find out if your prison has church services and attend them regularly. 

* Please tick and write clearly *

Name ___________________________________Age ________________

Address _____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

Send to: Challenge Literature Fellowship, 2634 Drake Road, Lebanon Ohio, 45036

All overseas enquiries are referred onto someone in their own country

I have prayed 
this prayer.

  Bible
  Some ‘starting off ’ literature
  Information on a helpful church

Please
send me:

AS A NEXT STEP :

John 16:19-17:15John 16:19-17:15  
INTRODUCTION
WE  have been hearing from Jesus 
how He is going back to the Father 
and sending His Spirit to His disciples. 
“I came from the Father and entered 
the world; now I am leaving the world 
and going back the Father.” He has 
explained that this is going to be for 
their bene� t as the Spirit will enable 
them and teach them. His men still 
don’t understand that Jesus must 
su� er death by cruci� xion before He 
leaves this world. We take up the story 
at chapter16, verse 29.

John Chapter 16: Verses 29, 30
“Then Jesus’ disciples said, ‘Now You are 
speaking clearly and without � gures 
of speech. Now we can see that You 
know all things and that You do not 
even need to have any one ask You 
questions. This makes us believe that 
You came from God.’”

So much has been puzzling to the 
disciples. It is hard for us to stand in 
their shoes and feel as they did. But 

at last, when the picture is clear, they 
recognize that Jesus knows all and is 
completely in charge. To grasp what 
it means for Jesus to be called Son of 
God is slowly being learned.

Verses 31-33  “‘You believe at 
last!’ Jesus answered. ‘But a time is 
coming, and has come, when you will 
be scattered, each to his own home. 
You will leave Me all alone. Yet I am 
not alone, for My Father is with Me. I 
have told you these things that in Me 
you may have peace. In this world you 
will have trouble. But take heart! I have 
overcome the world.’”

Jesus now explains more about the 
future that is coming upon them. At 
His arrest, most of them will leave, 
afraid of being involved. We will see 
later on that John seemed to be 
near at hand and Peter followed at 
a distance when Jesus was taken, 
judged and cruci� ed. But Jesus faced 
His accusers and Pilate the judge, 
alone. 

This looks like defeat but it is not. 
Note His words “I have overcome the 
world.” Sure, trouble lies ahead, but 
Jesus is still Lord. The world’s powers 
were not able to conquer Him. The 
world had no power over Him but 
what was allowed by God. We, too, 
can take heart as we acknowledge His 
words and face the trials of our day.

Ch 17: Verse 1 “After Jesus said this, 
He looked toward heaven and prayed: 
‘Father, the time has come. Glorify Your 
Son, that Your Son may glorify You.’”

The whole of this chapter is taken 
up with the prayer Jesus prayed 
just before His arrest. He has said 
all He wanted to say to His disciples 
and now He addresses His Father in 
heaven. It seems that we are listening 
in to a very private conversation, but 
it is recorded for our bene� t. Perhaps 
the disciples heard it – we don’t know. 
His � rst request is honouring to His 
Father. Yes, the Son is to be glori� ed 
but in order to glorify the Father.

Verses 2, 3 “For You granted Him 
authority over all men that He might 
give eternal life to all those You have 
given to Him. Now this is eternal life: 
that they may know You and Jesus 
Christ, whom You have sent.”

What an amazing mission was that 
which brought Jesus to earth! Eternal 
life, so precious, something good 
from the hand of God, something 
none of us could ever deserve. And 
how simple the way which it is given. 
We don’t have some long course of 
doing good deeds to try and deserve 
God’s gift; it something simply to be 
received. To this day, this truth is real 
and active. We can experience God’s 
gift of new life at this very time. It is 
ours as a gift, though it cost our Lord 
so much to bring it about.

Verses 4, 5 “I have brought You 
glory on earth by completing the work 
You gave me to do. And now, Father, 

glorify Me in Your presence with the 
glory I had with You before the world 
began.”

