How to Write an Answer

(This information sheet last updated September 25, 2009)

I am, and will be, grateful for anything you can do, even if it is just one letter per month. You will need a prayerful connection to the Holy Spirit to answer these lessons.  Make sure you are prayed up before you undertake this.  Satan does not like people to minister.  He will attack you for doing this.  Get some folks to give you some prayer cover.  We'll certainly be praying for you, but I think you will need more.  We are making the Devil real mad at us with this, and we need lots of prayer to keep him frustrated.

Over time as we have become more experienced, we have added to these instructions.  Now they have become quite lengthy.  If you have a personality like mine, this will be a wonderful God send, and you will read every word, basking in the wisdom of it all.  However, most people are not like me, and really do not want to do this much reading before they get started on something.  For those folks just read the Quick Start Guide and then look at the headings of the rest of it for things you think you might want to read more about.  Then read the very last paragraph.  At first, I read every word you write, before I send it to the students, so I'll provide a safety net.  That way you can learn the same we did - by trial and error.  It will be fun!

Quick Start Guide:

(1) Send an e-mail to pastor@tntcarden.com requesting a user ID. (It is a ID/Password combination)

(2) Go to http://www.biblestudybymail.com/login.php and enter your ID.

(3) You will see a list of pdf documents with dates beside them of how long the student has been waiting.  Pick one at random near the middle of the list and click on the link that says "Check Out."  The course numbers starting with BC (Basic Christianity) are generally easier, but not always.  We recommend new teachers start with BC2 lessons if there are any available. 

(4) The document will show our printed questions and their handwritten answers.  Write what you think about their answers.  Be as positive and uplifting as possible.

(5) Send your response to pastor@tntcarden.com.  We will mail it to the student, and I will give you feedback on how to improve your next response.

(6) Go to step 2 and repeat.

Receiving Your Lesson:

When we get a quiz response from the student, we will scan it to a PDF document, and post it at http://www.biblestudybymail.com/logon.php.  We will assign you an ID so you can log on and select which lesson you wish to answer.  You will need Acrobat Reader to read it.  (Most computers come with this already installed, but if you do not have it, it can be downloaded free from http://www.adobe.com.)  If you pick a lesson and it turns out for some reason you can not answer it right away, please let me know so I can put it back in the queue for someone else to answer.  I know that answering these lessons can not be the first priority in your life, and I do not mind putting one back in the general queue for a response.  It only takes me about ten seconds.  If you take more than five days it goes back in the queue automatically.  Let me know if you need more than five days and I'll keep it checked out to you.

If you think you are going to take a few days with your answer, do not get the top lessons on the list.  They are the oldest.  Instead get one that you estimate will be at the top about the time you finish with it.  (So, if you think you are going to take three days, and the top one on the list has been waiting since 11/15/2008 pick one that has been waiting since 11/18/2008 instead.)  On the other hand, if you think you will get done in an hour, pick one from near the top of the list.  If it turns out your estimate was wrong, don't worry about it.  We want to improve efficiency a little, not get everything perfect.

If you have some favorite lessons or students you like to answer, do not hesitate to work on them first, even if they are not close to the top.  People work faster on things they enjoy, and I already know that we have enough variety in taste among us so that everything will get attention.

If for any reason you decide you do not want to answer a particular lesson, you do not have to explain.  Things come up and I understand that.  Just say, "Please put Course Number, Lesson Number, Student Name, back in the queue."  I'll do it, and that will be the end of it.

Some of the students are enrolled in more than one course.  I am happy to accommodate them, but I now realize they are getting more than their fair share of our attention.  I have started doing something I hope helps.  If the same person returns several lessons, I am assigning only one of the lessons the actual received date in the queue.  The others I am giving dates in the future.  I do the same with our more advanced students.  You do not need to do anything about this.  I just want you to know, so that if you notice the date on the lesson is not the same as the one the lesson has in the queue that is the reason.

The Lesson:

If you are not already familiar with the lesson they received, you might need to familiarize yourself with it. If you do not have the necessary lesson, go to http://www.biblestudybymail.com/teachers/teachers.htm and download it.  It will be a Microsoft Word document.   There are templates, or form letters, for answers at http://www.biblestudybymail.com/teachers/Templates/templates.htm.  There are guidelines there for how to use them, but if you just open them and start, most of it will be obvious, I hope.  Using the templates is optional.  If you prefer to start from scratch, that is fine.  We hope to eventually have a template for each lesson of each course.  Please, do not copy the templates too exactly or the students will begin to believe they are getting form letters instead of communicating with a real person.  Too many other teachers use the same samples and templates.  They are meant to help you create a response, not to be your response.

