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A couple months ago, I had the privilege of traveling with Del
Burkholder up to the Mahanoy prison in Schuylkill County. Our pri-
mary objective that evening was to provide myself with an opportuni-
ty to interview Nelson Zeiset, chaplain at the Mahanoy State
Correctional Institute. Del and Delmar Weaver are responsible for a
Monday night Bible Study giving them both occasions to work with
him. I pulled double duty that night, an interview with Nelson and
leading the Bible Study.

After passing through security, Del and I were escorted by Nelson to
his office, which resided in the same building as the chapel. In the

brief time I had to talk with
Nelson I noticed a couple of
things. One, he has a very
dry sense of humor. Two, he
is not prone to long winded
answers. As we sat and
talked he filled me in on his
lengthy involvement with
prison ministry.

Nelson began as a volunteer
chaplain in Alabama with
WeCare Ministries. While

serving in that capacity, Nelson began to feel a call to make prison
ministry a career. Through the encouragement of a close friend and
with the support of his family, he began to explore opportunities after
he and his family returned from Alabama. He connected with a
Jubilee Ministries, which provides chaplains for the state
Pennsylvania. Nelson spent the next nine years working for Jubilee at
Camp Hill, Lebanon County, and Frackville prisons. During this time
he earned a degree from Lancaster Bible College, which would pro-
vide the opportunity to become directly employed as a chaplain by
the state of Pennsylvania.

Today, Nelson serves as associate chaplain at Mahanoy. He leads a
church bodymade up of over 250 inmates. Not only are there church
services, but various Bible studies and educational classes. He teaches
some of the classes and oversees volunteers, like Del Burkholder and
Delmar Weaver, which come into the prison. One of his main duties
is mentoring and encouraging the strongest Christians within the
church body. Some of these men attended the Bible study I led that
night and I found them a knowledgeable and mature group of believ-
ers. They were friendly and receptive, but not afraid to push on issues
they had questions about.

Some of Nelson’s duties extend beyond the Christian inmates. He has
the freedom to walk into most areas of the cell block. His office is also
open to inmates that seek counsel on any and all topics, and many
avail themselves of the opportunity. He also is responsible for deliv-
ering death notices to inmates. This can present a powerful opening
to connect and pray with them.

As I have gotten the chance to talk with various people involved in
with prison ministry, I have heard a common need echoed by many.
In fact, Del talks a bit about it in his article in this newsletter. This
need concerns the lack of churches to connect inmates to upon their
release. Nelson also spoke about this need and how he would love to
have a list of churches and contacts to give to inmates when they are
released. He shared that it is tough to release them and not know
what is going to happen. There is a chance that at least some of them
will end up back behind bars. Nelson acknowledged that the idea of
an after-care program is a “nice concept”, but one that is a real chal-
lenge to implement. Nevertheless, it is a critical that this need be
addressed.

It was really nice to have the chance to sit down and talk with some-
one I have heard Del and Delmar talk about. It is obvious he has a
personality that is well suited for the job he is doing. Pray for him as
he serves in Mahanoy Prison.

by Jordan Martin
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My doctor has brought to my attention that I am suffering from a problem every
man has had since the fall of Adam; this problem happens to be called the aging
process. Since a large part of the day for me consists of staring at a computer screen,

the doctor has strongly recommended that I
consider exercising as a serious option. The
most sensible option has been walking. I have a
several mile walk that takes me into the farms
of the Amish community, and then through
the town and the community park on the way
back to my house.

Because of distance of the walk, I usually take a
break halfway through on one of the benches
inside the park. The other day I was doing this
when my focus turned to the children’s play-
ground about 150 feet away. As I watched the
little children energetically playing while their
mothers kept a careful eye on them, my
thoughts went to prison and the problem pris-

oners have re-entering society. The thought of any human person wanting to vio-
late the innocence of a young child is revolting and beyond my comprehension. In
my heart I began to realize the fears of mothers and fathers wanting to keep their
children from predators and those that will harm children, yet there needs to be a
balance struck somewhere between protecting the safety of children and also
showing rightful Christian forgiveness to the ex-offender.

In several recent cases in southeast Pennsylvania, I watched and read with sorrow
the stories of angry people showing up at township meetings to protest and most
times stop the establishment of after-care houses for prisoners. This rage was
demonstrated by my community in what appeared to be an angry mob calling for
the closure of a particular after-care house. These houses provide a residence for

those who have committed a sex crime in the past, served their
sentence and need an opportunity for a fresh start in society.
Every member of the after-care houses was living a productive,
law-abiding life, but this was still not enough for the residents
of the community. I grieve at the lack of unforgiving people
and it makes me wonder how close we are to becoming the
angry mobs of the old Frankenstein movies of the 30’s and 40’s.

Society today has forgotten that we all have received mercy
and the reason we take our next breath is because God allows
it. In the parable of the Unmerciful Servant (Matthew 18:23-
35), Jesus tells the story of a man that owed his master a debt too
great to pay back. The master mercifully forgave the man and
his slate was wiped clean. This same man that had just been for-
given went out and grabbed a man that owed him a much
smaller debt and threw him in prison because the man was
unable to pay him back. When the master found out what the
man that had been spared had done, he delivered him to his
tormentors for the debt to be paid. Though he had previously
been forgiven a huge debt, the man was not able to forgive
another a much smaller debt.

We too must always remember that as Christians we have
received mercy and grace from God, which none of us
deserved. When we look at those that need mercy, we must
remember that Jesus Christ has forgiven us of much more than
what He is asking us to forgive of others.

