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The Anabaptist Prison1

Isaac S. Villegas

You can put us in jail, but you can’t stop us. When the Holy Ghost 
gets to a man, nothing can stop him. The Negro has been sitting 
here dead for three hundred years. It is time he got up and walked.

 –	James	Bevel,	19632

I

On Tuesday nights some of us from church drive fifteen miles down 
Interstate	40	to	the	Orange	County	Correctional	Facility,	a	men’s	prison.	I	
leave	my	cell	phone	and	all	other	contraband	in	my	car,	and	walk	over	to	
the	guards	at	the	gate.	After	they	check	my	ID	card,	the	prison	guards	admit	
me	into	the	dark	world	behind	the	chain-linked	fence	lined	with	razor	wire.	
We	are	led	to	the	dining	hall	– white walls, linoleum floors, circular tables 
with	chairs.	A	voice	from	a	 loud	speaker	gives	permission	for	 inmates	 to	
enter the dining hall where visitors have assembled. I find a few prisoners 
sitting	at	a	table	and	ask	if	I	can	join	them	for	a	conversation.	Sometimes	
we	talk	about	the	latest	college	basketball	game	–	UNC	beat	Duke,	again.	
Sometimes	they	share	news	about	their	family	on	the	outside	–	a	daughter	in	
trouble at school, a son finally graduating. Sometimes they tell me what God 
is	doing	in	their	lives	–	an	experience	of	grace,	a	new	insight	from	the	Bible.	
And	sometimes	we	just	sit	there	with	nothing	much	to	say;	our	words	come	
to	an	end	and	all	we	have	to	offer	is	our	silent	presence.	When	the	hour	is	up,	
we	form	a	big	circle	–	inmates	and	visitors	hold	hands	and	pray.	We	become	
brothers	in	Christ,	praying	to	our	Father	in	heaven,	for	God’s	kingdom	to	
come,	“on	earth	as	it	is	in	heaven	….”	
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When	I’m	with	them,	I	can’t	help	but	pray	that	prayer	 like	I	really	
mean	it.	The	familiar	words	of	the	Lord’s	Prayer	come	alive	as	I	hear	the	
profound	 conviction	 and	 utter	 desperation	 in	 their	 voices.	 The	 inmates	
inflect our routine Christian prayer with cries for mercy, for redemption, for 
liberation,	for	reconciliation,	for	salvation.	And	with	 their	hands	 in	mine,	
and	mine	in	theirs,	I	can’t	help	but	echo	their	conviction	and	desperation;	I	
can’t	help	but	want	what	they	want:	for	the	kingdom	of	heaven	to	crush	the	
chain-linked	fence	and	reach	into	all	our	hearts,	and	set	us	free.	In	prison	I	
can	hear	500-year-old	whispers	from	Anabaptist	graves	–	the	prayers	of	the	
saints	–	who	still	cry	out	to	God	in	unison	for	a	re-formed	world,	a	world	
remade.	When	I	pray	the	Lord’s	Prayer	with	my	friends	in	prison,	our	voices	
reverberate	 with	 the	 voices	 of	 the	 16th-century	Anabaptists,	 the	 faithful	
commoners	who	dreamed	of	God’s	future:	“that	this	earthly	life	swings	up	
into	heaven,”	as	one	preacher	taught	them	to	pray	and	dream.3

As	we	pray	and	share	our	lives	together,	inmates	tell	me	about	how	
God	 has	 entered	 their	 souls	 even	 while	 their	 bodies	 are	 held	 captive	 in	
prison. They bear witness to the unstoppable flow of God’s grace, passing 
through	locked	gates,	and	washing	over	their	lives.	I	hear	story	after	story	
of	God’s	prevenient	mercy,	providential	love,	and	permeating	grace.	They	
claim	the	words	of	the	apostle	Paul	that	“nothing	shall	separate	us	from	the	
love	of	God,”	not	even	incarceration.	Redemption	has	taken	hold	of	them.	
I’ve	seen	evidence	of	God’s	work	in	their	faces,	when	the	light	of	Christ’s	
transfiguration flashes through their eyes. I’ve heard it in their prayers, when 
their	words	resound	with	the	Word	of	God.	And	I’ve	even	felt	God	in	their	
hands,	when	we	clasp	our	hands	together	and	let	the	peace	of	Christ	pass	
through our palms and fingers. They are the church, even in prison –	a	light	
shining	in	the	darkness.

