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Dear Friend of St. Athanasius Academy,

My name is Zossima, a former prisoner and graduate of
Saint Athanasius Academy of Orthodox Theology (SAAOT).
I did my course work under the guidance of Father Jack N.
Sparks (may his memory be eternal!) and later, Paul Goetz.

In my former life, I was a member of a very conservative
fundamentalist denomination who loves nothing more than
to hate on catholicism and what even appeared to be
Catholic, including Orthodoxy. 

Having been so busy condemning others, while finding
spiritual satisfaction in it, I found the perfect lazy man's
excuse not to see nor even tend to my own, more serious
problems – problems eventually landing me in prison. 

Looking back, I saw many good people of faith, believing in God, who are not in prison.  Yet

there I sat, alone in a world I no longer recognized. It was not home. It was obvious I had missed

something of critical importance, and perhaps,  as the merchant in Mat 13:45, I knew I had to find

what was missing in my life - the pearl of great price - and give everything to obtain it.

In this process, I came to see how my life had become wrapped in lies now strangling my very

spirit. The first step was to discover the truth about myself and reconsider my relationship with

God. This meant I had to commit myself to re-studying my faith from the ground up. This  to

restore and rebuild my life around the Truth, Jesus being  our Christ.  

In the midst of this re-examination, I came across a publication in the prison chapel entitled

Orthodox Journey.  Besides the all-important description of Orthodoxy contained in this little

journal, there was also an advertisement for a new study program for prisoners being offered by the

Academy.  Moved by my desire to understand, I contacted both Father Duane, the editor of the

journal, and Father Jack from the Academy, on how to get started on this journey to Orthodoxy.

A critical juncture in my relationship with SAAOT, was a letter I received from Fr. Jack.  He

was addressing my past sins and recommending what I needed to do to get turned around. 

The humbling surprise of his letter was his opening words, 
"I too am a sinner as you are."  
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My initial reaction was: What?! Are you sure you want to put yourself in the same boat with me?

Yet his words of solace showed to be the  quiet confirmation I needed, telling me I was on the right

path to His Church – the Household the Lord. Through the ministries of Father Jack and Father

Duane, I, a prisoner – and deservedly so – came to experience a small taste of the love and mercy

of our God and Father.  Just as importantly, I came to understand and live true repentance, a real-

life turning back to the Lord, with a sincere and heartfelt change of mind.

During twenty years in prison I witnessed literally hundreds of "conversions" according to the

typical Evangelical mode.  However there was something missing –  this true sense of repentance

leading to humility and humbling of oneself to the Truth and His people.

Through my studies with SAAOT – funded by the Prisoner Education Project –  I came to see

the world and myself in a whole new light, in a whole new way.  You see, if someone hasn't had to

learn to look at the world in a radically new way, it is most likely, they have not truly experienced

repentance. Perhaps the biggest change in my thinking came in regard to my understanding of

Jesus, being the Christ.  

Thanks to Father Jack and SAAOT, I now have a thorough grasp and understanding of the

Incarnate Word.  And through this knowledge of the Incarnation, I also have a better sense of

myself and my place in the world. I am literally a different man today because of the opportunity

afforded me to gain an in-depth understanding of Orthodoxy.

My prison term didn't end until after Father Jack was taken home to be with the Lord, and so

I was unable to meet him face to face in this life. I will have to wait until the resurrection. But I am

most convinced he would want this program of study for prisoners to continue. I know by firsthand

experience, how helpful and needful this program is for prisoners seeking a faith where they can find hope

and a love that will never forsake them. Thank you Father Jack for believing in me.

Sincerely,
the sinner,  Zossima
SAAOT prisoner-student graduate

On behalf of the Academy, thank you  Zossima
for your first-hand account.

Sincerely,

  

Paul Goetz
SAAOT - Pray for prisoners
Apostles Peter & Paul
Scholarship Program

We have two new booklets this Christmas season
with all donations being used to help fund

 the Apostles Peter and Paul Program.

Please help us make this a good year for prisoners
and those helping us make it so.  

See the Enclosed Coupon.
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