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Vincent ran out the front door, 
and Leigh Ann locked it behind 
him and went to calm her scream-
ing baby. As she rocked him, she 
heard her husband’s voice through 
the window, pleading for her help. 
At fi rst, she thought he was trying 
to trick her into letting him back 
into the house, but as his pleas grew 
weaker, she wondered if he was 
hurt. Looking through the peephole, 
she saw him lying in their front gar-
den. She called out to him, but he 
didn’t move. She ran to his side and 
noticed his labored breathing as he 
whispered her name.

“When I realized he’d been shot, 
I called 911 and performed CPR,” 
she says. “My eff orts to save his life 
proved once again, I was a failure.”

When the police arrived, Leigh 
Ann panicked and told them an 
intruder had shot her husband and 
stabbed her.

But Leigh Ann found herself 
indicted for murder and jailed while 
awaiting her trial.

In prison, a cellmate invited her 
to church, where she received a 

Gospel tract.
“That night, as I lay in 

my bunk and read the 
tract, thoughts of going to 
hell for my sins brought 
even more anguish to my 
already devastated soul,” 
Leigh Ann says. “It told me 
a simple prayer could save 
me from the eternal fi res. I 
stared at the prayer, which 
included words like sin, 
repent, and Jesus.”

She prayed the prayer and waited 
for something to change, but she felt 
no diff erence.

Leigh Ann’s cellmate, Alisha, 
encouraged her to read the Bible.

“The Bible is God’s Word,” Alisha 
explained. “It’s His way of commu-
nicating with us. Just try it.”

BY JOHN HUTCHINSON AND JODY BENNETT

GEOFFREY Robinson, QC, is campaigning to rid the 
United Kingdom of bad people. (Weekend Magazine
22/5/2021)

When asked about which ones he is targeting 
he said, ‘by “bad people” I mean individuals who 
have been involved in human rights abuses or 
serious corruption. We should keep them out of our 
country, and out of our banks, our universities, our 
hospitals and out of our beaches.’

Robinson was asked, ‘How do we decide who is 
bad, and is that changing?’ 

That’s the big question – ‘How do we decide who 
is bad?’

We all have ideas about bad people. And, there 
are degrees of badness. How bad does a person 
need to be? And, who decides what that level of 
badness is?

James Truslow Adams once said, ‘There is so 
much good in the worst of us, and so much bad in 

the best of us, that it ill behooves any of us to � nd 
fault with the rest of us.’

Consider the question from God’s point of view 
and prepare for a surprise. The Bible says, ‘There is 
no di� erence, for all have sinned and fall short of the 
glory of God,...’ Romans 3:22-24

Compared to a holy, spotless, perfect God, we 
are ALL bad; we are all sinners and we all deserve 
eternal punishment for rebelling against Him and 
His good laws. Who of us has not lied or lusted or 
stolen; cheated or abused a substance or been 
sexually immoral? Even if you don’t think you 
deserve jail, you must know that if everything was 
known about your life, you deserve hell. 

That is the other question arising from Robinson’s 
quest: ‘What do we do with bad people?’

I remember the day at school when, at 10:55 am, 
the teacher stopped our lesson and let us watch the 
clock. At 11:00 am a murderer would be hung.

For primary school children, watching the clock 
hands reach 11:00 am jolted us as we pictured the 

man falling to the end of the rope. Nowadays we 
simply lock them up.

There is however, a better way. It’s to make bad 
people good. And the only way that can happen is 
by a miracle – that miracle is called salvation.

The Bible says that God doesn’t want ANYONE to 
go to hell but all to come to repentance. So what 
did He do? He took our punishment for us. He hung 
on the cross in our place so that we could go free 
if we simply ask Him for forgiveness and turn away 
from our sins.

There’s a verse in the Bible which says: ‘Therefore, 
if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old 
has gone, the new has come! All this is from God, 
who reconciled us to Himself through Christ...’ 2 
Corinthians 5:17-18

Read these stories of people who have been 
changed from bad people to good people, and 
know that Jesus is inviting you too to experience a 
miracle if you’ll give your life to Him.  ●

 Turn to page 2

When the charismatic, 
charming man she mar-
ried became pathologi-
cally obsessive and vio-

lent, Leigh Ann Bryant feared for 
her life and that of her baby. She 
got a gun to protect herself, never 
believing she would end up using it. 

When her husband’s anger turned 
homicidal, Leigh Ann shot and killed 
him in self-defence and found her-
self in prison. But it was there that 
she had an experience that made her 
feel free for the fi rst time in her life.

Sharing her story on her website, 
Leigh Ann said that as she grew up, 
she never felt good enough. 

“A void left me feeling empty 
inside,” she remembers. “I wanted 
nothing more than to feel worthy 
and loved. In an eff ort to fi ll the 
vacancy, I immersed myself in the 
sex, drugs, and rock-n-roll mental-
ity, doing anything and everything 
to fi nd acceptance and meaning.”

But nothing helped, and the black 
hole within her expanded and grew 
darker. 

“Things I thought would fulfil 
me only left me feeling even more 
shameful and repulsive,” she admits.

While on a psychiatric clinical 
placement as a nursing student, 
Leigh Ann began working with a 
patient named Vincent, who swept 
her off  her feet. 

“His love and attention filled 
the vacancy in my heart and made 
me feel priceless,” she recalls. “I’d 
fi nally found happiness.”

They married and, 16 months 
later, Leigh Ann gave birth to their 
son. It was about a year later that 
Vincent became obsessive and 
controlling. 

“I had no freedom,” she says. 
“He controlled my every move and 
isolated me from all my friends and 
family. His jealousy mutated and 
twisted into monstrous anger.”

Alone, afraid, and abused, the 
hole in Leigh Ann’s heart returned. 

“I was a prisoner 
resigned to do whatever 
needed to be done to 
keep my once-loving 
husband from turning 
on me,” she recalls.

Vincent threat-
ened to hunt her 
down if she 
ever left him. 
He said if 
he couldn’t 
f ind her, 
he’d work 
out a way 
to make her come back. “You’d 
come back for your sister’s funeral, 
wouldn’t you?” he threatened. He 
warned her that if she had him 
arrested, his friends would ‘take care 
of her’ if he was unable to.

So Leigh Ann stayed. 
“His anger evolved into terroris-

ing me with daily threats on my life 
that included a knife to my throat 

while he sat on my chest or held me 
against the wall,” she remembered.

She said when he threatened to 
kill their son, she looked into his 
eyes and saw that he meant it.

“That’s when I knew I had to do 
something – but what?” she asked. 
“Not knowing where to turn or who 
to trust, I got a gun. Although I 
never intended to use the ammuni-
tion that came with it, I believed 

holding the weapon in my hand 
would allow me to be in charge for 
once.”

V i n c e n t ’ s  a n g e r 
fi nally reached its limit 
one night.

“His anger turned 
truly homicidal,” Leigh 
Ann says. “Slash after 
slash, his knife cut me, 
fi lling me with horror 
I’d never known.”

Leigh Ann ran to get 
the gun she had hidden 
in her son’s nursery.

“The cold steel reassured me and 
gave me the confi dence to face my 
husband,” she remembers. “But 
instead of yielding control when he 
saw the gun, my husband taunted 
me, ‘You don’t have the guts. It isn’t 
even real’… And then it happened. 
He came at me to get the gun. As 
we fought over it, the gun went off . 
Then it went off  again.”