Jesus is able say that He has done 
all required of Him on earth. He 
anticipates being welcomed back to 
the Father’s presence and back to the 
glory He had before even the world 
was created. We must never think that 
the life of Christ began at Bethlehem 
at the � rst Christmas. He was and is 
the eternal Son of the Father. We must 
remember that God is worthy of all 
glory because of who He is and all 
that He has done.

Verses 6-8  “I have revealed You to 
those whom You gave me out of the 
world. They were Yours; You gave them 
to Me and they have obeyed Your word. 
Now they know that everything You 
have given Me comes from You. For I 
gave them the words You gave Me and 
they accepted them. They knew with 
certainty that I came from You, and 
they believed that You sent Me.”

This reads so much like a report. It 
is, in a way. It is saying that on earth 
there are now men who are in touch 
with the divine plan. They know 
who is involved. They have felt the 
responsibility they have to hold these 
truths and share them with others. 
The scheme God has for the salvation 
of people is on track.

Verses 9-12  “I pray for them. I am 
not praying for the world, but for those 
You have given Me, for they are Yours. 
All I have is Yours, and all You have 
is Mine. And glory has come to Me 

through them. I will remain in the world 
no longer, but they are still in the world 
and I am coming to You. Holy Father, 
protect them by the power of Your 
name – the name You gave Me – so that 
they may be one as We are one. While 
I was with them, I protected them and 
kept them safe by that name You gave 
me. None has been lost except the one 
doomed to destruction so that Scripture 
would be ful� lled.”

We can see that the Lord had great 
concern and care for His disciples. He 
wants them to be intact as a group 
and remain faithful. He knows they 
will be tried with su� ering, but He 
asks for their protection. He prays 
for their unity, just as there is unity 
between Father and Son. They were 
all kept safe during His ministry but 
there was the exception, Judas, who 
was destined to betray Jesus. 

Verses 13-15 “I am coming to You 
now, but I say these things while I am 
still in the world, so that they may have 
the full measure of My joy within them. 
I have given them Your word and the 
world has hated them, for they are not 
of the world any more than I am of the 
world. My prayer is not that You take 
them out of the world but that You 
protect them from the evil one.”

We can’t say for sure that the 
disciples were listening to this prayer 
but we can see that Jesus wants 
them to understand the position 
they are in. Taught by Him, loved 
and protected by Him, given joy in 
knowing Him and known personally 
by the Father. The world is not always 
the whole geographical world that 
is meant, but the whole of society 
which opposes or ignores God.
CONCLUSION

We could ask the question “what 
has all this to do with me?” Firstly, it 
points out that there is the need to 
come to Jesus as a lost sinner and 
ask Him to save and keep us. Then for 
those who belong to the Lord, the 
promises of enabling, of protection, 
of loving care all are ours as they were 
for the disciples. In our next study we 
will see that Jesus prays for “all that 
will believe in Him through the word” 
of the disciples. The work goes on. 
People are being saved and blessed 
today. Don’t miss out. ●

BY RICK LEWERS

SOME years back I was swimming 
with my family in the Cotter River 
outside Canberra, Australia. At the 
panicked voice of my wife, I turned to 
see that between me in the water and 
my son on the bank was an enormous 
brown snake. 

I could not get to my son and 
my son could not get to me. It was 
as though time stood still. I have 
thought about that incident a lot. It 
reminds me of the state of the world.

There is a snake-like creature 
that exists and he positions himself 
between God and people and 
between people and people. 

We know him as the devil and he 
� rst shows up in the Bible as a serpent 
whose venom produces a necrosis 
that leaves nothing in life una� ected 
- a venom we call “sin” that completely 
upsets the central spiritual system. 

John MacArthur Jnr writes: “Sin 
is the degenerative power in the 
human stream that makes a person 
susceptible to disease, illness, death 
and hell. Sin is the culprit in every 
broken marriage, every disrupted 
home, every shattered friendship, 
every argument, every pain, every 

sorrow every anguish and every 
death.” 

God has written large upon his 
creation t he truth that sin is a deadly 
poison that climaxes in eternal 
poverty. 

