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They go in so they can €4

By JESSICA WILLIAMS

Lemuel Vega wants the nation’s inmates to try one
more time.

His Bluffton-based ministry, Christmas Behind
Bars, is providing that opportunity year round.

He credits the community behind his ministry for
the success and growth it has experienced. It was
against this community, though, he says he once com-
mitted terrible crimes.

Vega was 18 years old in the Wells County Jail fac-
ing up to two decades behind bars when a half-dozen
volunteers visited the jail one day to sing hymns to the
inmates.

It was then the germ of an idea stuck in the back of
Vega’s mind. When he was freed and became clean
and right with his savior, the ministry that would
become Christmas Behind Bars was born.

The first delivery of “care packages” was made
about 15 years ago to the Grant County Jail because
Vega remembered the value he received from those
singers. On the way back that night, the remaining 50
packages were dropped off at the Wells County Jail.

Over the next few years the operation grew to
include Adams, Huntington and Wabash counties.
Now during the month of December, the ministry vis-
its 30 county jails, mainly north of Indianapolis.

But about seven years ago, Vega wanted to return
to Pendleton, where he had also spent time. He also
wanted to visit the Indiana State Prison and the Indi-
ana Department of Correction’s women’s facility.

Somewhere along the line, the ministry became
known as Christmas Behind Bars and today they
spread their message of hope and salvation all year
round — and across the country.

“It continues to grow and it just seems impossible,”
Vega added.
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There are hundreds of volunteers involved and
visits have been paid to Kentucky, Arkansas, Illi-
nois, North Carolina and Tennessee. There are 30,000
inmates in Virginia alone; 15,000 of them received
care packages in January and the hope is that the rest
will be delivered by September.

All the Indiana Department of Correction facilities
have also been visited.

“Some of those people, they may not believe in
God, they may be atheists, Muslim, it doesn’t matter,”
Vega said. “You’re going there to present to them a
physical, tangible gift, and if you get the opportunity
to tell them that you care about them, you’re praying
for them, then they have the opportunity to receive
more.”

On top of delivering Bibles and other reading
materials, the care packages include hygiene items
and food.

But even though the toothbrushes are eight cents
apiece, buying 30,000 of them costs $2,400.

For this reason and for so much more, Vega relies
on community donations and sponsorships.

Zurcher Tire, for example, donated a box truck.
Steve Gerber of Outdoor Concepts rallied support for
a 24-foot box trailer. Inventure Foods donates food
items and Pretzels Inc. had donated product before
CEO Steve Huggins even went on a trip. He was
instrumental in donating 10,000 pounds of pretzels for
the care packages.

“I believe everybody needs to hear the message of
Christ,” Huggins said.

To name a few more, sponsors also include Inter-
national Truck and Tractor, Selking International and
National Oil and Gas.

“There are many people who’ve come together
who believe in this program and the opportunity of
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Above left: Four Bluffton men, from left, Dan Lantz, Bob Jolloff,
Gene Reinhard and Stan Isch, prepare to enter the Indiana State
Prison for a visit in May. Above: The organization’s van in front of
the Indiana State Prison in Michigan City.

these people behind bars,” Vega said. “I believe that this is
an opportunity greater than most ministries around the world.
These men and women have tried all their lives to change.
They’re facing circumstances they don’t want to be in and they
can be free in that relationship with Christ.”

Gerber has been involved with the ministry for about eight
years and has gone on both prison and jail visits. He knew Vega
before the ministry began. He considers the access Christmas
Behind Bars has and the amount of packages that are delivered
to be amazing.

He believes the ministry brings hope, even though 99 per-
cent of the inmates deserve to be there.

“Who on Earth hasn’t made mistakes and messed up?” Ger-
ber said.

It’s a learned behavior and they are trying to show the
inmates a different way because “they’ve never been taught any
different.”

The packages are a resemblance of God’s love, Gerber
added.

“There’s hope out there. God is willing to help you if you
put your faith and trust in him.”

Twenty years ago, Ted Pfister’s now-50-year-old daughter
was a part of the singers who visited Vega when he was behind
bars.

Now he’s become a volunteer for Christmas Behind Bars
because he says he has a heart for reaching the incarcerated.

It’s not only good for the inmates but Pfister also considers
it a blessing onto himself. They are there to show the inmates
someone cares about them and Pfister believes Christmas
Behind Bars is making a difference.

The ministry’s goal is to “change people’s lives from the
inside out.”
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