I KILLED MY HUSBAND

WHO DECIDES WHAT’S ‘BAD’?WHO DECIDES WHAT’S ‘BAD’?

I WANTED 
... TO FEEL 
WORTHY 
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LOVED.
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ACROSS
1 Absolute rulers 
6 Soup scoop 
7 Glossy-black bird 
9 Salt Lake state 
10  Bright garden 

bloom 
12  Enlarge, as 

pupils 
14  Just lying 

around 
17 Long (for) 
18  Too closely 

� tting 
19  It slows a 

descent 
DOWN
2  Land of over a 

billion 
3  Typical learner 

driver 
4 Teeth deposit 
5  Opponent, 

competitor 

6  Washday chore 
8 Closest 

11  Verse segment 
13  Andean animal 

15  Finger or toe 16  Make designs 
in glass 

Leigh Ann, who had never held a 
Bible before, let alone read it, decided 
to give it a go. She 
said she was des-
perate to hear from 
God. She struggled 
to understand the 
words but continued 
to read it every day. 
She also read Bible 
studies and Christian 
books. 

W h i l e  r e a d i n g 
one of the Chris-
tian books one night, 
Leigh Ann laughed 
when she read that 
the author wrote that 
she should thank 
God in all situations, 
no matter how burdensome. 

“He said if I could thank God in the 
midst of my troubles, He would bring 
me peace,” Leigh Ann says.

Leigh Ann was incredulous as she 
thought of the things she had lost: 
her son, husband, freedom, family, 
job, house, nursing license, money, 
sanity, and most likely, her future.

“No one could expect me to 
thank God for everything I was 
going through,” Leigh Ann says. 

“It was too much. 
How could anyone 
be thankful for losing 
everything?”

Then Leigh Ann 
received an answer 
– God spoke to her 
heart. 

“Yes,” the Voice 
said. “Thank Me. Not 
for the things you 
have lost, which are 
nothing compared to 
what I have in store 
for you, but for what 
you can gain. Accept 
your situation and 
thank Me, and I will 

restore you and give you peace.”
“At last, I understood,” she says. 

“The prayer wasn’t meant to be fi re 
insurance set to words, but a change 
of heart and understanding. A relin-
quishing of myself to the Lord.”

Leigh Ann sobbed as she thanked 
God and a warm sensation fl ooded 
her as she experienced peace, hope 

and love.
“The void inside was fi nally fi lled – 

more than I could’ve ever imagined. 
With each breath, I inhaled His 
joy and exhaled my despair. Then, 
another realization hit me – although 
locked up behind bars, for the fi rst 
time in my life, I was no longer a 
prisoner. God had changed my heart 
as I knelt on the concrete fl oor of 
the jail, and I knew, even if my trial 
resulted in life in prison, His truth 
had set me free.”

At her trial, Leigh Ann was found 
guilty of aggravated assault and given 
a suspended sentence. She had to 
serve 180 days in jail as a probation 
condition as well as complete 400 
hours of community service.

She is now married to her best 
friend, Lonnie, and they have a son, 
Joseph. She also has a step-son, Bai-
ley. Her baby in the story, Vincent, 
is now a man, who continues to love 
and support his mother.

Leigh Ann has written a book tell-
ing her story: In My Defense: An 
Unlikely Romance, a Deadly Gun-
shot and a Young Widow’s Road to 
Redemption. ●
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I KILLED MY I KILLED MY HUSBANDHUSBAND

Bruce Fitzgerald’s rough start in life began before 
he was even born. When his mother was eight 
months pregnant with him, his father died. The 
tragedy took a toll on his mother, Bruce explained 

in a video on the Lumin YouTube channel. At a young 
age, Bruce started using drugs and getting into trouble 
with the law.

“I think it was about my fi fth or sixth grade year that I 
started dabbling in drugs and started being introduced 
to selling drugs,” Bruce confesses.

“Eventually that led me to spend a few years inside a 
juvenile facility. Going there was for me like a badge of 
honour. It was like, yeah now I’ve got another stripe on 
my shoulder.”

When he was released, he quickly fell back into old 
habits. It wasn’t long before he was jailed again, this time 
in the county jail. This was then followed by his imprison-
ment in the State Penitentiary.

“From the outside looking in, I seemed like I was on 
top of the world, I was having the time of my life,” he 
explains. “But really on the inside, I felt totally alone. I 
couldn’t trust anybody, so the trust factor was completely 
out the door.”

Bruce described a sense of darkness surrounding him 
at that time.

“For me the peace came with the weed,” he 
admits. “The joy came with the club. The love 
came with all of the girls that I was running 
around with but it was all fake.” 

He recalls a time he was lying on his bed, 
staring up at the ceiling and feeling as though 
his body was poisoned. He thought there 
must be something more to life.

In 2006 he was indicted by the 
federal government and was 
sent to prison again.

“I wound up getting into 
a cell with a guy named 
Brother Harris, he was 
the prison pastor I guess 
you could say,” Bruce 
explains. “Every day he 
would tell me that I’m 

gonna get saved. He told me Jesus loves me. The way 
he talked was totally diff erent from anybody else that I 
talked to.”

Brother Harris lent Bruce a Christian magazine to read.
“From the time I opened it, I could not stop reading it,” 

Bruce recalls. “For the fi rst time ever in my life [I read] the 
Gospel (the Good News about Jesus), like I’d never heard 
it before. I was reading through it and I was like, what in 
the world? Where has all this been my whole entire life?”

He describes it as an ‘aha moment’. He realized if he 
lined his life up with the will of God that He would open 
doors that no man could close.

“The fi rst prayer that I prayed, I said, ‘God, you better 
be real. You better be real because I am going to give you 
everything. You are all I’ve got.’ And that day, inside that 
cell was when I said, ‘Okay, this is the God that I know, 
this is the God who I want to serve.’ When I made the 
decision to align my life with God, it was a big gamble for 
me. I was putting it all on the line and I tell you I won. 
I put all my chips on the table and where I am today, is 
where I would never believe I would be.”

Bruce wrote to his sister and told her about his new-
found faith in Jesus Christ. 

“I said, ‘I feel happier right here in prison than I ever 
did when I was in the street,’” Bruce says. “It was crazy 
how much joy and peace that I had when I accepted Jesus 
in the midst of being in jail.”

He refl ects on how far he has come since his simple 
prayer in prison.

”I no longer have fake peace,” he attests. “I no longer 
have fake love. Jesus gives me everything that the 

clubs couldn’t. Jesus gives me the peace that 
the weed couldn’t, He gives me the love that 

sleeping around couldn’t do.” 
He encourages others to give their 

lives to Jesus. “Your past does not 
determine your future,” he explains. 

“It doesn’t matter where you’re 
from, it doesn’t matter how far 

you have gone away from God. 
Today is the day of salvation. 
Today is the day that you want 
to give God your life.” ●
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Bruce FitzgeraldBruce Fitzgerald

CHAPLAIN’S PERSPECTIVE TOTALLY CHANGED
Prison chaplain Elijah Yegon knows for 

a fact that without divine intervention 
he would have been at rock bottom 
with no hope.

He says things were far from perfect. “I was 
angry, lying and unforgiving. I battled many 
addictions in my life.”

Elijah tells Challenge he did not grow up in 
a godly home but did attend Sunday school. 
“Even though I did not understand much I 
loved to hear about the God who loves all 
people.”