Each lesson has four pages of information which they keep, and a two page quiz which they return to us.  Most of the quiz questions are a matter of opinion.  The Holy Spirit is the teacher of this course; we are just assistant instructors.  If He shows you an answer different than the one in the response template, that does not mean you are wrong, and I am right.  It could be the other way around.  In order to help them focus their attention, we give them short objective questions to answer throughout the first four pages.  We provide them with the answers to these on page 4 of the lesson.  The student is expected to grade and correct their own work up to that point.  Most of the time they are expected to research the answer by reading an assigned Bible passages.  If you are not familiar with the passage you may want to do this also, but most of the time a quick read of the lesson, while looking at the answers on page 4, will be sufficient review for a mature Christian to answer the student's quiz.

Responding to the Quiz:

Start out by saying something positive about their overall effort.  Then respond to each comment they make for the essay questions on their quiz.  Number your responses to match the numbers on the quiz, so that they will know which of their answers you are referring to.  If you agree with their answer, say so.  Add a comment if you think they could use some more information on the topic, or just to confirm your agreement.  If you do not agree with their answer, admit that they might be right, tell them the alternative you think is correct and why.  The last question is always about their prayer requests.  If they make some, write a prayer around their requests.  If they have none, write a prayer for them anyway.  Close with a Bible verse that is uplifting.  Use one from the material studied in the lesson if possible.  

Be encouraging, positive, and cheerful throughout.  Prisoners lead their lives in very gloomy places.  You may be the only light they get.  Many of them gripe and complain a lot.  Please do not respond in kind.  They need for you to cheer them up, not scold them.  If one of them has an attitude that becomes so egregious that it needs to be dealt with, I suggest you consult with me first.  I have had to write a couple of unpleasant responses since March, 2007, when we started doing this.  You are not expected to tolerate foul language or personal insults.

Responding to Objective Questions/Answers:

There are a few of these on the quizzes.  If they get them right praise them.  If they get some wrong, praise them for the ones they got right, and let them know the correct answers to the ones they got wrong.  Unlike essay questions, I usually group these together.  I might say something like (Questions 1 to 5) 100% correct.  Or I might say, (Questions 1 to 5) Mostly correct! On number four, I think the answer is …

Jargon and Terminology:

Some of them take offense at labels like convict, prisoner, etc.  I call them men, gentlemen or something else I would use with anyone in my congregation.  If I want to say something about people in their situation I describe it instead of using labels.  "People who are incarcerated," "The guys in there with you," or something like that.  If you do not know where they are do not use words that suggest you do know.  You might say cell when they are in a pod, or you might say jail when they are in prison.  These distinctions are very important to some of them.  Jail is where they live in an agony of hope for liberty and ambiguity about their legal situation.  Prison is where they go when ambiguity is over and hope dies.  It is two completely different kinds of torture.

Gender:

A few of our students are women.  The overwhelming majority are men.  The templates are mostly written using masculine pronouns.  (he, him, his) If you are responding to a woman, please be sure to change all the template's masculine pronouns to the feminine form. (she, her, hers).  If the name is not clearly one gender or the other we try to remember to put a "Male" or "Female" in the file name. If in doubt, ask.  We are gradually changing the templates so that they have two model prayers, one masculine and the other feminine.

Student's Instructions:

With the first lesson of each course we send the students a set of instructions which you can view at www.biblestudybymail.com/teachers/StudentInstructions.doc .  It would probably be a good idea if you reviewed these, especially the policies on page 3.  

Answering Their Questions and Requests:

Each quiz has a place where we encourage them to ask us questions.  They ask many questions, some of them bizarre.  I answer them if I can.  Just be honest.  If they want your opinion, give it.  If you don't have an opinion, say so.  If it requires research, and you have time, research it.  If you don't have time, flag it to us when you send us your answer, and perhaps we can research it.  I find answers using http://www.tntcarden.com/MyLinks.htm in the section under "apologetics" mostly.  You can use that too, if you like.