Sin’s venom works in no particular 
timeframe, sometimes killing instantly 
while at other times torturing people 
for the length of their lives leaving 
them sorrowfully unforgiven or 
making them bitterly unforgiving. 
The unforgiven remains crushed by 
their sin while the unforgiving are 
hardened by their bitterness. 

Of course, when bitten by a 

venomous snake, the immediate 
course of action is to access the anti-
venom. If you do not believe snake 
bite anti-venom exists then no one 
can help you. 

Similarly, if you do not believe in 
God, sin’s anti-venom does not exist 
and there is no one who can help you. 

Of course Jesus taught us that the 
anti-venom to sin’s poison is only a 
prayer away: “Forgive us our sins as 
we forgive those who sin against us”. 
In the simplicity of the Lord’s Prayer, 
Jesus taught us that God the Father 
o� ers us forgiveness and inspires us 
to be forgiving. 

If you need forgiveness, God 
can o� er it. If you need to forgive 
someone else, God can help. 

In the simplicity of this great prayer 
are the deepest resources for life. One 
can � nd the joy of sin’s sorrows lifted 
and the chains of bitterness released. 
Isn’t that something that everyone 
needs and worthy of praying for? I 
love the fact that Jesus met his death 
with the words “Father forgive them”.  
It means God harbours no grudge 
and His forgiveness ends the sorrow 
of my guilt. If you want to be forgiven 
and forgiving, Jesus is the place to 
start.  ●

Avoiding the serpent of sinAvoiding the serpent of sin
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US track star Sydney McLaugh-
lin (now 22) is an American 
hurdler and sprinter who 
won gold in the 400-meter 

hurdles and in the 4x400-meter 
relay at the 2020 Tokyo Olympic 
Games (held in 2021). 

She also holds the current world 
record, (which she shaved a further 
.8 seconds off  at the recent World 
Athletics Championships) and 
Olympic records for the 400-meter 
hurdles.

Although Sydney tries to limit her 
social media use because she fi nds 
it a distraction, in August 2021, 
she wrote a lengthy Instagram post 
glorifying God.

“Let me start off  by saying, what 
an honor it is to be able to represent 
not only my country, but also the 
kingdom of God,” she wrote. “What 
I have in Christ is far greater than 
what I have or don’t have in life. 
I pray my journey may be a clear 
depiction of submission and obedi-
ence to God. Even when it doesn’t 
make sense, even when it doesn’t 
seem possible. He will make a way 
out of no way. Not for my own grati-
fi cation, but for His glory.

“I have never seen God fail in my 
life. In anyone’s life for that matter. 
Just because I may not win every 
race, or receive every one of my 
heart’s desires, does not mean God 
had failed. His will is PERFECT. 
And He has prepared me for a 
moment such as this. That I may use 
the gifts He has given me to point all 
the attention back to Him.

“2x Olympian, Olympic Cham-
pion, World Record Holder

“Thank. You. God.”
2020-21 was a very big year for 

the athlete, along with her medals, 
she won herself a diamond ring too, 
when she got engaged to NFL player 

Andre Levrone Jr. , and – even 
more important and life-changing 
than those events – Sydney also got 
baptised (immersed in water) as a 
declaration of her decision to com-
mit her life to following Jesus Christ.

In November 2020, she posted a 
video of her getting baptised in the 
ocean at a beach in LA, and said, 
“For twenty-one years I was running 
from the greatest gift I could ever 
receive. And by His grace, I have 
been saved. I no lon-
ger live, but Christ in 
me. My past has been 
made clean because of 
my Lord and Savior, 
Jesus Christ.”

Sydney explained 
to Movieguide what 
brought her to this 
decision: “I grew up 
in a Christian household. I went to 
church every Sunday. My parents 
raised us on biblical principles, and 
for a long time, I always knew that 
God existed and I knew that He defi -
nitely played a big role in my life, but 
there was no relationship.

 “Honestly, I didn’t even under-
stand the importance or the purpose 
of Jesus and how all that played 
out. So it was a lot more of religious 
right and wrong, [rather than] true 
relationship and connection and 
intimacy,” she explained. 

