
A RT I C L E

Measured, and Immeasurable
The measure for prison ministry

I

Forty years ago I worked for a hard man in Papua New Guinea.

He reaped where he had not sown. He was demanding and he wanted results, and by the time I had

been on the field a few years he had handed me most of the running of things — authority to decide,
to arrange, to hold people to what they had agreed to.

A group of nationals were flying to Port Moresby for a conference. They asked us to cover their

airfares and said they would repay us when they arrived. He agreed, on strict condition: repaid on

arrival, without exception.

I told him it wasn't fair. I knew how it would go. I would be the one to ask for the money. They would

go over my head to him. He would tell them not to worry about it.

You'll delegate the responsibility to manage the affairs, I said, but you won't delegate the ability to be

merciful.

I meant it as an accusation. I had been given the measure and told to take it, and then told where I

could not stop taking it, and the stopping was the part he kept for himself. I thought I had caught him

in an inconsistency.

It was the first time I was handed an instrument and discovered it had a limit that was not mine to set.
It would not be the last.

I I

There is a young man in Zechariah's second vision who goes out with a measuring cord in his hand.
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The setting matters. This is 520 BC. The exiles are back, the temple foundations are laid and the work

has stalled, and the city is still largely rubble. In the first vision the angel of the LORD asks the

question the whole book turns on: how long will you have no mercy on Jerusalem? Seventy years, he
says. How long.

The answer comes in 1:16. I have returned to Jerusalem with mercy; my house shall be built in it,

and the measuring line shall be stretched out over Jerusalem.

The word for mercy there is rachamim — not hesed, the covenant word I usually reach for, but the
one that comes from rechem, the womb. Gut-level compassion. The kind you feel in the body before

you decide anything. God's answer to seventy years of silence is not a policy. It is a wince.

And then the measuring line. Which is not, in the prophets, a comforting object. Stretch a line over a

city and you are usually condemning it. I will stretch over Jerusalem the line of Samaria — that is 2
Kings, and it means demolition. Lamentations watches it happen: he stretched out the line, he did not

withhold his hand from destroying. The last time anyone had seen a cord run out over those walls, it

was to mark what was coming down.

Now the same instrument, the same city, and the opposite verdict. Mercy picks up the demolition tool
and uses it to lay out a building.

I I I

Then chapter two, and the young man with his cord, walking out to take the dimensions. How wide,

how long. He is not doing anything wrong. He has understood the promise correctly — a line is to be

stretched over Jerusalem, and here he is stretching it.

He is stopped. Another messenger runs to intercept him, and the reason he is given is not that his
figures are off. It is that the city will not hold still to be measured. It will be inhabited as villages

without walls, too many people and too much livestock for any survey to contain. And the LORD

himself will be a wall of fire around it, and the glory within.

Every commentator notices the reversal in the instrument. Fewer notice what happens next, which is
that the instrument is issued and then outgrown. The line was right. It was simply not the last word.

Mercy measures, and then refuses to be a limit.

I read that in the ordinary way, a chapter at a time on a winter morning, and it put me back at a prison

door with a tablet in my hand.
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I V

In 2012 I was setting up video visits at the prison — inmates connecting to their families over the

internet on small tablets. This was well before anyone else was doing it. We were among the first in

Australia, and years later, on my Churchill Fellowship, prisons overseas asked me how we had
managed it.

We had permission to trial the thing, which meant borrowed Nexus tablets, Skype, and long walks

through a steel building hunting for a signal.

One of the first visits was for a man whose family lived at the other end of the state. They would go
to a church there; I would sit with him in the non-contact area — the room you have seen on

television, glass down the middle, a chair either side. I made the arrangements and met him there.

The connection was poor and we persevered and it worked. I did not listen to the conversation

beyond checking the audio was holding. He was heavily burned. He wore pressure bandages on his
neck and his hands. In those days I seldom asked what a man was in for, and I did not ask.

I left satisfied. The trial had worked.

V

Two weeks passed before the next visit.

Shortly before I was due back at the prison I came across a newspaper from the north of the state, and

a photograph nearly filling the front page. Two burned children. Their faces scarred, their hands

bandaged.

I read the text underneath it and felt the nausea come up through me.

The man I had been sitting beside — the man I was going back to sit beside the next day — had been

in a dispute with his partner. He had taken his two boys, driven off with them, and ignited a gas bottle

in the car.

The children survived. He was burned in it too. That is why the bandages.

It was later proved in court. He is still in prison.
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What I could not get past was the next day. I was going to have to walk in, set up a tablet, and sit

beside this man as though I had not seen the front page.

V I

I have thought for most of my working life that almost anything is forgivable. Almost. I had never

had to find the edge of that until I walked into the prison carrying a tablet, and I would have taken
any excuse to be somewhere else.

I had it out with God on the way in. Not aloud. One of those arguments that runs entirely inside your

head and is no less an argument for that.

How can you forgive this man. How am I supposed to sit with him and not be affected by what he has
done.

And the answer came back — the closest I have ever come to hearing a voice.

Norm, I know everything you have done, and I forgive you. Grace is not grace if you don't know the

offence.

V I I

I have carried that sentence for fourteen years and it has never got easier, only truer.

Note who has to know. God does. God is not extending mercy across a gap in the file. There is no
version of this where the offence is filed away, softened, contextualised, put into perspective. The

knowing is a condition of the grace. Mercy that has not looked at what it is covering is not mercy; it

is ignorance, and it will not hold weight.