He was always curious about God and 
spirituality and yearned to know the truth for 
himself.

Then, several years later, “The Word of God 
was being preached by some evangelists. I 
heard them and it changed my life. The verse 
that touched me came from Romans 6:23: ‘For 
the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is 
eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.’”

So, he accepted the invitation to start a new 
life. “I decided to fully accept Christ as my 
personal Savior. I didn’t want to live for myself 

anymore. When I accepted Jesus, things 
changed dramatically.

“The biggest change in my life was that my 
character has become diff erent. What I have 
or want is no longer a priority in my life. Jesus 
is my number one priority.”

Elijah admits that he has faced his fair share 
of challenges since committing his life to God. 
“To maintain a Christian life is a challenge. 
One must be persistent, for there are many 
diffi  culties and temptations.”

Elijah’s favorite Bible verse is John 3:16 

- “For 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.” 

Today, Elijah is married and committed to 
his work as a prison chaplain. He has enjoyed 
a decades-long relationship with Jesus.

“Christ is the only way to be saved from 
sin and the only way to enter the kingdom of 
heaven. There is no other way we can have 
eternal life. Through Christ Jesus we can be set 
free from the power and penalty of sin. Trust 
your life into His loving hands.” ●
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involved in a prison brawl and was 
ordered to serve the rest of his sen-
tence in solitary confinement.

“Twenty-three hours in lockdown a 
day, seven days a week,” he remem-
bers. “I hit rock bottom. It felt like 
me committing suicide would be the 
easy way out.”

When a guard gave Abner a Bible, 
he threw it to the side of his cell.

“But for 24 hours a day, seven days 
a week, I knew that Bible was in my 
cell,” he says. “It was like it was say-
ing ‘I'm here, God is here.’”

He eventually, started reading it 
and an internal tug-o-war began.

“I'm the worst of the worst, and 
can there be a God that can forgive 
me right now?” he asked. “It was a 
tug-o-war of ‘which way do I go in life 
and how do I go about it?’”

While reading the Bible one night, 
Abner had a vision that changed 
everything for him.

“I saw fire, like I was burning,” he 
remembers. “Like everything around 
me was on fire. And I got on my knees 
and I cried and cried and cried. ‘I 
can't be like my father, because my 
father was a Christian and a pastor. 
That's not me. I will never be like my 
father.’ And the Lord was calling me 
and saying, ‘I got you. You're looking 

for a Father and I’ve got you. I’m your 
Father.’ For the first time in my life 
since I was five years old someone 
appreciated me. Someone loved me. 
It was like a ton of bricks gone. It 
was gone. That was the day that the 
process started.”

After he was released from prison, 
Abner couldn’t find work. He had 
tried to live a godly life but he felt 
discouraged and resorted to his old 
ways. It wasn’t long before he got 
arrested for robbery and went back 
to jail for three years. He resolved 
to leave his life of crime behind and 
rededicated his life to God.

“I got on my knees and prayed, 
‘I give you what I have left, once 
again,’” Abner says. 

God freed him from his anger and 
helped him to forgive his dad.

“I see Jesus now as my father 
figure,” he explains. “I had a Father 
the whole time that was looking out 
for me, that was protecting me. And 
it wasn’t that He left me, it was just 
that I was blindfolded to the truth, 
and now the blindfold is off.”

Abner is married with a son. He 
speaks at churches and prisons about 
God’s power to transform lives and 
has written a book called The Pas-
tor’s Son: A Memoir. ●

Abner Garcia Falero battled 
feelings of rejection from 
when he was just five years 
old, after his father aban-

doned him and his mother and 
brothers for another woman. 

He turned to violence as a way 
to relieve his anger and stress and 
joined a gang when he was 16. For 
the next 10 years he found himself 
in and out of prison more than 30 
times, before being incarcerated in a 
maximum security prison for seven 
years. 

With one year left in his sentence, 
Abner was sent to solitary confine-
ment, where he was to carry out the 
rest of his term. It was there Abner 
discovered he wasn’t alone. 

In an interview with The 700 Club, 
Abner said his father, who was a pas-
tor of a church, had been the person 
he looked up to.

“He was my everything,” he 
recalled. “I tried to block the reality of 
‘my father's not coming back.’ I didn't 
know how to go about it.  I didn't 
understand it. I was too young.”

He channeled his anger into vio-
lence, finding that it got him what 
he wanted.

“It got me protection,” he explains. 
“[And] a way of me releasing my 
stress. The higher the level [of vio-
lence], the easier it was for me to 
sleep at night.”

He joined a gang at 16, after 
being expelled from every school he 
attended. In his gang he found fam-
ily, protection and support. He said 
the gang members held a common 
belief – violence.

He was in and out of prison more 
than 30 times over the next 10 years 
for armed robbery, assault and other 
violent crimes. He wanted out of the 
gang life but couldn’t see a way out.

“I knew every day either it was 
me being killed, or it was me killing 
someone, or going to prison,” he 
says. “Those were the three things I 
expected every day when I woke up.”

Then Abner was arrested for 
possessing a weapon while being a 
convicted felon and was sentenced 
to seven years in a maximum security 
prison. But he didn’t feel guilty or 
remorseful.

“It was like I was numb – numb to 
who I was,” he says.

Then a year before his release, 
Abner hit rock bottom. He was 

IN PRISON IN PRISON 
OVER 30 TIMESOVER 30 TIMES

Theft is not a Theft is not a 
‘victimless’ crime‘victimless’ crime
Matt began using drugs 

when he was just 13. He 
took them to escape from 
the pain of seeing his 

mother being abused - “beaten to 
within an inch of her life” - is how 
the former prisoner describes the 
harm done to her.

“Drugs made me not care about 
anything, about society, about 
people,” he shares in his account 
to Prison Fellowship Australia. 
“All I cared about was myself 
and how I was going to make my 
money to take drugs. I was using 
drugs, drugs, drugs to numb my 
emotions.”

When he turned 18, Matt was 
sent to jail for robbing a supermar-
ket while high on drugs, and was 
in and out of prison for the next 12 
years.

It was while he 
was incarcerated 
that Matt was intro-
duced to the Syc-
amore Tree Proj-
ect - an eight-week, 
C h r i s t i a n - b a s e d 
program that pairs 
inmates with unre-
lated victims of crime to share their 
stories.

The aim of the project, run by 
Prison Fellowship Australia, is 
to help prisoners understand the 
impact of their actions, a technique 
which proponents say can play a big 
part in breaking the cycle of crime. 

It certainly had that effect on 
Matt, who not only realized he did 
leave victims in his wake, but went 
on to commit his life to God three 
years ago as a result.

“I’ve done just under 12 years of 
jail, and it’s taken me this long to 
pull my head in and to change my 
life,” he says wryly. “I’ve walked 
with God these last three years and 
He’s the one who’s pulled me out 
on the other side, clean.”

He says the program opened his 
eyes - “I actually thought I didn’t 
have any victims. I didn’t think I 
was affecting anyone; I thought I 
was normal.

“But the Sycamore Tree Project 
made me realize I do have victims. 
I met one old lady who was asleep 
in her house when she got burgled. 
She was so scared she made me see 
that I still have victims in my life.”