In the Master’s Service,
Del Burkholder

D E L ’ S T H O U G H T S

What Ever Happened to Mercy?
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How To ‘Get Out’ of Prison Before You Leave
by Harry Twiggs

T H E C H U R C H B E H I N D B A R S
As I travel throughout the Pennsylvania prison system I look for experienced Christian inmates willing to mentor newer Christians. One of these men of discipleship is
Harry Twiggs from Philadelphia. I have watched and been impressed with Harry over the years as he teaches newer believers the way of Christ. What follows is an arti-
cle by Harry that was written for the Philadelphia Inquirer newspaper on Monday, May 24, 2004. Del Burkholder

So, you're about to leave prison and you are happy because you believe that all of your problems are over. The world
will be your oyster. You'll hit the jackpot - just as soon as you hit the ,bricks.
That's exactly what I thought in 1971, when I was paroled after doing 18 months on a two- to five-year sentence. I left
prison, but I didn't get out of prison. You have to get out of prison before you actually leave prison, or else you'll be back.
That's what happened to me. I left prison and killed someone over drugs, and came back with a life sentence. I left
prison, but I had never gotten out of prison. I walked, out of there with my unchanged, untreated, criminally infect-
ed mind and killed someone.
All the time I was in prison, I didn't think there was 'anything wrong with me. After all, for me, prison was a place
where you went to tighten up your game. It never occurred to me back then that the purpose of prison was to help
me learn from my mistakes, repent, and become a better human being.
I run into so many young and old guys in these prisons who are under this same illusion. They look at the programs
available here as punishment. They take them only when they are mandatory, and for most of them, the information goes in one ear and out
the other. They don't understand that if they listen to the information and apply it in their lives, it will get them out of prison. 'There are
people in corrections who are looking for solutions to recidivism and prison overcrowding. Not everybody is hell-bent on mass .incarceration.
Let me tell you something if you are interested, in getting out of prison,NolI begin to get out of prison,When you hurt enough, become
scared enough, sick and tired enough, and when you’ve lost enough. Every can wants to leave prison, but not too many are willing to put

in the work to get out of prison.
Getting out of prison is not as easy as it sounds. You have to take responsibility
for your crimes. You have to stop blaming society, God, your father and mother,
the white man, or the snitch.
You must become accountable, remorseful, and disgusted with your criminal self.
You must get sober. You must realize that your life has a purpose and it doesn't
include hurting, killing, stealing, selling drugs, or raping women and children.
You have to stop looking at authority figures as your enemy and begin to use
them to help. you stay out of prison and assist you in completing your goals. You
have to change your values from those of a criminal to those of an ethical person.
You have to stop worshipping dead gangsters, being proud of your criminal acts,
and telling war stories. You
have to take suggestions from old heads and peers who have gotten out of prison
and see if you can apply their suggestions to your life.
Being in prison for 32 year and a student of human nature, I can always spot the
guys who haven't gotten out of prison. They are the ones still getting high, still
trying to be slick and hating the guys who trying to get out.
They look on those who are changing with disdain, calling them soft, square or
broke They can call me whatever they like. If it means that I am not like I was
when I came in here, then I proudly accept those labels.
If you are coming up for parole, get out of prison now. Don't wait until you leave,
or it may be too late.

These are unsettled times. Everywhere one looks there are unusual and scary events taking place. The stock
markets swing wildly from one day to the next. Unemployment is rising, and once rock solid companies
appear to be on the brink of bankruptcy. To top it off, we just came through the longest andmost exhausting
presidential election cycle in history. There is a very real undercurrent of fear in our society; an economic
environment unlike anything most of have seen, will do that. To illustrate just how unusual these times are,
the Phillies managed to win theWorld Series……crazy indeed.
So is it time to fuel up the generator and start stock piling food? Well, maybe, but I’ll leave those prognosti-
cations to ones more qualified than myself. But there are other, more pressing, questions that cross my mind.
What is our role as Christians in all of this? Is God still in control?

Life has been good for quite a while, especially here in America.We have gotten comfortable in our jobs, our churches, and our lives.
This recent uncertainty has changed a lot of things. We worry; we wonder what the future will bring. For so long we have become
accustomed to depending on ourselves.
I think it is possible to view this as an exciting time for Christians. There are two reasons I say that. First, this is a great chance for us to
begin to tear ourselves away from the self-reliance that we have developed. Success, money, and comfort can all dull our recognition
of our need for others. This is a good opportunity to reconnect with our families and our churches, to be the kind of support system
Christ intended for us to be. Most importantly, this is the time to allow God back into our lives. We need to recognize that without
Himwe are not going tomake it. In 2Corinthians 12:28, God tells Paul “In his weakness God is strong”.No one chooses to go through
“weak” times, but if we allow God to work, those “weak” times will give God the space to be strong.
Second, there are bound to be non-believers who are searching during these times. Recent events have woken up more people than
just Christians. People are looking for something to believe in, something to rely on. This is a rare opportunity for Christians to speak
up and to share the hope that comes through a relationship with Christ. Christians need to be proactive, because it seems that more
and more people are turning to the government to solve all of the social and economic ills of the day.

Our relationship with Christ gives us a unique perspective on these unfolding events.We know that none of this is coming as
a surprise to God. All of this is under His control. Because of that, we can be calm in the face of the storm. However, let us not forget
our mission to be Christ’s hands and feet, and spread His love to a world that needs it now more than ever.

Times of Opportunity
E D I T O R ’ S R E M A R K S

Jordan Martin
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