Sometimes they add notes asking us to enroll a fellow prisoner. I glance over their letters as we are scanning them looking for these enrollments in particular. If I see them, I send a Bible and first lesson to them. I write a note on them saying something like "Sent 12/15/2008" and circle it. If you see such a note from me, please thank them for the enrollment and tell them it is on the way. If you do not see a note from me, please thank them for the enrollment, tell them we will send it soon, and add a note to your e-mail to me reminding me to send it.

They make many requests for things to be sent to them. If it is something I can print off the internet, I usually send it. If it is something I have to write off for, I send them the address. I do not want to contribute to learned helplessness.  If it is something I have to buy, I tell them I do not have funds, because our donors donate with the expectation the money will be spent in a specific way. If it is a book, I tell them to look for it, or one like it, on the list of free books we send them at the end of the course. If they want me to send a Bible to someone or send them Bibles or literature to hand out, I tell them to enroll whoever they want to have it in our courses and, I will send them the first lesson and a Bible.  If they ask for legal information I refer them to their lawyer.

If they enroll someone on the outside, I tell them outside folks do not get free Bibles, but that we will be happy to enroll them in the course. (We do have a few people on the "outside.")  However, we require that people on the outside contact us directly.  We have found that if they do not have enough interest to enroll themselves, they will not have enough interest to even answer the first lesson.  However, we accept enrollments for any incarcerated people regardless of source.  We do not pass messages from prisoner to prisoner.

You may deal with questions and requests as you see fit. If you get something you do not want to deal with, let me know in an e-mail. If you tell them something is on the way and you expect me to send it, I won't, unless you tell me about it in your e-mail. I only spot check the outgoing lessons, I do not read them in their entirety, so a note in the middle somewhere may be overlooked.  Please put it at the top before you begin your letter to them.

Sometimes they ask us to contact people for them. It is always a judgment call how to handle these. It is very awkward to find yourself caught between a criminal and his victim. If you have any doubts, just put a note in your letter that you have passed the information on to Pastor Thor, and then mention it in your e-mail to me. I will deal with it.

Doctrine:

http://www.biblestudybymail.com/OurBeliefs.htm is a listing of our beliefs.  I believe these are pretty much in agreement with most Christians.  You don't have to agree with it all, or even pretend to agree with it all.  Most of the time, it doesn't come up.  If something does come up with which you disagree with the beliefs listed on the web page, or the material in the lesson, just say so, and give the Biblical support for your disagreement – to them, not me. (or and me, if you like.)  

They are surrounded by every denomination, cult, and form of heathenism you can imagine.  And unlike you and me, they can not turn it off, or go home from it.  And apparently there is no shyness in there about expressing opinions in very critical ways.  Some difference between me and you is not going to shock them at all.  Nor am I worried about you telling them something wrong.  We are all wrong, and only God is right.  Substituting your wrongness for my wrongness does not trouble me.  You are accountable to God for any difficulty your wrongness causes, not me.  If you go off into promoting something bizarre, like Islam or something, do not be surprised if your letter to the prisoner never gets mailed to them.

They have a better chance of becoming better followers of Christ, if they hear from a variety of Christians, instead of just Thor.  My hope is that they will become more Christ like, not more Thor like.  If we can keep their attention on the Bible by using these lessons, then they will grow more mature as Christians.  We have seen it in the ones who have stayed with it the longest.

Completing your Response:

When you are done, just send your response to us attached in an e-mail to pastor@tntcarden.com and we will mail it to them.  At first, I will read your responses carefully.  If there is some issue I will communicate with you about it.  Once I am confident you have things in hand, I will just spot check your responses.

When I receive it, I will acknowledge receipt, but it takes some time after you turn in a lesson before it disappears from your list of the queue.  First I will change its status to "received" so you will know I got your response.  Once it leaves in an envelope I will change its status to "mailed."  It will stay in that status until I add it to the statistics at which point it will disappear.

When you return your lesson, please include the course number, lesson number, and full name of the student in the e-mail subject line like this: 101 05 John Smith.  Name the document the same.

Your Signature and Protecting your Personal Information:

I sign my full name and give our mailing address, which is a post office box.  Hardly anyone at all knows where I live, and none of our students do.  Some of our teachers give their full name, others just go by their first name with "Brother" or "Sister" in front of it.  Some of the ladies use a masculine pseudonym.  It is up to you what you do.  The only contact information they will get is the Post Office box, this web site address, and my cell phone number.  They will learn nothing about you from me.