Matt also recalls a 94-year-old 
man who told him his wife died the 
day after Matt and a friend broke 

into their house.
“What a beautiful bloke he was,” 

Matt smiles. “He was a Christian. 
I offered to pay every single cent 
back. He was angry at me ... but 
he said, “I don’t want your money. 
I just want you to keep following 
God. If you keep following God, 
that’s a bigger gift than you could 
ever give me.’ ”

Matt was stunned. “I couldn’t 
believe it. He even rang me up a 
week before court and said, ‘I wish 
you good luck. I hope you don’t get 
jail for what you did to me, because 
I have faith in you that you’re going 
to follow the right path from now 
on.”

It was not easy meeting the 
victims. “It was scary...even if they 
weren’t my victims,” Matt admits. 

“I thought these 
people would look 
at me like I was a 
criminal but they 
didn’t at all … Even 
after what they’ve 
been through, they 
were so willing to 
give people like me 
another chance, 

and another chance, and another 
chance.

“They sat down and listened 
to me and they teared up to hear 
what sort of life that I’ve had. They 
just wanted to do right by us, even 
though we did wrong by them.”

Matt’s family is having a little 
more trouble accepting the changes 
in his life. He says his father and 
siblings have rejected him but 
adds: “I don't really blame them, 
because of how many times they 
heard me say I was going to change 
my life. But every time I came back 
to prison. But I proved them wrong 
this time, so far.”

He credits the program and what 
it has taught him for keeping him 
on the straight and narrow. “If not 
for that, I’d probably be back in jail. 
If I didn’t change I was going to end 
up dead or in jail for the rest of my 
life,” he says candidly.

“It’s never too late to change. 
I was one of the baddest of the 
baddest men but I’ve come out and 
moved forward in life. And you 
know what? I love life being clean.

“God loves me unconditionally 
and He knows I stuff up. He tells 
me to keep going the way I'm going 
and even though I’ll have bad days, 
I’ll come out the other side clean.” ●

IT’S NEVER 
TOO LATE TO 
CHANGE ... 
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BY MARK ELLIS 

As a youngster, South African Declan 
Wood wanted his father’s love and 
approval, but the abuse he suff ered at 
his hands led to lifelong scars.

“When I did something wrong, made mis-
takes, my dad beat me with a baseball bat,” 
Declan says on a video recorded by Joshua 
Generation Church.

During one of the beatings, his father hit 
a light fi xture and knocked it off  the ceiling.  
“Glass was going everywhere and he kept 
beating me. The way he looked at me when 
he was beating me, I thought ‘this man 
hates me’.”

Declan’s mother and sisters also feared his 
dad. “Who do I turn to? Declan wondered.

At 10 years old, he turned to drugs, 
mostly marijuana. Later, he and his friends 
ground up a sedative he referred to as man-
drakes (Quaaludes) and mixed it with the 
marijuana.

“I mixed it with weed to give me a rush, 
but it was destroying my social life. I never 
fi tted in with the regular kids at school. I 
never felt a part of everyone else.

By the time Declan was 15 he had been 
kicked out of eight public schools and three 
boarding schools. “My life was smoking, 
doing drugs, stealing cars, going on joy rides, 
and bringing them back at fi ve in the morn-
ing,” he recounts.

Following two years of service in the 
army, he got into hardcore drugs and 
began breaking into homes to support his 
drug habit. Eventually he was caught and 
sentenced to seven months in prison. “I 
was 20 years old and had my 21st birthday 
in prison.

After his release, he got into trouble again, 
was arrested, and sentenced to nine years 
in prison.

In prison, he joined a gang and sold drugs.
After his release, he moved to Cape Town 

and discovered crack cocaine. “I had a hit 
and it messed me up. It made me so high I 
was addicted straight away.”

While working as a labourer, Declan met a 
young woman and she moved in. “A month 
after I met her, she got pregnant. Nine 
months later I had this beautiful little girl.

“I thought having this little baby would get 
me on my feet and I would stop using drugs. 
But I couldn’t. It was just too strong for me.”

“One morning after smoking crack all 
night, I was lying in this bed wanting to cry, 
but no tears came out. I thought to myself, 
‘what a terrible father. My girl’s going to 
grow up with a father that can’t support her’. 

I felt like such a terrible loser. I was looking 
back on my life, just being naughty, doing 
wrong, having bad intentions.”

In desperation Declan cried out, “God, if 
you’re real, please help me!”

The next day a fellow drug addict came to 
him and told him about a rehab facility down 
the road. During rehab, Declan began to read 
the Bible for the fi rst time. 

“It was amazing the power of these words. 
This was something else. Every now and 
again a verse would really do something 
to me. It would do something in my soul. 
I knew then God was real and He was with 
me. In that home I got to know Jesus, and I 
fell in love with Him and His word. 

He witnessed the lives of drug addicts 
transformed and changed.

After rehab, Declan found a job. “I was 36 
years old. I started doing handyman work, 
electrical, painting. I never had confi dence 
before, but the Lord gave me confi dence.”

However, in 2008, he backslid and went 
back on crack cocaine. A friend of his sister 
invited him to church. “I went in there one 
day and I saw the love of Jesus in these 
people. I had learned about the power of 
God, sharing the good news, the Holy Spirit, 
but I didn’t know enough about God’s love.

“I was coming to church on Sunday but 
during the week I was using drugs. It was 
a terrible time. When you have tasted that 
God is good, and you’re on drugs and can’t 
get off , it’s terrible.”

In an accountability group at the church, 
he confessed his sins. “Sometimes they 
would rebuke me. One important thing I 
learned was the importance of living in the 
light. No matter how many times I slipped 
up in those fi ve years, I knew I had to live 
in the light.”

Then one day in 2013, unexpectedly, 
the Lord delivered him from his addiction 
as he stood in his mother’s garage. “I felt 
the addiction taken right out of me in my 
mother’s garage. From that day, never ever 
again did I use drugs. Never again was I 
tempted like I was all those years. The Lord 
took it out of me in an instant.

“Jesus Christ, himself, came to that garage 
that day and saved me, he delivered me. He 
took that drug addiction right out of me.”

Declan has since become a leader in the 
church.

He is thankful for God’s transformational 
power. “The Lord had been good to me. My 
relationship with my daughter has been 
restored. I’ve been able to provide. The Lord 
has helped me in my business and there is 
still a lot more to come.” ●

Set free from Set free from 
addictionaddiction

Declan Wood

TWO skydivers jump from a plane at 15000 feet. 
Both are wearing parachutes. One of them folds 
his arms, ignores the ripcord, and says to himself, 
“I’m perfectly safe because of my parachute.” He 
is still saying these words as he hits the ground 
at nearly 100 miles per hour. The other skydiver 
knows he will be safe only if he does 
something. He pulls the ripcord and 
lands safely. 

We may know about the 
Christian faith. We may 
respect Jesus and agree 
that what He did on the 
Cross is the answer to our 
deepest needs, but until we 
ask for His help and commit our lives to Him, it is 
like falling with a closed parachute. We need to 
take urgent action. We need to pull the ripcord 
while there is still time. The ripcord is this, 
“Whosoever calls upon the name of the Lord shall 
be saved” – Romans 10:13. 

There is nothing else we can do. We cannot 
save ourselves – we can only throw ourselves on 
what Jesus achieved for us on the Cross, He has 
done everything that we need. Let’s act on it, or 
else we will free fall into hell. 

 – Evangelist Reinhard Bonnke

knows he will be safe only if he does 
something. He pulls the ripcord and 

power. I had money; people were looking for me.”
When he was almost killed by a truck it brought 

a wakeup call. When Eddie recovered, a friend 
who had become a Christian took him to church.