I	 often	 think	 about	 their	 hands	 –	 Larry’s	 hands,	 Santonio’s	 hands,	
Tim’s	hands.	All	of	us	hold	hands	as	we	share	thanksgivings	and	concerns,	
and finally bow our heads and pray. With their hands in mine, and mine in 
theirs,	I	can’t	help	but	think	about	what	those	hands	have	done.	Who have 
they hurt? And how badly? Is Larry doing time for a violent crime?	I	try	to	
shake	those	thoughts	out	of	my	head	and	focus	on	the	hands	themselves,	the	
fleshiness of them, and to learn to feel God’s presence pass through them. 
Hand in hand, flesh on flesh –	this	is	the	site	of	God’s	mysteries	revealed,	
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the	intimate	union	of	the	Holy	Spirit,	companionship	through	Christ.	The	
textures of our hands give texture to the Word made flesh. Together, our 
bodies write the Word; our hands mingle our bodies, and we find ourselves 
holding,	and	being	held	by,	the	body	of	Christ.4

But	 they	 are	 wounded	 hands.	 The	 inmates	 still	 bear	 the	 marks	 of	
their crimes. They are wounded by the wounds they’ve inflicted. Prisoners 
remember	 what	 they	 have	 done	 –	 the	 pain	 they’ve	 caused.	 Their	 guilty	
conscience	 haunts	 the	 mind.	 The	 marks	 of	 the	 wounds,	 now	 lodged	 in	
memory,	can’t	be	erased;	nor	can	the	marks	on	their	police	record:	once	a	
felon, always a felon. The official paper trail will follow Santonio forever, 
leading	every	potential	employer	back	to	the	crime	scene.	I’m	not	the	only	
one,	apparently,	who	worries	about	their	hands:	What are they going to do 
with those hands when they get out? Will they return to a life of crime?	The	
prisoners	can	hear	our	internal	dialogues.	They	know	that	their	records	will	
haunt	them	forever,	as	if	it’s	not	enough	to	be	haunted	by	those	whom	they	
hurt in the first place. The inmates are also worried about their hands: What 
am I going to do when I get out? Who will want to touch hands defiled with 
crime? Who wants to hire a felon?

When	 I	 join	 my	 friends	 in	 prison	 for	 prayer,	 I	 glimpse	 a	 sliver	 of	
Christ’s hope. But it’s only a flicker of light amidst overwhelming darkness. 
In	prison	it’s	dark	for	at	least	three	reasons,	which	all	cohere	in	the	insidious	
power	of	racism.	For	one	thing,	despair	is	a	thick	fog	that	clouds	out	any	light	
of	hope.	Even	when	they	look	forward	to	their	release,	inmates	know	that	
most	of	them	will	return	to	prison	–	currently	the	rate	of	recidivism	indicates	
that	 75	 percent	 of	 prisoners	 will	 be	 re-incarcerated	 within	 three	 years	 of	
their	release.5	As	one	ex-offender	has	put	it,	“prison	is	a	school	and	violence	
is	the	curriculum.”6	Incarceration	is	a	training	ground	for	violence.	Inmates	
are	schooled	as	criminals.	As	James	Logan	writes,	“Criminality	is	preserved	
and	 produced	 in	 such	 fortresses	 of	 consistent	 violence,	 degradation,	 and	
despair.”7	 Prison	 is	 a	 school	 for	 the	 formation	 in	 violence	 and	 once	 you	
are	enrolled,	you	will	most	 likely	never	graduate.	There	 is	 little	hope	 for	
escaping	the	cycle	of	imprisonment.8

Another	 reason	 I	 am	 overwhelmed	 with	 darkness	 every	 Tuesday	
when	I	visit	prisoners	has	to	do	with	the	forces	of	dehumanization.	Prisons	
have	been	given	over	to	demonic	powers	that	snuff	out	every	spark	of	hope	
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as	inmates	are	taught	that	they	are	not	fully	human.	The	system,	observes	
David	 Gilbert,	 tends	 to	 “view	 prisoners	 as	 scum	 for	 whom	 incarceration	
itself is not sufficient punishment.”9	After	being	told	again	and	again	that	
they	are	the	scum	of	the	earth,	it’s	no	surprise	that	inmates	begin	to	believe	
that they are not quite as human as the rest of us. Prison is not only a piece 
of	land	marked	off	from	the	free	world	with	razor	wire;	it	is	also	a	linguistic	
territory	 where	 people	 are	 absorbed	 into	 a	 language	 world	 that	 re-names	
them as “filth,” “dirt,” “slime,” “pieces of shit,” “diseased,” “contagious,” 
“debris,”	“monsters,”	among	other	names.10	They	learn	a	new	vocabulary	
behind	bars;	they	are	named	and	mapped	into	a	world	where	they	come	to	
describe	their	species	as	less	than	human.	Prisoners	come	to	know	themselves	
as	 human	 debris,	 the	 excrement	 of	 society.	Their	 minds	 are	 invaded	 and	
colonized	with	 this	new	 linguistic	world.	A	 thick	 fog	of	degradation	 and	
despair	clouds	their	vision	of	their	humanity.

