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       ince 2016, when Prairie College    
       began teaching the Bible in several 
federal penitentiaries, “student” has taken 
on a whole new meaning. 

As with many of the men, Stan hadn’t 
seen a classroom for years. His greying 
mullet spoke to his mature status, and he 
proved a very capable and intelligent stu-
dent. Two years ago, Stan first experienced 
numbness and swelling in his legs. His 
condition worsened. The numbness spread. 
Eventually Stan was diagnosed with ALS. 

We faculty were granted special 
phone access to incarcerated students 
during Covid, but Stan’s calls related little 
to studies, and much to the struggles of 

his terminal illness. The link to his Prairie 
community became a vital lifeline. Staff 
and student prayer times included Stan’s 
situation and soon there came a genuine 
outpouring of love and concern from Prai-
rie’s broader community, without thought 
of the seriousness of his offences. Isolated 
and estranged from his own family, he 
became part of ours.

As Stan’s condition weakened and 
more medical care was needed, he was 
transferred to a prison hospital where 
faculty faithfully made the five-hour trip 
to visit him. Quite immobile now, Stan’s 
speech was affected. Praying he would be 
paroled on compassionate grounds, we 
rejoiced in November as he was trans-

ferred to a care facility within easy driving 
distance. 

Caring friends brought books and 
treats and did his laundry. With money 
donated by the Prairie community, the 
walls of Stan’s new home were adorned 
with pictures and his closet outfitted with 
warm and comfortable clothing. Choco-
late and plants brightened the room, 
speaking of those who loved and prayed 
for him. 

With the holidays approaching, plans 
were made to ensure that Stan wouldn’t 
be alone. Those who had been his teachers 
now entered his room as brothers and 
sisters in Christ to join him in a quiet 
celebration of faith and acceptance as he 
shared Christmas with his new family. 

Though it became harder for him 
to eat and breathe, we were unprepared 
for the call just days after Christmas. 
“Stan passed away in the night.” Amid 
our grief, there was mercy. Stan did not 
suffer a painful death as we had expected. 
He was never put on a respirator and was 
lucid to the end, able to have meaningful 
conversations with his Prairie friends and 
pray with them until the last night of his 
life on earth.

When he enrolled, we hoped to help 
a broken man reconnect with God and 
earn a Certificate in Bible. But he had 
much to teach us. And Stan’s graduation 
ceremony was far more glorious than any 
diploma, earning him a seal of approval 
from no less than the Savior of his soul. 

–Gord Allert   

Though it became 
harder for him to eat 
and breathe, we were 

unprepared for the call 
just days after Christmas.

MEET THE STUDENTS  STAN’S GRADUATION DAY

Prairie’s Prison Bible Encounter Program has been 
bringing biblical higher education to correctional 
facilities since 2016. To partner with us, see the 
enclosed envelope.
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         ecently I received notification that          
         I was dead. According to a fourth 
grader I was born in 1996 and died at the 
age of ten. She wrote a book report which 
her mother graciously sent me. Here are a 
few highlights: “I am writing Phil Callaway 
because he are a great writer. He can always 
make me laugh no matter. I especially like 
Laughing Matters. It am very funny. He 
write humorous writing because he like to 
be funny. He is a dad with two of his kids. 
They are both girls.” 

Well, I certify her report entirely Fact-
Free, much like the bulk of my own school 
assignments. Still, it made me consider 
my own mortality, which is seldom a bad 
thing. Moses advised it in Psalm 91: “Teach 
us to number our days, so that we may be 
wise.” It’s something I do more of as the 
years zing by. In grade four time couldn’t 
move fast enough. But no one my age says, 
“Good grief, it’s just gone so slow.” 

In 2010, Canadian folk legend Gor-
don Lightfoot was off to see his dentist. 
Perhaps he had a tooth-hurty appointment; 
I don’t know. But suddenly the radio 
informed him that he was dead. Sundown 
was creeping ‘round his back stairs, to use 
Gordon’s own lyrics. So he called the sta-
tion to say, “I’m fine. It seems like a bit of a 
hoax or something. I was quite surprised to 
hear it myself.” 

Still, the reports of Lightfoot’s death 
spread like wildfire on blogs and Twitter.

Rumors 
of my 
death  

LAUGHING MATTERS    
PHIL CALLAWAY

Tabloids survive on rumor and hear-
say. But, despite headlines to the contrary, 
Nicholas Cage is not a time traveling 
vampire, George Washington never wore 
wooden teeth, nor will downing Pop Rocks 
with Coca Cola cause your stomach to 
explode, though it likely should. 

Karen is a friend of ours. One recent 
Sunday before church she rushed up to my 
wife and me in the lobby and said, “I’m so 
glad to see you…together.” 

“How come?” we asked in unison.
“I heard you were divorced,” she said. 

“Someone called to tell me.” 
“Woah! Seriously?” 

“Yes, seriously.”
“Well,” I said, “we did have a pretty 

decent argument this week about where 
we were gonna spend our 41st anniversary, 
and about where Ramona put the cars keys. 
Other than that we’re doing pretty well. 
Tell the ‘someone’ that.” 

“I already did,” said Karen. Now that’s 
a true friend.

For a small muscle, the tongue can 
do a world of damage. I’m guilty. This 
muscle helps us taste and eat and swallow, 

but it can also be party to some nasty at-
tacks. With the tongue we flatter, which is 
saying something to someone’s face that 
we wouldn’t say behind their back. With 
the tongue we gossip, which is saying 
something behind someone’s back that we 
wouldn’t say to their face.

Perhaps we point out flaws in others 
to make us feel better about those we toler-
ate in ourselves. Perhaps we think we can 
build ourselves up by tearing others down. 
My godly mama once told me, “Remember, 
he who gossips to you gossips about you.” 
She was right. I think we could all use a 
keen sense of humor, not a keen sense of 
rumor. 

The tongue can criticize and complain, 
fault-find and judge. But, when given over 
to God and controlled by his Spirit, it can 
build and shape and inspire. A spouse. A 
colleague. A hurting or searching friend. 
“My tongue will proclaim your righteous-
ness,” wrote David, “your praises all day 
long” (Psalm 35:28). Colossians says, “Let 
your conversation be always full of grace, 
seasoned with salt” (4:6).

God made our tongues. With his help, 
we can use them to spread life, grace, heal-
ing, and hope in the days he gives us. 

By the way, my wife did find those car 
keys. They were in my pocket.   

Phil Callaway speaks and writes books. 
Visit him at philcallaway.com.

@
p

h
ilc

al
la

w
ay

“It sure is sweet of you to help me with this perm, Honey! I was afraid you might be mad 
about me criticizing your husband’s preaching last week.”

“I think we could all use a keen 
sense of humor, not a keen 

sense of rumor.” 
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ENCOUNTER 
GOD 

IN A NEW WAY

www.prairie.edu
admissions@prairie.edu  |  Phone: 403.443.5511  |  Toll Free: 1.800.661.2425

   Follow us on:

Encounter is a foundational year 
of Bible study, designed to make 
the Scriptures come alive through 
classroom instruction and spiritual 
reflection in community.

ENCOUNTER
ONE YEAR CERTIFICATE
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