“Once I was there in church, I was like, ‘What’s 
here? There’s nothing here for 
me. I’m not making no money 
here. I need to go out there and 
make money.’”

His stubborn heart remained 
resistant. He didn’t get saved or 
repent.

After he survived gunshots 
to the head, Eddie began to 
reexamine his lifestyle. “I felt 
disgusted the way that I would 
just stay up all night and do 
drugs,” he says. “My nose was 
like falling apart.”

“Cocaine is a drug that once 
you start doing it there’s no 
turning back,” he says. “I was 
desperate for a way out of this 
addiction.”

At the urging of his mom, 
Eddie checked into a rehab facility where he had 
a life-changing encounter with the Lord.

“I remember one night I’m there in my room 
and I get a visitation from what I believe was the 
Lord Jesus,” he says.

In the vision, Jesus imparted to him: You really 
want to change your life, all you have to do is walk 
through this door and if you walk through the 
door, your life will be changed.

Eddie saw a very narrow door, through which 
shone a bright light.

“When I went through the door, all the burden 
that was on me, everything that was there, all my 
problems, everything just fell off  me,” he recalls. 
“Once I walked through that door, my life was 
changed. He saved me right on time.”

Eddie was instantly set free from drugs.
“God literally took the addiction out of my life 

completely,” he says. “He did the work right away.
“I was such a bad person,” Eddie adds. “The fact 

that He would really literally come and save me, 
I couldn’t wrap my mind around that. I was like, 
‘Why, God, why? Why would You save me? Why 
would You do that? And Lord, You took care of 
me. You took care of me when I needed somebody, 
when I needed a father.’”

Today, Eddie pastors a church in Florida. ●
This article � rst appeared on Godreports.org 

and is used with kind permission.

Drugs more difficult to Drugs more difficult to 
ditch than communismditch than communism
BY BEN LAHOOD 

Without a father, Cuban-born Eddie 
Ramirez turned to fi ghting and drugs.

Eddie was part of the “Freedom 
Flights” rescuing 

people from communist Cuba 
in 1967. When his dad came 
to America a year later, the 
youngster hoped to enjoy 
his family and his new life in 
America, but it was not to be.

Dad was aggressive and 
angry, and Eddie never devel-
oped a close relationship with 
him. After a time, his parents 
divorced.

Feeling cheated without a 
father, Eddie fought neigh-
borhood kids as an outlet 
for his resentments. Older 
boys noticed his toughness 
and took him into their gang. 
He latched on the masculine 
approbation and began to 
thrive in the life of crime.

“I needed somebody to accept me because I was 
cheated. I needed somebody that was older than 
me to accept me and embrace me and say, ‘OK, 
you’re part of this.’”

The hole in his heart wasn’t fi lled by crime, 
however, so he sought satisfaction in drug use.

“What is the next thing? Well, let me get some 
drugs, let me start doing drugs,” he acknowledges.

He worked his way up in drug dealing and 
landed some high-profi le clients. He felt an illu-
sion of power. But he was helpless to stop his own 
spiraling addiction.

“You’re always chasing that fi rst high,” he says. 
“It got me to the point of no return. I was like, I 
can’t stop. There’s no way of me stopping. I had 

Eddie Ramirezis free at last 
from his past.
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Buth Nhorn of Cambodia killed many, 
many people, he confesses. 

“I laid countless land mines. I built 
and ran an orphanage for the purpose 

of raising child soldiers. As a Buddhist, I 
calculated that I was beyond redemption. 
What could I possibly do to compensate for 
what I had done?

“On 18 March 1970, young Vietnamese 
guerrillas with black teeth marched me into 
the forest to join the Khmer Rouge. Because 
I was opposed to Lon Nol and loyal to Prince 
Norodom Sihanouk, I stayed. In fact, I 
became a commander and even continued 
fi ghting underground after the overthrow 
of Pol Pot in 1979. I survived 
numerous injuries. As you can 
see, my body bears the scars of 
battle.”

In 1978 he married Reth. 
“The following year we escaped 
to Thailand. In 1987 my wife 
became ill and for a whole year 
could not straighten her fi ngers. 
A neighbor took her to a church. 

“They began praying for my 
wife and after six months she was 
healed. Reth became a Christian and even 
hosted a Bible study in our home.”

 In 1991 they returned to Cambodia.
“I rejected this foreign religion, Christian-

ity and was cruel to my wife. Yet, the more 
I abused her, the more she loved me. She 
returned good for evil. This seemed too good 
to be true. But, why would she lie to me? I 
watched my wife carefully. For eight years 
she prayed for me.

“One day I beat my wife until she was 
unconscious. But still she loved me. I was a 
drunkard and a killer. My life was a disaster.

“Secretly, I began to read the Bible. I was 

confi dent that I would fi nally 
expose my wife’s delusion. 
When I read John chap-
ter three, verse 16, I 
was overwhelmed 
by God’s love. I 
knew I was sinful. I 
wanted a new life. 
I too believed.”

J o h n  3 : 1 6 
says: “For God 
so loved the 
world that He 
gave His only 
begotten Son, that 

whoever believes in Him should 
not perish but have everlasting 
life.”

For several months Buth ques-
tioned every pastor he met. “I 
needed to know, was I forgiven 
or not? If we believe, God will 
forgive us. This is what the Bible 
says. I believe in God’s promise,” 
he nods.

In Isaiah 1:18-19 for instance, 
God off ers: “Come now, and let 

us reason together,” says the Lord,
“Though your sins are like scarlet, they 

shall be as white as snow; though they are 
red like crimson, they shall be as wool. If you 
are willing and obedient, you shall eat the 
good of the land.”

No matter what we have done in our past 
or how many terrible things we have said 
and done, God will forgive us freely and 
completely if we simply submit ourselves to 
Him and ask.

In 1999 Buth became a pastor, telling oth-
ers all about the wonderful freedom he has 
found in Jesus. ●

Mass killer and abuser 
overcome by love

confi dent that I would fi nally 
expose my wife’s delusion. 
When I read John chap-
ter three, verse 16, I 
was overwhelmed 
by God’s love. I 
knew I was sinful. I 
wanted a new life. 

overcome by love

Buth NhornButh Nhorn

I WAS 
CRUEL TO 
MY WIFE, 
YET...SHE 
LOVED ME. 

BY MARK ELLIS 

In 1977, then 17-year-old Gene McGuire 
found himself at the wrong place at the 
wrong time. His 24-year-old cousin had 
come for a visit, and the two went to a tavern 

in Pennsylvania for some drinks.
Gene was unaware his cousin was wanted by 

the law.
After a few drinks, they stepped outside and 

were about to leave. But Gene’s cousin decided 
he needed some quick cash and went back inside 
to rob the bar. In the process, he killed the 
60-year-old bartender, Isabell Nagy, by stab-
bing her to death, according to a report by CBN.

The two young men escaped to Spanish Har-
lem in New York City, hiding out in drug houses 
and fl ea-bitten motels. But after a short while, 
Gene was overcome with guilt and turned him-
self in to New York police and was taken back 
to his hometown in Pennsylvania.

At Gene’s trial, the court-appointed lawyer 
gave him ill-conceived advice to plead guilty to 
second-degree homicide. Still a teenager and 
ignorant about the process and proceedings, 
Gene agreed and was convicted of second-degree 
murder and sentenced to life in prison without 
parole.