“But I didn’t think there was any 
freedom in [surrendering to Jesus]. 
And I was afraid that in doing that 
I would be handing over my indi-
viduality and my identity. So I kind 
of put that off  and just walked in the 
world and lived a very secular life 
and it never fulfi lled me. It never 
sustained me and I could vividly 
hear God in a couple of instances 
ask, ‘Are you done? Are you ready 
to give your life over to me? Are you 

ready to let me have control?’ And I 
would literally tell Him ‘no.’”

She continued: “God can’t force 
you to love Him. So I kept walking 
that road. I got to a point where I 
was just very depressed and des-
perately searching for some sort 
of purpose because a lot of it was 
wrapped up in track. A lot of it was 
wrapped up in relationships, and 
none of those things ever worked 
out or sustained me.”

H o w e v e r ,  o n c e 
COVID hit, Sydney 
was forced to spend 
more time by her-
self and she started 
to listen to sermons 
and read her Bible “… 
things I didn’t nor-
mally do on a daily 
basis,” she admitted. 

“I had people from my church … 
do Bible studies with me and even 
Andre inviting me to the NFL Bible 
study, and I got into community 
with people who I truly saw living 
in that freedom and in that joy that 
Jesus brings. Over time, I was able 
to build my own relationship with 
Jesus.

“Andre is like one of the best 
things that ever happened to me,” 
she said. “Beyond being such an 
amazing friend, he’s such a great 
man of God. He’s helped me in my 
walk and has always constantly 
encouraged me in that. And it’s 
been such an amazing thing just to 
have him as an example of what it 
means to live a life like Jesus. And 
truly, that’s what attracts me to him 
the most.”

Sydney said that Colossians chap-
ter 3 in the Bible stood out to her 
and opened her eyes to how to live 
for God. The chapter begins: Since, 
then, you have been raised with 

Christ, set your hearts on things 
above, where Christ is, seated at the 
right hand of God. Set your minds 
on things above, not on earthly 
things. For you died, and your 
life is now hidden with Christ in 
God. When Christ, who is your life, 
appears, then you also will appear 
with Him in glory.

“Being able to live a life that’s 
led by God, and understanding His 
love for me that sustains me more 
than anything secular in this world, 
has given me a new perspective on 
everything. And I know that it’s a 
constant journey, but defi nitely one 
of the best decisions I’ve ever made 
in my life,” Sydney affi  rms.

“God’s love for you will never 
change regardless of how you per-
form or don’t perform,” she added. 
“At the end of the day, as long as I’m 
giving 100% of what I have to Him, 
the rest doesn’t matter. I thought I 
was a track athlete. I thought I was 
a social media infl uencer ... but now 
I’ve understood that fi rst and fore-
most, I’m a child of God. Track is not 
who I am, it’s just what I do. It’s the 

TRACK IS 
NOT WHO I 
AM, IT’S JUST 
WHAT I DO. 

Sydney McLaughlin at the Tokyo 
2020 Olympic Games in Japan, on 
August 4, 2021. (Photo by Li Yibo/

Xinhua via Getty Images)

opportunity He’s given me to bring 
all of the glory back to Him. 

“Christ has cleansed me and 
washed me and made me clean. 
There’s just so much beauty in that 
and the grace, the immeasurable 
amount of grace that He showed me 
that I do not deserve. 

“It’s just been amazing to just sit 
in the simplicity of God’s love. It’s 
been very enjoyable just to feel that 
and then,  as an overfl ow of the love 
that I’ve received, be able to share 
that with others around me.” ●

SEASON OF SUCCESSSEASON OF SUCCESS

Sydney McLaughlin (far right) with fellow gold 
medalists Talitha Diggs, Abby Steiner and Britton 

Wilson of Team United States pose during the 
medal ceremony for the Women’s 4x400m Relay 

on day ten of the World Athletics Championships 
Oregon22 at Hayward Field on July 24, 2022 in 

Eugene, Oregon. (Photo by Andy Lyons/Getty 
Images for World Athletics) 