Which is why I have never been able to make this story presentable. People want it to end with the
offence becoming somehow smaller. It doesn't. Two boys were burned by their father. That is exactly

as large a fact after the revelation as it was before it. Nothing about that morning made it smaller.

What changed was that I stopped being outside it.

Because the sentence has a second half, and the second half is about me. I know everything you have
done, and I forgive you. I had been standing at that door sorting the world into the forgivable and the

exception, and I had put myself, without noticing, on the forgivable side. I was holding a measure
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and I had quietly left myself out of the survey.

I did not forgive him that morning. I am not sure that was ever mine to do, and I will come back to

that. What happened was that I found out which side of the line I was standing on, and the line had
already been crossed from the other direction, long before I got there.

V I I I

Here is where I have to be careful, because the temptation in a piece like this is to arrive somewhere

clean.

That morning did not resolve anything. It reorganised me. Everyone else in the story is still holding a

measure, and every one of those measures is legitimate, and they do not agree.

The officers on that unit had almost certainly done the same arithmetic I had. They had read the same

paper. And they were required to work beside him every day, to be courteous, to be professional, to

be correct — without anything like the revelation I had been handed at the door. Within the

constraints of their job that man could never be acceptable, and I have never once thought that was a
failure on their part.

His sister and her husband — the people at the other end of that bad Skype connection — got tarred

with it. That is what happens. The family of a man who has done something unspeakable become, in

the eyes of everyone around them, the family of a man who has done something unspeakable, and
they carry it in the street and at work and at their children's school. They are victims in the second

way, the way that never makes the front page. Over the years they became friends of mine. They used

to stay in the house we set up on the property so that families had somewhere to sleep when they

came to visit someone inside.

I notice, writing that, how strange it looks. Our ministry exists to hold families together across a

prison wall, and in this case the family is the victim. It doesn't fit — until you remember that this man

has a family too, and they were the ones on the screen.

And the boys. And their mother. Their measure of him may never reach him, and I have no argument
to put to them and would not put one if I had. If I were their father's victim I doubt I would be any

different. That has to be said plainly and then left alone, because the worst thing this article could do

is arrive at a mercy that requires them to move.

Mercy is messy. What is merciful to an offender is anathema to a victim. That is not a problem to be
solved on the way to a conclusion. It is the shape of the thing.
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Mercy defies all measures, and none of us truly understands it.

I don't.

I X

Paul prays, for a church he is not sure will manage it, that they might have strength to grasp the

breadth and length and height and depth.

Of what, he doesn't say. The four dimensions sit there in the Greek with nothing attached to them;

you have to reach into the next clause to find that it is the love of Christ. He gives you the

measurements and withholds the noun.

And then he asks that they would know a love that exceeds knowing.

Paul is not quoting Zechariah and I am not claiming he is. The two passages sit together because I

have been reading them together. That is all the connection I can claim for it. But the shape is the

same shape. The instrument is issued in good faith. Then the thing being measured turns out not to be

that sort of quantity.

Note also that he prays it for a congregation — together with all the saints. Nobody holds those four

dimensions alone. Peterson's rendering of Ephesians 1 puts it starkly: the church is not peripheral to

the world; the world is peripheral to the church, the body in which Christ speaks and acts and fills

everything with his presence.1 Four chapters later Paul prays that this body might grasp dimensions it
cannot hold. The reason there is a church at all is that the love of God is not the sort of thing one

person can display. It takes a body to put it on show, and even then only partly.

Which is, more or less, what I was doing in that visits room with a borrowed tablet and a poor signal.

Not explaining mercy. Holding one end of it while a burned man talked to his sister.

X

There is a question underneath this article that I have not resolved and should admit to.

I have told this story to a room of church leaders, holding up the newspaper. Writing it down is not
the same. Anyone who knows the case will know who I mean. The man is identifiable and so,

therefore, are his children, who are not children now — and they are the only people in this account
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who never had any choice about being in it.

I have not asked them. I have not asked his sister either. I don't know how to ask.

And that is not a failure peculiar to me; it is the ordinary condition of this work. The system's answer
to the problem is a wall. Separate them, and the question of what these people are to each other never

has to be put. Parole conditions will keep this man away from his sons, and they should. But parole

ends. One day the conditions lapse and a father and his two grown boys are in the same state, on the

same street, and then what.

Restorative justice is the only practice I know of that walks toward that question instead of building

around it, and even it cannot promise anyone an outcome.

I don't know what happens to this man when he gets out. He cannot hide; he will want to, and he

cannot. His hands and his neck will tell anyone who looks.

X I

What I know is what I was told at a prison door with a tablet in my hand.

Grace is not grace if you don't know the offence. God knows mine. He knows his. He was extending

his measure well past the wall society had built, and past the one I had built that morning, and I had

not been asked to approve the distance.

It is the only thing I have found that answers any of this. And it is the thing every one of us — the
officers, the sister, the boys, their father, me — will have to come into eternity holding.

NOTE S

1. Ephesians 1:22–23, The Message. Scripture elsewhere in this article is ESV.

These reflections did not begin with artificial intelligence. They began with years of ministry,
reading, prayer, suffering, and conversation.
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During the development of this manuscript, AI became a conversation partner. It challenged
assumptions, tested arguments, suggested structures, and helped refine expression. Many of the
words that follow emerged through that dialogue.

The experiences, convictions, interpretations, and conclusions remain my own.

N O R M  R E E D
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