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Dear Friend of St. Athanasius Academy,

HIS PEACE AND PROMISE WORKING IN OUR PRISONS

FOR THOSE SEEKING HIM WITH A SINCERE HEART

BELO W  IS  A  LETTER FRO M A  PRISO NER STUDENT W HO  THANKS THE LO RD FO R HIS  FO RG IVENESS AND

THE EFFO RTS OF  THE ACADEM Y TO  BRING  HIS  GRACE AND TRUTH TO  HIS  W ANDERING  CHILDREN .

It is written in the Book of Proverbs, “He who troubles his own house will inherit the wind,

and the fool will be servant to the wise of heart” (11:29).  So it has been with this sinner,

who, because of great trouble in his own house, had to serve the wise in prison for twenty

plus years.  However, the Lord in His infinite mercy granted me to learn the meaning of St.

Moses the Ethiopian’s words, “Go, sit in your cell, and your cell will teach you everything.”

Having sat in a prison cell contemplating my lot, I saw clearly the veneer of lies that

I had hid behind for so many years.  “Who am I?”, really, I wondered.  Also, I remembered

the many good Christians I had known who were still free and blessed of He Who is our

One true God. Again I wondered, what do they know that I obviously don’t know? I

concluded, therefore that I needed to find the truth about myself and true faith. Thus, for the

next two years I fully immersed myself in self-examination and a thorough re-study of the

faith I had claimed, but not practiced, in the churches of Christ, Jesus.

One day as I arrived in the prison chapel for a twelve-step meeting, I stopped by the

tract display to see if there was anything new. A journal, Orthodox Journey, caught my eye;

I knew of the Orthodox Church, but never had the opportunity to read any of their writings.

How auspicious that this inaugural issue contained a brief summary of the Orthodox Faith!

As I read and studied the summary, I saw some things with which I heartily agreed, some

with which I just as heartily disagreed, and yet others which aroused my curiosity.

In all this, though, an experience from my childhood was touched upon and hope

sprang up in my heart.  Despite my lifelong Protestantism up to that point, I felt compelled

to write and ask questions.  So I wrote to the editor, Father Duane Pederson of the

Orthodox Christian Prison Ministry, and to Father Jack Sparks of the St. Athanasius

Academy of Orthodox Theology, which was advertised in the journal.  As it would turn out,

Father Duane humbly allowed Father Jack to be my primary teacher in the Faith as I worked

through completing a Diploma in Orthodox Christian Studies through the Academy.
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I remember well when I sent a letter to Father Jack outlining all the horrible things I had

done in my life, asking his advice on how to proceed building a new life for myself.  I was

shocked at the reply. The first line of his letter stated, “I, too, am a sinner as you are.”  I

couldn’t believe what I was seeing!  Someone I perceived to be very much unlike myself was

telling me he was just like me!  But isn’t that very much an integral part of the Incarnation?

My studies with Father Jack and Paul were completed a decade or so ago, and after

completing my time in prison, day for day on the inside, I have been pursuing life on the

outside for about 5 years.  However, I would not be where I am today, if it had not been for

St. Athanasius Academy teaching me about the Incarnation and the significance that entails,

not only for mankind, but for myself as well.  Through my studies with the Academy I gained

an understanding of who I am and why I am here.  As I continue in correspondence with

friends who are still doing time, I realize the importance of helping them to understand the

significance of the Incarnation in their own lives.

It seems to me that St Athanasius Academy, both in the course of study available and

its now long-standing experience assisting people in prison, is well-equipped to continue to

help people on the inside. To help the many in coming to an understanding of the Word, His

Incarnation, and what this means in their eternal relationship with Him.

Perhaps even more important, is how the Academy taught me how to think like the

Church Fathers, confirmed by Scripture.  Yes, most of my studies were from the writings of

the Church Fathers; however, much of my study consisted of answering why a Father

thought such and such.  In this I learned not only how to think like the Fathers, I also learned

the importance of listening to others and trying to understand their viewpoint.  Again, is this

not an aspect of the Incarnation?

I could go on and on about the many lessons I learned from the Academy and those

there who help me to grow in self-awareness and the Faith.  I will have to let it suffice to say

that the Academy is integral in helping those on the inside learn not only about the

Incarnation, but also how to build a new life for themselves as they helped me to do.

the sinner – Zossima

May we remain steadfast in the eternal Promise of the waters of His Baptism.

Sincerely – Paul

Please remember our prisoner-students in your prayers.  We are changing hearts as our students begin to

experience and interact with His transformative love.  This Light of hope and promise, is leading our students to

repentance, to a turning to the Lord and seeking His Forgiveness.  They desire to put Him first in their life, to imitate

His ways of  compassion.  They are coming alive to the Lord, seeking to grow and mature in their Creator and Savior,

Jesus, our Christ.  This mission works because of you and cannot work without you.
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