Finally,	 the	 Orange	 County	 Correctional	 Facility	 is	 a	 dark	 world	
because	most	of	 the	men	are	dark	 skinned	–	most	 are	African-American,	
some	 Hispanic,	 and	 a	 few	 are	 white.	As	 we	 all	 know,	 this	 isn’t	 because	
black	and	brown	people	are	criminals	by	some	genetic	defect.	Instead,	there	
seems	to	be	a	sinister	collusion	of	powers	that	has	turned	our	society	in	on	
itself to find scapegoats –	that	is,	groups	of	people	to	blame	as	the	cause	of	
the	death	of	 the	American	dream.11 A significant attempt at scapegoating 
took	place	during	Richard	Nixon’s	1968	presidential	campaign.	He	played	
on	the	fears	of	White	America	and	blamed	the	riots	throughout	the	United	
States	on	the	black	people	themselves.	Instead	of	listening	to	what	Martin	
Luther	 King,	 Jr.	 and	 others	 were	 saying	 about	 the	 root	 causes	 of	 racism	
and	poverty,	Nixon	responded	with	a	“law	and	order”	attack	on	the	black	
population.12	According	to	Nixon,	African	Americans	were	the	problem,	not	
the	segregated	distribution	of	wealth	and	racist	city	planning.	

As	 I	 learn	 more	 about	 the	 history	 of	 the	 Mennonite	 church	 that	
has	 adopted	 me,	 I	 am	 struck	 by	 an	 analogous	 political	 climate	 at	 the	
emergence	of	Anabaptism	and	the	current	African	American	incarceration.	
The	Anabaptists	were	victims	of	the	same	criminal	(in)justice	approach	to	
structural	problems.	In	the	16th	century,	Thomas	Müntzer	preached	about	
the	blindness	of	the	powerful	as	they	crushed	those	at	the	bottom	of	society:	
“The	 lords	 themselves	 are	 responsible	 for	 making	 the	 poor	 people	 their	
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enemy.	They	do	not	want	to	remove	the	cause	of	insurrection,	so	how,	in	
the	 long	 run,	 can	 things	 improve?”13	For	 short-term	 thinkers,	 as	Müntzer	
noted,	it	is	easier	to	blame	the	protestors	and	rioters	than	to	deal	with	the	
real	 issues;	 they	 treat	 the	 symptoms	 without	 investigating	 the	 pathology.	
Similarly,	as	those	with	social	capital	and	political	power	in	the	1960s	lived	
out	the	“pursuit	of	happiness,”	they	refused	to	acknowledge	the	reasons	for	
riots	and	bought	into	the	scapegoat	solution:	that	is,	it’s	time	to	put	African	
Americans	in	prison.	Those	with	political	power	did	not	think	twice	about	
the	economic	racism	that	made	ghettoes	possible.	Rather	than	starting	the	
hard work of economic reform, the system began a process of quarantining 
the	enraged	people	who	seemed	to	be	causing	all	the	problems.	U.S.	society	
chose	the	easy	way	out;	the	political	forces	treated	the	symptom	of	the	riots	
instead	of	investigating	the	economic	disease.	