For the fi rst 10 years of his prison term, Gene 
fell into the depths of the prison lifestyle, which 
included violence, drugs, and porn.

But God found a way to reach him in the val-
ley of despair.

As the Apostle Paul wrote, God demonstrates 
his own love toward us, in that while we were yet 
sinners, Christ died for us. Romans 5:8

In 1986 Chuck Colson’s Prison Fellowship 
held a three-day revival in the prison. Moved 
by the power of the Gospel and God’s Spirit, 
Gene surrendered his life to Jesus as his Lord 
and Savior.

“Soon after, he began receiving mentorship 
and counseling from Pastor Larry Titus, one of 
the pastors in the program and 
they became friends. For 25 years, 
Larry faithfully visited Gene in 
prison. During his time in prison 
Gene became a spiritual leader to 
thousands of inmates,” according 
to CBN.

Even though Gene had no legal 
right to parole under his sentence, 
he applied to the governor several 
times through the Board of Par-
dons. “It wasn’t a legal matter; it 
was a plea of mercy,” he told The 
Unseen Story.

Despite many glowing letters of recommenda-
tion from supporters and a stellar prison record 
after coming to Christ, the governor denied his 
bid a fi fth time, after Gene turned 50. “I was 
like, feeling like a blow to my stomach. The wind 
came out of me and, I could barely breathe.

“But I knew I needed to do one thing — to 
look him in the eye and thank him, which I 
had learned through a verse in the Bible. Thes-
salonians 5:18 says, Give thanks in all circum-
stances, for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus 
concerning you.

“And so I looked him in the eye and said thank 
you to everybody, and shook their hands.”

As Gene walked down the steps from the 
administration building, heading toward his cell 
block, God impressed on his heart: I want you 
get on your knees and thank me.

When he re-entered his cell, Gene dropped to 
his knees by the side the bed and began to bawl 
like a baby. “I grabbed the pillow and put it on 
my face. And I just cried…”

He thought to himself, If I die, I’ll die with 
dignity, serving the Lord in prison, leaving a 
legacy for other inmates.

“I loved ministry. I loved church. I loved 
mentoring. We did Bible studies out in the yard. 
We prayed. We saw miracles, we saw people get 
healed. We saw salvations in my cell, outside my 
cell, and in the church on Sunday,” he recounted.

Gene pulled the pillow away from his face and 
said, “God, thank you for providing for me. God, 
thank you for protecting me and thank you God 
for promoting me.”

A few years earlier, a verse in Isaiah 54 seemed 
to jump off  the page at Gene: He that bows low 
will speedily be released, he will not die in a pit, 
neither will his bread be lacking.

In obedience, Gene knelt down on the con-
crete fl oor of his cell and the Lord spoke to his 
heart and said, ‘No, lower.’

Gene prostrated himself on the fl oor, with his 

hands at his sides, 
and the Lord said: 
‘Lift your hands.’

“When I lifted 
my hands off  the 
floor, my whole 
body was rest-
ing on the fl oor. 
And I just felt 
that weight on 
my chest. And He 
said, ‘That’s how I 
want you to live, 
totally dependent 
on me. If you sup-
port yourself, you have what you have. But 
if you allow me to support you, I’ll give you 
everything’.”

“And so there I was, denied commutation for 
the fi fth time, 32 and a half years in, and God 
says, ‘Thank me.’”

Gene began to thank God and the Lord 
impressed on his heart: ‘Gene, I’m going to 
release you. But it’s not based on your eff ort, not 
who you know, and what you’ve accomplished.’

Immediately Gene’s tears dried up and the 
Lord’s peace fl ooded his heart. God directed 
Gene to go back to serving the church in prison 
and pursuing his daily devotions.

Two months later, something unexpected 
happened. The U.S. Supreme Court ruled that 
teens 17 and younger receiving a life sentence 
with no chance of parole convictions would get 
a “post-conviction relief” review of their case.

“It took 20 months to have my case reviewed. 
And along that way, when they were reviewing 
my case, my attorney got ahold of me and said, 
‘Hey, what did your old attorney do for you?’”

“Well, he did this, this this,” Gene replied.
“No, he didn’t do anything for you,” the attor-

ney said. “What he did was he lied to you. And 
he pled you into an illegal sentence, an uncon-
stitutional sentence. And there’s evidence of that 

right here before me.”
On April 3, 2012, Gene walked 

back into the courtroom, shackled, 
wearing an orange jumpsuit. “I had 
40 or so friends and family from 
the community there in support of 
my re-sentencing.

“I didn’t know whether I was 
going to be released or not. I knew 
something good was going to 
happen.” 

Presiding Judge Russell D. 
Shurtleff  addressed the Wyoming 
County Courtroom in Pennsylva-

nia, asking Gene if he had anything to say.
Gene stood up. “I was trying to breathe, 

because I was on the verge of just bawling my 
eyes out. So, I kept trying to keep my words 
short and brief.

“Judge, thank you for this opportunity,” he 
said. “A lot of people, from offi  cers, to inmates, 
to friends and family have invested in my life. 
And I just want to say thank you.”

Then he apologized for the crime. “It was obvi-
ous that my cousin committed this crime; I was 
with him. I apologize for my behavior; I made 
some bad decisions in being there.”

“I’ve heard enough,” the judge declared.  
“Gene McGuire has served 34 years, nine 
months, 15 days of his sentence. Having served 
[this time] the defendant is released eff ective 
this date.”

When the judge said that the courtroom 
exploded with applause and people shouted, 
“Hallelujah! Praise the Lord!”

“I just bawled my eyes out on the table and 
my attorney was patting me on the back and I 
looked up to the judge said, ‘Thank you judge, 
thank you!’”

Suddenly the judge got up and walked off  
the bench and the stenographer walked away, 
without dismissing the proceeding.

Someone yelled out, “Unshackle him, release 
him from his chains. He’s a free man!”

Gene’s sister Mary ran forward and began 
hugging his neck and the sheriffs started 
unshackling him.

“I’m crying like a baby and my sister’s crying, 
and I’m just in awe. I remember standing there 
and after a little bit we were talking and laughing 
and crying and hugging and they came over and 
they hand me some clothes and he said, ‘Gene, 
go change. Mary, take your brother home.’”

“I changed clothes, I came out and started my 
fi rst day of freedom!”

Three days later, Gene went back to the court-

house to thank the people involved in his case.
As they sat around a large wood table, the 

probation offi  cer said, “You know, the judge 
never closed the court.”

“Am I still free?” Gene asked.
“Yeah, you’re fi ne,” he said. “I went into 

chambers a little bit later and said, ‘Rusty, how 
come you never closed the court?’”

“I didn’t want anybody see me crying,” he 
said, “so I just walked off  the court.”

Gene believes heaven invaded the court-
room that day and orchestrated everything.

Remarkably, he harbors no bitterness about 
the 34 years he spent behind bars. “I’m just a 
servant; I’ve no rights; I’ve no entitlements. 
I’ve never been in need, never been in need 
since I’ve been released,” he said.

“No sin against me has been greater than 
my sin against God,” he said. “As freeing and 
liberating as it was for me to receive and know 
God’s forgiveness in my life, it is every bit as 
freeing and liberating to forgive and let others 
go who have hurt me.” ●

NO SIN 
AGAINST ME 
HAS BEEN 
GREATER 
THAN MY SIN 
AGAINST GOD

Gene McGuire is now a free man.  INSET: Gene being arrested as a 17 year old.

