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When I was in law school I worked for a year and a half in the State Correctional Institution in Camp Hill, PA, representing inmates in the prison system. Each day I entered the prison through a guardhouse at the main gate – two sets of locked steel doors were opened for me while two armed guards kept watch from a tower above. I walked across the prison yard, entered a building through three more sets of locked steel gates and a locked steel door to enter the hall where our offices were located. Gates slid open and clanged shut behind me; those are sounds that take some getting used to – the buzz of the lock and the clang of the gates, the sound of your freedom handed to the guard who controls the gates. 
Our office was on the second floor of a large brick building that housed four wards of prisoners and a medical clinic. One of the wards, D ward, was the disciplinary ward, the place where inmates who got into trouble in the prison were sent. D Ward had two rows of cells built back-to-back so that no inmate could see another. The open end of each cell faced a ceramic block wall with opaque windows above to let light in. Inmates spent 23 hours a day in those cells, with an hour for exercise. It was solitary confinement. Guards on that ward were often surly, and there was tension in the air amid the smell of institutional cleaners. Unlike the general wards where there was incessant chatter, the noise in D Ward was more muted, except for occasional yelling by an inmate or a guard telling him to shut up. 

Beneath D Ward were three cells known as “the Hole.” A set of steps led down to them, and too frequently inmates “fell” on their way down there. The Hole was the place where inmates on D ward who misbehaved or became violent were taken. It was a windowless, bare-bones place removed from the noises common to prison life. It was a prison within the prison within the prison. It is the place that comes to mind when I read of that innermost cell to which Paul and Silas were taken after being beaten at the direction of the magistrates. I think of that place, not because the innermost cell holding Paul and Silas resembled the Hole – maybe it did, maybe it didn’t – but because their circumstances resembled those of the prisoners in that place – out of sight, out of mind, at the mercy of the jailer.
Such prison cells are intended to break the spirits of those they hold and to remove them from the public eye. When I think of that cell holding Paul and Silas, I think of Nelson Mandela who was held in a South African prison for 27 years, much of it in solitary confinement; he later returned to that prison as a free man, president of his nation and one of the most respected people in the world. That solitary cell was intended to break his spirit, but it could not. A friend of mine was at an event in a South African church some years ago, and was seated in a pew as the ceremony began; suddenly voices began to murmur “Manda, Manda, Manda…” and the room became charged with a palpable energy and electricity. A graying Nelson Mandela, the former prisoner, entered the church and sat down in the pew beside her. Stacey didn’t know what to do or say, but thought she should say something, so she reached out, patted his shoulder, and said, “How are you doing?” “Very well,” he replied. “How are you?” “I’m fine,” she said as she thought, “What am I saying? This is Nelson Mandela!” There was an aura about him, a quiet dignity, a spirit that could charge the atmosphere in a room and awe a crowd just by his presence, a spirit that could not be broken by a prison cell.

I think of that innermost cell in Acts, and I think of the jail cells in which Martin Luther King, Jr. was held. Again and again, he endured prison to stand against injustice and for equal treatment under the law. He was tucked away in cells intended to discourage him, to stop him from opposing racism and the laws that perpetuated it. From such cells he wrote words that continue to inspire generations long after his martyrdom in Memphis. From a Birmingham Jail cell he wrote:
I am in Birmingham because injustice is here. Just as the eighth century prophets left their little villages and carried their “thus saith the Lord” far beyond the boundaries of their hometowns; and just as the Apostle Paul left his little village of Tarsus and carried the gospel of Jesus Christ to practically every hamlet and city of the Graeco-Roman world, I too am compelled to carry the gospel of freedom beyond my particular hometown.