Thus prisons were filled with those who raged and rioted. They were 
the	dark	 side	of	 the	 so-called	American	dream,	 sent	 to	prison	 so	 that	 the	
socio-economic	machine	could	keep	producing	the	conditions	of	happiness.14	
To	secure	capital,	the	established	order	has	to	segregate	those	at	the	bottom	
who	threaten	the	authorized	distribution	of	wealth	and	power.15	The	prison	
population	is	the	shadow	side	of	a	society	that	is	founded	upon	accumulating	
property	for	the	few	while	the	many	keep	the	machine	producing.16	While	
the	legalized	slavery	of	recent	history	may	have	come	to	an	end,	the	poor	are	
still	predominately	black	and	work	for	a	pittance.	As	Martin	Luther	King,	
Jr.	said	in	a	1967	sermon,	“Emancipation	for	the	black	man	was	freedom	to	
hunger.”17	

No	one	wants	to	die	of	hunger,	if	they	can	help	it.	Instead	of	silently	
suffering	social	death,	African	Americans	made	public	what	Michel	Foucault	
calls	the	“indirect	murder”	of	people	in	order	to	keep	the	system	running.	
When	the	black	population	started	to	organize	into	a	political	movement	of	
equality for the poor and powerless, the political system ignored the root 
problems	 and	 instead	 silenced	 the	 revolutionary	 voices.	 It’s	 no	 mistake	
that	the	most	hopeful	political	movement	in	this	country	was	born	among	
African	Americans,	and	now,	almost	as	a	response,	our	country	puts	them	
behind	bars.	Sheldon	Wolin,	the	eminent	American	political	theorist,	makes	
this	point	powerfully:	

The significance of the African American prison population is 



The Conrad Grebel Review�4

political.	What	is	notable	about	the	African	American	population	
generally	is	that	it	is	highly	sophisticated	politically	and	by	far	
the	one	group	that	throughout	the	twentieth	century	kept	alive	a	
spirit	of	resistance	and	rebelliousness.	In	that	context,	criminal	
justice	is	as	much	a	strategy	of	political	neutralization	as	it	is	a	
channel	of	instinctive	racism.18

As	Wolin	notes,	 the	sheer	number	of	darker-skinned	prisoners	 tells	
an	 important	 story.	 The	 political	 system	 doesn’t	 tolerate	 disruptions	 to	
the	established	distribution	of	power,	and	the	mass	movements	of	African	
Americans	have	been	seen	as	a	threat.	

While	this	racism	is	systemic	and	thus	faceless,	every	once	in	a	while	
the	curtains	are	stripped	away	and	we	can	see	someone	pulling	the	levers	
of	the	political	machine	as	it	rolls	over	people.	J.	Edgar	Hoover,	the	former	
director	of	the	F.B.I.,	displayed	the	paranoid	fear	that	fuels	the	racist	political	
order.	During	the	Civil	Rights	movement,	Hoover	put	Martin	Luther	King,	
Jr.	on	a	short	list	of	“dangerous	people	to	be	rounded	up	in	case	of	a	national	
emergency.”19	 Now,	 it	 seems,	 Hoover’s	 same	 policy	 is	 in	 play	 with	 the	
heirs	of	the	Civil	Rights	movement.	They	have	been	rounded	up	and	put	in	
prisons.	And	in	prison	they	are	inducted	into	the	cycle	of	lawlessness	from	
which	only	a	few	escape.	The	system	has	snuffed	out	any	spark	of	hope	for	
a	 redeemed	society,	and	has	misdirected	 the	hope	of	God’s	 revolutionary	
love	that	emerged	during	the	Civil	Rights	movement.	Instead	of	continuing	
to	dream	with	King	about	God’s	beloved	community,	 the	urban	poor	are	
taught	 to	 dream	 about	 becoming	 another	 American	 Gangster,	 an	 urban	
soldier	trained	in	prison	for	street	warfare	when	they	get	out.	History	has	
taught	them	(and	us)	that	substantive	economic,	social,	and	political	change	
is	impossible,	so	why	not	become	kings	of	the	slums?

II

That’s	the	harsh	reality	I’m	beginning	to	see	as	I	talk	with	prisoners.	When	
I	drive	back	from	prison	on	Tuesday	nights,	I	come	home	to	a	world	that	
seems	like	it’s	falling	apart,	or	maybe	has	already	collapsed,	and	I	have	the	
luxury	to	live	in	denial.	The	fact	is	that	prisons	are	part	of	the	system	that	
makes	it	possible	for	me	to	thrive.	My	friends	in	prison	and	I	are	different	
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threads	making	up	the	fabric	of	the	same	society.	Without	prisons,	the	order	
of	things	unravels.	I	can	experience	the	fullness	of	my	humanity	because	of	
the	mass	dehumanization	of	inmates	in	the	hidden	corners	of	this	country.	
The	cycles	of	imprisonment	and	the	violence	behind	bars	maintains	the	order	
that	allows	me	 to	go	about	my	daily	 life.	This	has	 to	mean	something	 is	
wrong	with	the	way	life	is	organized	in	the	United	States.	If	inmates	are	just	
as	much	a	part	of	our	body	politic	as	I	am,	and	if	we	stick	the	thermometer	in	
prison	in	order	to	take	our	temperature,	then	we	will	see	that	the	U.S.	body	
suffers	from	a	high	fever.	