Innocent teen jailed for 34 yearsInnocent teen jailed for 34 years
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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 12:42 - 13:17  

BY JODY BENNETT

WHEN someone says “heaven”, what do you think of? 
Wings, harps and clouds? Doing your favourite thing all 

day? A bland place with lots of singing?
Many people de� ne heaven by the things that make 

them feel happy and ful� lled on Earth, but what if I were to 
tell you that in heaven there is no sex, no marriage, no Wi-
� , no computer games, no Net� ix, no sport and probably 
no sleep. Would you still want to go?

The Bible actually tells us very little about heaven. But 
when Jesus was told about a woman who had had seven 
husbands and asked whose she would be in heaven, He 
made it clear that in the afterlife there is no marriage or 
sex. “When the dead rise, they will neither marry nor be 
given in marriage; they will be like the angels in heaven.” 
(Mark 12:25)

In the glimpses the Apostle John had of heaven, as 
recorded in the biblical book of Revelation, it was a place of 
worship – with crowds standing around the throne of God 
singing praises and bowing before Him.

So, if heaven is not a place where we get to do whatever 
we want, or gratify all the desires we have on earth, why is 
it somewhere we would want to go?

Well, the people who want to go to heaven want to be 
there for one reason only. One thing makes heaven, heaven 
and the absence of that one thing makes hell the most 
awful, fearful place it is. That one thing is Jesus. 

The people who want to go to heaven want to be there 
because Jesus is there. He is the embodiment of love, 
mercy, kindness, goodness and truth. All our deepest 
longings are ful� lled in Him and therefore the yearning of 
those who know Him, who call themselves Christians, is to 

be where He is.
That is why there is so much worship in heaven. Not 

because it is forced, like some sort of long boring church 
service, but because everyone there is so overcome by 
God’s goodness and so grateful He has extended that 
goodness to them, they cannot but praise Him endlessly!

The Bible makes two other important points about the 
afterlife that are also relevant. 

Firstly, our desires and lusts will not be ful� lled in hell 
either. Hell is no endless debauched party. Jesus describes 
it as a blazing furnace, where there is weeping and 
gnashing of teeth. (Matthew 13:42) It is a place of torment, 
devoid of any of the goodness, light, purity or happiness 
that we may know on earth.

Secondly, heaven is not the � nal destination of those 
who trust in Jesus for their salvation. John tells us in 
Revelation 21: “Then I saw “a new heaven and a new earth,” 
for the � rst heaven and the � rst earth had passed away, 
and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the 
New Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, 
prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. 
And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Look! 
God’s dwelling place is now among the people, and He will 
dwell with them. They will be his people, and God himself 
will be with them and be their God. ‘He will wipe every tear 
from their eyes. There will be no more death’ or mourning 
or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed 
away.” (verses 1-4)

Ultimately, there will be a new Earth and Revelation 
gives us only a few clues as to what it will be like but for 
those who know and love Jesus only one fact is important 
– He will be there and we will never be apart from Him 
again. ●

What makes heaven so special?What makes heaven so special?

INTRODUCTION
We have reached the last week of 
Christ’s life on earth. It is a very full 
week when He teaches vital, life-
changing truth. John makes it clear 
that there are many hard hearts 
that are refusing the truth Jesus 
brings.  There are others who are 
listening and believing. We will see 
how events are leading up to that 
crucial time when the Lord pays the 
supreme price on the cross. He states 
clearly that this is the reason He 
came to earth.

Chapter 12, Verses 42, 43 At the 
same time many even among the 
leaders believed in Him. But because of 
the Pharisees they would not confess 
their faith for fear they would be put 
out of the synagogue; for they loved 
the praise from men more than praise 
from God.

It is interesting to note that there 
were leaders among the Jews who 
were convinced that Jesus was who 
He claimed to be. But how sad to 

I say is just what the Father has told me 
to say.

How important is the Word of 
God! Ignoring or rejecting it is to 
bring the unbeliever into judgment. 
No-one who has heard the Word can 
claim that they don’t know the way 
of salvation. They are left without 
excuse. The message of the Gospel 
sets out the way of life and the way 
of death. We choose to listen and 
obey or do otherwise

Chapter 13, Verse 1  It was just 
before the Passover Feast. Jesus knew 
that the time had come for Him to 
leave this world and go to the Father. 
Having loved His own who were in the 
world, He now showed them the full 
extent of His love.

Jesus often referred to the right 
hour for his passion and death. He 
now knew that the hour was near. 
We marvel at His love. These men 
had proved themselves to be very 
unreliable, slow to learn, rivalling 
each other for a place of importance 
and having normal human 
weaknesses. But His love was strong, 
constant and sacri� cial. Think about 
ourselves at this moment. He loves us 
in the same way.

Verses 2- 5 The evening meal was 
being served, and the devil had already 
prompted Judas Iscariot, son of Simon, 
to betray Jesus. Jesus knew that the 
Father had put all things under His 
power, and that He had come from 
God and was returning to God. So He 
got up from the meal, took o�  His outer 
clothing, and wrapped a towel around 
His waist. After that, He poured water 
into a basin and began to wash His dis-
ciples’ feet, drying them with the towel 
that was wrapped around Him.

Washing of feet was a common 
practice as people wore sandals in 
the sandy countryside. It was looked 
upon as a chore usually done by 
servants. So the disciples would have 
been greatly surprised that their 
Master would do this service. Yet it 
was not anything foreign to Jesus 
as He showed that He had come to 
serve, not to be served. It was an act 

of grace and love. No doubt 
each man felt a little strange 
as it took place but he would 
remember the occasion 
powerfully. Note that Judas 
the betrayer was one of them.

Verses 6- 9 He came to 
Simon Peter who said to Him, 
“Lord, are you going to wash my 
feet?” Jesus replied, “You do not 
realise now what I am doing, 
but later you will understand.” 
“No,” said Peter, “you shall never 
wash my feet.” Jesus answered, 
“Unless I wash you, you have 
no part with me.”  “Then Lord,” 
Simon replied, “not just my feet 
but my hands and my head as 
well!”

Peter felt unworthy of this action. 
He would rather it didn’t happen. But 
Jesus was teaching something they 
all had to learn and, at the same time, 
in a symbol, pronouncing them clean 
from inward de� lement. So Peter 
needed to be part of this action. 
Realising it, he expressed his strong 
desire to be in harmony with Jesus.

Verses 10, 11 Jesus answered, “A 
person who has had a bath needs 
only to wash his feet; his whole body is 
clean. And you are clean, though not 
every one of you.” For He knew who 
was going to betray Him, and that was 
why He said not everyone was clean.

These words con� rm the thought 
that inward cleansing was also in 
view. But it didn’t apply to Judas. We 
will never understand why a follower 
of Jesus could be so treacherous. 
We can think of Judas’ love of 
money and his desire to see the 
Romans overcome, but we can never 
understand how he could deliver the 
Lord into the hands of those who 
were determined to kill Him.

Verses 12- 15 When He had � nished 
washing their feet, He put on His 
clothes and returned to His place. “Do 
you understand what I have done 
for you?” He asked them. You call me 
‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord”, and rightly so, for 
that is what I am. Now that I, your Lord 
and Teacher, have washed your feet, 

you also should wash one another’s 
feet. I have set you an example that 
you should do as I have done for you.