He went to Birmingham, assured that God was there; he went to Memphis, assured that God was there; he went to Washington, assured that God was there. Wherever he went, he was confident that God was with him and working through him. He was labeled an extremist, and while initially he balked at the label, he came to embrace it in these words:
Was not Jesus an extremist in love – “Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, pray for them that despitefully use you.” Was not Amos an extremist for justice – “Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream.” Was not Paul an extremist for the gospel of Jesus Christ – “I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus.” Was not Martin Luther an extremist – “Here I stand; I can do none other so help me God.”… Was not Thomas Jefferson an extremist – “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.” So the question is not whether we will be extremist but what kind of extremist will we be. Will we be extremists for hate or will we be extremists for love? Will we be extremists for the preservation of injustice – or will we be extremists for the cause of justice?

King’s question is as relevant today as then. It is the question of what kind of extremist we will be and of what kind of Christians we will be – Christians who hold tightly to God’s promises of salvation for ourselves or Christians who share the promise freely with others, Christians in name or Christians in practice? Are we Christians who dare to speak the truth in love, to fight injustice, to advocate for the poor, to stand with the oppressed, to share the Gospel, to forgive our enemies, and to stand for peace? Or not? Are we Christians who believe in the Lord Jesus and dare to practice what he preached, come what may?
Dietrich Bonhoeffer did. In 1943 he was arrested and imprisoned by the Nazis. For two years he was held in the prison at Tegel pending his execution in 1945 just days before the camp in which he was held was liberated by the Allies. His ministry to fellow prisoners and guards alike was remarkable. Writings from his prison cell testify to his faithfulness in dire circumstances. Faith sustained him. In December 1943 he wrote to a friend:

I can (I hope) bear all things ‘in faith’, even my condemnation, and even the other consequences that I fear (Ps.18:29); but to be anxiously looking ahead wears one down. Don’t worry about me if something worse happens. Others of the brethren have already been through that. But faithless vacillation, endless deliberation without action, refusal to take any risks – that’s a real danger. I must be able to know for certain that I am in God’s hands, not in men’s. Then everything becomes easy, even the severest privation... All we can do is to live in assurance and faith – you out there with the soldiers, and I in my cell.

To risk being faithful, to live in assurance and faith wherever we may be – whether in a prison cell or a hospital room, a classroom or a courtroom, an office or a home – that is all we can do, says Bonhoeffer. To face whatever trials and tribulations may come with the courage of faith and the assurance of God’s presence, that is all we can do. To persevere in adversity by the grace of God, that is all we can do. Bonhoeffer does not claim it is easy; he claims only that it is what we are called to do. Can we who live in relative freedom do that – risk being faithful and live in the assurance of faith – wherever we may be, with whatever challenges may come?
If we are to do as Bonhoeffer asserts and risk being faithful, then we must work for justice for those being unjustly held as Paul and Silas, Martin Luther King, Jr. and Nelson Mandela were. We must not forget Israeli hostages being held in Gaza and innocent Palestinians detained in Israeli prisons; we must demand justice for those men sent by our own government to a notorious prison in El Salvador, men charged with no crime apart from seeking asylum or a better life in our nation. We must dare to speak up for those whose voices are sought to be muted by intimidation, threats, or violence because they demand justice for people who are oppressed. And in doing so, we must make clear that our purpose in doing so has little to do with politics and everything to do with faithfully following Jesus Christ. 
Paul and Silas remained faithful in the depths of a Philippian jail. Chains could not silence their praise. Beatings could not silence their prayers. In faith they sang and prayed with chains on their feet, bearing witness to the God who made them free. The holy earthquake that shook the jail’s foundations freed them from the chains, but they were free even before those chains fell off. For, chains could not bind the freedom of their spirits and wills anymore than prison cells could bind the spirits of Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King, Jr., or Dietrich Bonhoeffer. God was present with them even in those God-forsaken places. "To be free,” says Nelson Mandela, “is not merely to cast off one's chains, but to live in a way that respects and enhances the freedom of others."
 Paul and Silas were free in that way, in a way that the jailer could not understand, until he too was freed by faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. For, in Christ we are free: free to hope free to live, free to serve, truly free! And no one – NO ONE – can take that freedom from us! Amen
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