Days	 before	 his	 assassination,	 Martin	 Luther	 King,	 Jr.	 read	 the	
symptoms	 of	 our	 political	 body	 and	 offered	 his	 diagnosis:	 “the	 world	 is	
all	 messed	 up.	 The	 nation	 is	 sick.	 Trouble	 is	 in	 the	 land.	 Confusion	 all	
around.”	But	he	didn’t	say	we	were	dead	just	yet.	King’s	prognosis	left	open	
a	possibility	for	hope,	for	restored	health	in	the	land.	He	continued:	“But	I	
know,	somehow,	that	only	when	it	is	dark	enough,	can	you	see	the	stars.”20	
The	 light	 of	 Christ’s	 hope	 shines	 in	 the	 darkness.	While	 we	 are	 tempted	
to	close	our	eyes	and	go	to	sleep	when	it’s	dark	outside,	to	forget	about	a	
world	gone	mad,	King	tells	us	to	go	outside	and	look	for	the	stars.	We	aren’t	
supposed	to	run	from	evil;	instead	we	wait	with	those	in	the	darkness	for	the	
advent	of	Christ’s	resurrected	life.	Hope	is	a	kind	of	dream	that	comes	over	
us	when	we	stare	into	the	night,	with	eyes	wide	open.	To	keep	our	eyes	open	
and	dream	at	night:	that’s	the	nature	of	Christian	discipleship.21

When	I	visit	Tim,	Larry,	Santonio,	and	others	 in	prison,	 they	share	
their	hopes	with	me;	they	invite	me	into	their	dreams	–	to	look	into	the	night	
and find a star. And I wonder how their visions for the future can set our 
church	on	Jesus’	path	of	faithfulness.	Our	church	needs	these	stars	 in	 the	
night sky of our world so we can find our way again, our path into God’s 
kingdom.	While	many	books	and	speakers	theorize	about	new	ways	to	be	
church	in	this	so-called	postmodern	culture,	I	think	we	need	to	take	another	
chance	with	the	old	ways	of	the	gospel.	

At	the	very	beginning	of	his	ministry,	Jesus	clues	us	in	on	how	the	
Holy Spirit works in our world and how the life of the gospel flows through 
our	lives.	The	old	map	for	the	future	of	the	church	tells	us	to	go	to	prison,	
but	 we	 seem	 to	 have	 abandoned	 that	 life-giving	 mission.	 In	 a	 Nazareth	
synagogue	Jesus	tells	us	about	God’s	emerging	future:	
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The	Spirit	of	the	Lord	is	upon	me,	because	he	has	anointed	me	
to	 bring	 good	 news	 to	 the	 poor.	 He	 has	 sent	 me	 to	 proclaim	
release	to	the	prisoners	and	recovery	of	sight	to	the	blind,	to	let	
the	oppressed	go	free,	to	proclaim	the	year	of	the	Lord’s	favor.	
(Luke	4:18-19)

Jesus’	 vision	 and	 mission	 are	 straightforward	 and	 concrete.	 And	
followers	of	Jesus	can	easily	take	up	his	mantle	without	a	lot	of	strategic	
planning.	All	we	need	to	do	is	take	good	news	to	poor	people	and	proclaim	
freedom	for	prisoners.	Anyone	can	do	it.

This	simple	vision	of	what	it	means	to	be	a	Christian	drew	me	into	the	
Anabaptist	story	and	the	Mennonite	church.	The	history	books	told	me	about	
peasants	who	were	ready	for	this	gospel.	And	when	they	followed	what	Jesus	
said,	they	found	themselves	sent	into	dungeons.	Like	the	original	mission	
Jesus	lays	out	in	Luke’s	gospel,	the	Anabaptist	church	was	the	church	of	the	
poor	and	of	the	prisoner.	The	Anabaptists	were	hungry	for	a	revolution	of	
God’s	love	that	would	break	down	all	forms	of	oppression	–	spiritual	and	
political,	 liturgical	 and	economic.	As	 the	Holy	Spirit	 descended	on	 these	
16th-century	peasants,	they	hoped	and	prayed	the	words	of	Jesus	in	Luke:	
“to	let	the	oppressed	go	free,	to	proclaim	the	year	of	the	Lord’s	favor.”	Or,	
as	one	popular	preacher	put	it,	“the	people	will	be	free,	and	God	alone	will	
be	their	lord.”22	Anabaptism	was	centered	on	the	jealous	love	of	the	God	of	
freedom.23