What Jesus did was to model 
kindness and humility. He wants 
them to understand that these 
qualities are to be copied. No-one is 
too great to be a servant of others. 
In fact, greatness bows to the needs 
it sees and does something about 
them. So these disciples, so prone to 
compete with each other, are bidden 
to follow Jesus’ example and kneel 
down and serve each other.

Verses 16  and 17 “I tell you the 
truth, no servant is greater than his 
master, nor is a messenger greater 
than the one who sent him. Once you 
understand these things, you will be 
blessed if you do them.”

Jesus underlines what He has 
said about masters and servants. 
The relationships exist, but humble 
service should be shown to all.
CONCLUSION

Confronted with the life of Jesus, 
we cannot help but admire and 
wonder at such a Person. How could 
we think of Him as being just an 
ordinary man among men? He is so 
wise, so deep, so di� erent, so perfect. 
And we could go on. Yet He faced 
an agonising death at the hands of 
sinners. We will read more about that 
as we go on. ●

think that they thought more of 
their own reputations and positions, 
rather than be seen as disciples 
of Christ. Following Christ calls for 
courage.

Verses 44- 46 Then Jesus cried out, 
“When a man believes in me, he does 
not believe in me only, but in the one 
who sent me. When he looks at me, 
he sees the one who sent me. I have 
come into the world as a light, so that 
no-one who believes in me should stay 
in darkness.”

We notice that Jesus constantly 
refers to His Father. In so doing, 
He shows the closeness of the 
relationship of Father and Son; so 
close that He is able to say they are 
one. This points us to the mystery 
of the Trinity, Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit. Not three Gods, but three 
persons in one being. Thank God for 
the light coming into the world.

Verses 47- 50 As for the person who 
hears my words but does not keep 
them, I do not judge him. For I did not 
come to judge the world, but to save it. 
There is a judge for the one who rejects 
me and does not accept my words; that 
very word which I spoke will condemn 
him at the last day. For I did not speak 
of my own accord, but the Father who 
sent me commanded me what to say 
and how to say it. I know that his com-
mand leads to eternal life. So whatever 
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On August 8, as the 2020 
Olympics came to a close, 
Charles Fernandez, Guate-
mala’s last remaining athlete 

at the Olympic village carried his 
country’s fl ag with pride at the clos-
ing ceremony.

The 25-year-old modern pen-
tathlete did not win any medals at 
these Games, but he has a winning 
attitude - and a higher purpose for 
his sport.

“The people of Guatemala are the 
reason I do what I do in sports,” he 
told Tokyo 2020. 

“I am an athlete for this country. I 
don’t compete for myself but for the 
people. When I am on the podium… 
I just think of the smiles of these 
people who suff er every day, who 
work every day to achieve a better 
life. 

“However, sometimes it is hard 
for them to develop as human beings 
due to the violence and corruption 
in the country.”

Charles was born in Dayton, Ohio 
in the United States to Christian 
parents, Carlos - who was originally 
from Guatemala - and Heidi. When 
he was seven, his parents answered 
the call to become full-time mission-
aries in Guatemala and the whole 
family moved there. 

Carlos, himself a modern pen-
tathlete, founded a mission called 
Welcome to My Father’s House. For 
the past 17 years, this evangelistic 
ministry has provided education 
and medical care as well as sports 
and construction projects for the 
Mayan population.

“We help them build churches, 
houses, schools and community 
centers,” explains Charles, who 
has been a Christian from the time 
he was a child and is passionate 

about being a role model for the 
community.

Although he has not been as 
hands-on since turning professional, 
his heart is still for the mission fi eld. 
Once, when he 
was travelling 
in Europe, he 
learned that 
the Fuego vol-
cano, just 10 
miles from his 
h o m e t o w n , 
had erupted. 
C h a r l e s  h a d 
actually been 
p l a n n i n g  t o 
c l imb Fuego 
when he got 
home that same 
week.

“We decided 
to  shi f t  our 
focus from it 
being a vacation 
to being a min-
istry opportu-
nity,” he continued. He and his girl-
friend Kristen started a GoFundMe 
page and raised $2000, which they 
used to buy food, water and other 
essential items which were distrib-
uted through Father’s House.

“It was defi nitely a huge blessing 
to be able to help people who were 
victims of the volcano in any way we 
could,” Charles noted. “These people 
had literally lost everything.”

He was also one of fi ve athletes 
recruited by the Olympic Committee 
in Guatemala last summer to build 
three houses in one of the villages 
destroyed by the eruption.

“As a Guatemalan, as a Christian, 
and as a public fi gure, I wanted 
to try to create awareness for the 
people of Guatemala,” he said. “This 

is not a process that will heal itself 
overnight.”

The modern pentathlon is a gru-
elling one-day endurance competi-

tion over fi ve dis-
ciplines -  fencing, 
swimming, horse 
jumping, shooting 
and running - a 
skillset that must 
seem bizarre to 
anyone who didn’t 
grow up with Tar-
zan or Erroll Flynn 
movies. 

It  is  Charles’ 
work as a mission-
ary that inspires 
him in his role as 
an athlete.

“My aim as an 
athlete is to bring 
hope  to  them, 
showing them that 
anything is possi-
ble when you work 

hard. The two ways I support the 
country are diff erent but thank God 
they fi t together in a very special 
way. This is the reason and motiva-
tion for what I do at the Olympics.

“I ask God to give me strength 
every single day. I know for a fact 
that without the renewal of my 
strength through my faith and 
because of God I would not be the 
athlete that I am today. That is why 
I do what I do, to be a light of Christ 
unto the nations in this sport.”

Charles said a personal relation-
ship with Jesus Christ was not some-
thing religious but genuine. 

“It is not a religious experience. 
God is not a God who looks for the 
best of the best, but someone who 
looks for the broken-hearted in need 

of a savior, regard-
less of your sins and 
faults.

“My faith in God 
has always been 
s u r r o u n d e d  b y 
the love and grace 
He has shown to 
His children even 
though we don’t 
deserve it. 

“My purpose in 
life has been to 
always reflect the 
love that Christ 
gave us and serve 
others selflessly. 
Being an example 
of Christ’s love 
on earth through 
actions has helped 
me use the platform 
that I have to inspire others and be 
a positive change to my country and 
the people around me.

“The diff erence is about how you 
treat others, how you look at adver-
sity, and how you respond to every-

LOSER IS A WINNER

Guatemala’s Charles Fernandez falls o�  Fluoriet as 
he competes in the men’s individual riding show 

jumping of the modern pentathlon during the Tokyo 
2020 Olympic Games at the Tokyo Stadium in Tokyo 

on August 7, 2021. (Photo by Pedro PARDO / AFP) 
(Photo by PEDRO PARDO/AFP via Getty Images)

INSET: Charles Fernandez of Team Guatemala 
celebrates during the Fencing Ranked Round of 
the Men’s Modern Pentathlon at the Tokyo 2020 

Olympic Games on August 05, 2021 in Chofu, 
Japan. (Photo by Leon Neal/Getty Images)

Charles Fernandez of Team Guatemala celebrates 
winning in the 200 meter freestyle swimming heat 
of the Men's Modern Pentathlon on day � fteen of 
the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games at Tokyo Stadium 

on August 07, 2021 in Chofu, Japan. (Photo by Dan 
Mullan/Getty Images)

thing that happens around you. This 
allows me to live a happy life as an 
athlete knowing that it is not about 
what you do inside sport but how are 
you doing it that matters.” ●