Including Extra Information & Dressing Up your Response:

We usually attach little inspirational stories or poems that people e-mail to us, or that we get off the internet, especially if our letter seems a little short.  We like the responses to be 1 ½ to 2 pages long, but this is not engraved in stone.  Please feel free to add stuff to inspire and uplift them, if you like.  Some of the templates have things like this.  You may delete these if you like and put in something of your own.

You should be aware that we send extra material with the letters from time to time.  Around Christmas time we send Christmas cards.  In December and January we send calendars.  We send them a prayer request list similar to the one we send out on Friday's via e-mail.  I am convinced of the power of their prayers, like Jonah from the belly of the whale.  

When a student mentions his home church, if you have time you might go to that church's website and get a prayer list, some news, or something that will make them feel a little more connected to that congregation/pastor and include it in your response to them.

At http://www.joyfultoons.com/toons.html there are over a 100 Christian cartoons which you can copy and paste into your response if you want.  We have contacted the artist and have permission to use the cartoons in our lessons and we may soon.  We don't need permission to copy and paste them into personal letters, but we have that too, if we did need it.

On the last page of the Student Instructions at htto://www.biblestudybymail.com/teachers/StudentInstructions.doc there is a list of websites we used for the artwork in our lessons.  All of them either gave us permission or specifically state on their site that they do not mind you using the art for purposes such as the ones we are using them for.  All of these web sites say they do not mind you using the artwork as long as you do not post it on the web.  Be mindful that we have a black and white printer, not color.  Colored drawings usually translate into a black, white, and gray in a way that is understandable and looks good.  Colored photographs usually do not work on our printer.

You might also dress up your response with formatting, bold, italic, or other fonts.  Please do not used colored text.  Like I said, we do not have a color printer, and colored text often comes out an unreadable shade of gray or in some cases disappears all together.

Please feel free to develop your own style and appearance.  As long as the correct return address is at the top so that they know where to return their lessons, you can make your response look however you like.  The course designation, lesson number, first name and last name of the student should appear at the top left, be included in the name of the file, and be in the subject line of your e-mail.  Other than that feel free to be creative.

Bible Version:

We send a free Bible when they enroll.  We started out using the King James Version but most of them simply could not understand it.  We send a CEV, NKJV, NIV, NASB or KJV depending on what they say on their Bible request form.  We hope we have written the lessons in such a way that they can use just about any good version of the Bible.  If you prefer that they have a particular version, I have no objection to you asking for their address, and ordering one for them. It has to be new and shipped directly from a bookstore or publisher, and it must be paperback.

Using Our Templates (or Form Letters) to get started:

Over time you will probably develop a basic form letter for each of the lessons.  Several of our teachers talked about how they have started using previous letters as a basis for later lessons in response to the same lesson. That is a very good idea. I started out doing the same thing. Then one day I almost forgot to change the name in the greeting and prayer request. After that almost happened to me, I made templates or form letters for each of the lessons based on previous lessons but with "Xxxx" in all the places I had their name. Then I just do a 'replace all' on "Xxxx" with their name. There is still some danger I suppose of calling John, Xxxx by mistake, but at least I will not accidentally call John, Sam.  It is these templates I am starting to post at http://www.biblestudybymail.com/teachers/Templates/templates.htm.  These are meant to help you get started not limit you.  You may use them or not as you see fit.  Notice the "guidelines for use" section.

Whether you use my templates or yours, please be careful to vary your responses.  Sometimes the students study together.  If they get identical letters neither of them will feel like they have been heard.  Similarly be sure to take out any "teacher instructions," so they do not get the idea they are just getting a form letter.  Be sure to notice that many of the prayer templates have teacher instructions both at the end and at the beginning.

Special Note for Last Lessons:

If you are responding to a last lesson in a course please include a paragraph that says something like this:

You should find enclosed your certificate for the [INSERT NAME OF COURSE].  Well done! We have also enclosed a list of available books.  These are the books that were available when we mailed this list.  There is no cost to you.  We send them on a first come, first served basis.  We suggest that you put numbers beside your top five choices.  #1 beside your first choice, #2 beside your second choice, etc.  That way if your first few choices are already gone, by the time we get this back, we can still send you something you want.  We have also enclosed the first lesson in the next course in this series.

Good Communication is Essential:

Good communication is essential to good team work.  If something is being done or said that you do not like, or think is counter-productive, talk to me or write to me.  If you are struggling with something, please communicate.  If you have suggestions for improvement I will be happy to listen to them. 
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