Hunger	for	the	gospel	only	grew	stronger	when	Anabaptists	went	into	
the	prisons.	And	that	hunger	spread	to	fellow	inmates,	to	other	people	who	
tried	to	start	a	revolution	but	failed	when	they	turned	to	violence.	Taking	up	
the	sword	didn’t	work,	and	the	former	rebels	found	themselves	in	prisons	
alongside	 the	Anabaptists	 who	 also	 preached	 about	 a	 revolution	 –	 God’s	
peaceable	 revolution.24	They	heard	 the	Anabaptist	 good	news	 and	 saw	 it	
lived	 out	 and	 developed	 in	 the	 crucible	 of	 imprisonment	 and	 torture.	As	
historian	James	M.	Stayer	has	shown,	“In	most	regions	affected	by	the	[war	
of]	1525	.	.	.	former	peasant	rebels	became	Anabaptists,	sometimes	prominent	
ones.”25	 Lawless	 peasants	 became	 Anabaptist	 leaders.	 The	 Anabaptist	
gospel	originally	caught	on	among	peasant	rebels	on	the	run	and	in	prisons.	
If	Martin	Luther’s	gospel	was	for	the	princes	and	the	establishment,	then	the	
Anabaptist	gospel	was	for	the	rebels	and	the	oppressed.26	
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If	 the	Mennonite	 church	emerged	among	 the	 lawless	 rebels	on	 the	
losing	side	of	history,	then	our	church	should	return	to	that	context	for	the	
Holy	Spirit	 to	move	in	our	midst	again.	And	where	are	 the	 lawless	now?	
Where	are	the	outcasts	who	hunger	and	thirst	for	a	gospel	that	makes	sense	
of	their	dark	world?	Well,	a	lot	of	them	are	in	prison.	That’s	what	political	
systems do to rebels, whether in the sixteenth century or the twenty-first.

Because	Jesus’	original	calling	in	Luke	4	made	prison	ministry	inherent	
to	 the	gospel,	 and	because	 the	Anabaptist	 tradition	arose	 from	dungeons,	
then we may find out that the same world-changing life of the Holy Spirit 
is	still	in	prison.	If	the	past	can	be	a	guide	for	us,	then	we	may	discover	that	
the	future	of	the	Mennonite	church	will	emerge	from	the	prison	system.	But	
there’s no way to find out unless we experiment with our history –	to	see	
what	happens	when	we	shine	the	light	of	the	past	onto	our	present.	We	may	
find out that what was true at the beginning of Anabaptism can be true again 
for	us:	that	from	our	church	may	re-emerge	some	of	the	most	beautiful	and	
powerful	Christian	spiritualities.	Our	contemporary	Mennonite	songs	and	
prayers	still	reach	back	into	the	prisons	of	the	16th	century,	which	in	turn	
reach	back	to	the	life	and	ministry	of	Jesus.	What	would	happen	if	we	let	our	
bodies	follow	the	words	we	sing	and	return	to	the	prisons?

The	gospel	begins	with	presence,	with	 incarnation,	with	our	words	
made flesh. Salvation begins with the touch of hands united in prayer, the 
mingling of flesh becoming the body of Christ. Christ’s church is in prison. 
I	join	my	hands	and	prayers	in	that	assembly	on	Tuesday	nights.	And	when	
I	listen	to	the	inmates	dream,	I	can	hear	murmurs	of	a	possible	future	for	the	
Mennonite	church.	

What	 if	 we	 turn	 prisons	 into	 kingdom	 outposts?	 Just	 like	 urban	
gangs	 use	 prisons	 as	 recruitment	 centers	 and	 training	 facilities	 for	 their	
soldiers,	we	can	train	and	sustain	prisoners	as	ministers	of	the	gospel.	Many	
of	them	hope	to	return	to	their	communities	to	spread	the	good	news	that	
they	have	discovered	while	in	prison.	The	Mennonite	church	can	provide	
education	 and	 institutional	 structure	 for	 their	 formation	 as	 missionaries	
and	ministers.27	They	will	probably	go	places	with	the	gospel	that	most	of	
us	would	never	 consider	planting	 a	 church.	Yet	 this	 shouldn’t	 be	 foreign	
territory	for	Mennonites,	since	the	prison	system	already	runs	through	the	
veins of Anabaptist identity. Perhaps new life will flow through our church 
once	we	return	to	our	roots	in	prison.
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III

When	I’m	visiting	my	friends	in	prison,	at	some	point	my	mind	wanders	to	
Luke’s	hopeful	vision	in	chapter	4.	I	want	to	see	Jesus’	promises	come	true:	
to	bring	good	news	to	the	poor,	the	prisoner,	the	blind,	and	the	oppressed.	
During	his	life	on	earth,	Jesus	seems	to	do	most	of	what	is	on	the	list.	He	
brings	good	news	to	the	poor,	he	feeds	the	hungry,	and	he	even	gives	sight	
to	 the	blind.	But	what	 about	 freedom	for	 the	prisoners?	Where	does	 that	
happen	in	the	Gospel	of	Luke?	Even	though	Jesus	states	that	liberation	for	
prisoners	is	central	to	his	mission,	he	seems	to	forget	them	as	he	goes	about	
his	work.28	But	I	can’t	forget	about	Santonio,	Tim,	Larry,	and	all	the	others	
because	I	hold	their	hands	every	week.	I	can’t	forget	their	faces	and	their	
prayers.	But	did	Jesus	forget?	

After	 reading	 through	 Luke’s	 gospel,	 I	 have	 realized	 that	 I	 can’t	
understand	the	movement	of	the	gospel	through	Jesus’	life	without	reading	
the	continuation	of	the	story	in	Luke’s	second	volume,	the	book	of	Acts.	In	
those	pages	I	can	begin	to	see	what	freedom	from	prison	looks	like.	In	Acts	
the	church	passes	again	and	again	through	prison	cells.	And	when	the	church	
goes	to	prison,	Jesus	goes	with	them	through	the	power	of	the	Holy	Spirit,	
and prisoners are set free. Through the church, Jesus fulfills his mission 
to the prisoners; he sets the captives free. The first church went to prison, 
and the first church began in prison. Perhaps ours can be reborn if we go 
to	prison,	if	we	relearn	how	prisons	can	become	outposts	for	the	kingdom,	
training	centers	 for	 the	mission	of	God,	 the	 site	of	a	 renewed	Anabaptist	
vision.

None	of	this	is	safe.	It’s	not	safe	to	go	to	prison.	It’s	not	safe	to	turn	
murderers	and	drug	dealers	into	missionaries	and	ministers.	I	can	imagine	
all	 sorts	 of	 terrible	 problems	 for	 us	 if	 we	 set	 free	 in	 our	 churches	 some	
of	the	men	I’ve	come	to	know.	It’s	a	dangerous	experiment.	Yet	I	have	to	
remember	that	Jesus	did	in	fact	set	at	least	one	prisoner	free,	a	dangerous	
one;	he	released	one	captive.	At	the	end	of	his	life,	as	he	drew	near	to	the	
cross,	Jesus’	life	was	givenfor	the	freedom	of	one	prisoner:	Barabbas.29	Luke	
writes,	“Pilate	gave	his	verdict.	.	.	.		He	released	[Barabbas],	the	one	who	had	
been	put	in	prison	for	insurrection	and	murder,	and	he	handed	Jesus	over…”	
(Luke	23:24-25).	Jesus	takes	the	place	of	Barabbas.	That’s	substitutionary	
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atonement	 I	 can	 believe	 in,	 not	 the	 doctrines	 that	 Reformed	 theologians	
theorize	 about	 and	 that	 keep	Mennonite	 theologians	up	 at	 night.	 Instead,	
Jesus	shows	us	how	the	Christian	life	is	one	of	substitutionary	atonement:	to	
let	yourself	be	handed	over	for	the	sake	of	murderers	and	dealers.	Through	
the	power	of	the	Holy	Spirit,	we	too	can	let	our	lives	be	given	for	the	sake	
of	another,	to	open	up	for	Larry	or	Santonio	or	Tim	a	whole	new	world	of	
possibilities,	a	new	life.	Jesus	sets	one	dangerous	prisoner	free;	 that’s	 the	
gospel.
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