IN THE NEWS:


Two weeks after Norma Hill and her husband invested their life savings with Bernard Madoff, she came to the then-trusted money manager with news that her spouse had suddenly died. Madoff "put his arm around my shoulder and assured me my money was safe and I should not worry", she wrote. In the end, the widow lost everything. 

On Monday, Bernard Madoff, a former NASDAQ chairman and financier, was sentenced to 150 years in prison for perpetrating a multibillion-dollar Ponzi scheme that fleeced charities, pension funds, celebrities and average investors around the world. In imposing the unusual sentence, U.S. District Court Judge Denny Chin described Madoff's actions as "extraordinarily evil" and noted that his crimes had taken "a staggering human toll". The sentence virtually guarantees that Madoff will die in prison. 
     During the sentencing hearing, nine people who had lost their life savings or had otherwise been seriously hurt by Madoff's wheelings and dealings told their stories, which recounted retirement dreams shattered, college plans shelved, incapacitated people forced out of nursing homes and other personal troubles. The nine were representative of a much larger body of investors who had trusted Madoff to handle their funds. Instead of investing their money, however, Madoff used some funds from new investors to pay returns to existing clients, but funneled much of the money to support a lavish lifestyle for himself and his family. A group of angry, tearful victims was contrasted by Madoff who sat silently at a defense table before apologizing with a mechanical calm. "I will face you", he said. "I'm sorry. I know that doesn't help you." He earlier showed no emotion though he looked down as he heard 9 victims spend nearly an hour labeling him a "monster", "a true beast" and an "evil low-life". Sherly Weinstein, a certified accountant, said Madoff was effective because he seemed normal." When the judge asked if he had anything else to say, Madoff said his fraud was a "problem", "an error of judgment", and "a tragic mistake". He claimed he and his wife were tormented, saying she "cries herself to sleep every night, knowing all the pain and suffering I have caused. That's something I live with, as well." 

U.S. District Judge Denny Chin cited Hill's letter as one of the most stirring examples of an "extraordinarily evil" fraud, one worth of a staggering sentence for Madoff: 150 years behind bars. The sentence went far beyond the 12 years suggested by Madoff's lawyers and virtually guaranteed that, at age 71, the financier-turned-felon would die while imprisoned. Chin said the term was meant to symbolically fit the crime – a multi-billion dollar fraud that's been called the largest in history. Some 60 people scammed by Madoff attended the sentence hearing. They applauded after the sentence was announced.

Last week, a judge issued a preliminary $171 billion forfeiture order stripping Madoff of all his personal property, including real estate investments, and $80 million in assets his wife Ruth had claimed were hers. The order left her with $2.5 million. The terms require the Madoffs to sell a $7 million Manhattan apartment where Ruth Madoff still lives. An $11 million estate in Palm Beach, Fla, a $4 million home in Montauk and a $2.2 million boat that will be put on the market as well. The actual loss to investors has been estimated to be at $13.2 billion, but the judge said that was a conservative estimate and noted that even Madoff told his sons in December it was a $50 billion fraud. Even Madoff's wife's $2.5 million may yet be taken from her to compensate investors. 


QUESTIONS:

1. How do you think Mr. Madoff got into this mess in the first place? How did it all start? How    does any temptation begin?
2. Do you think there was ever a time when Mr. Madoff realized he was in pretty deeply and should tell the truth and get out? Why didn't he do that?
3. Do you think Mrs. Madoff was ever aware and what would have been (should have been) her reaction?
4. Why were investors so trusting of Mr. Madoff? The Bible says sin (and sinners) are deceitful.
5. When you are responsible for someone else's "valuables", how does that make you feel?
6. Do you think Mr. Madoff's sentence was too harsh considering he didn't kill anyone, is not a danger to society and is old anyhow? Should he have been sentenced to a facility for senior citizens where he could not get into financing issues anymore? Several observers have pointed out that this sentence is surprising being 6 times longer than former CEO's Bernie Ebbers of WorldCom and Jeffery Skilling of Enron. Is Madoff's sentence just? Why or why not?
7. How do you think God decides what punishment should fit our "crimes" (sins)?
8. The shrewd operator in Jesus' parable (Lk 16:1-13) is told that he can no longer be "manager". What effect do you think firing someone for dishonesty has on others? On the person fired?
9. The Bible contains 500 verses on prayer, less than 500 verses on faith, but over 2000 verses on money and possessions. Why do you think that is?
10. One toymaker is now selling a Bernie Madoff doll that comes dressed in a red suit & carrying a pitchfork. The doll also comes with a golden hammer so the purchaser can smash the doll to smithereens. Do you think this is a good idea?  

What does the Bible say?

1. Stewardship: Mark 12:2,3 / Lk 12:48 / I Cor 4:1,2
                             I Timothy 6:20
2. Deception: Jer 9:4-9 / Ro 16:17,18 / Prov 12:9 / 
        Pr 26:28 / Ps 101:7 / Acts 5 Ananias & Sapphira
3. Honesty & integrity: Prov 11:1-10 / Josh 7:19-21
4. Warning strayers: Prov 27:17 / 27:5 / Lk 22:31,32
5. Confronting sinners: Acts 15:36-41 / Gal 2:11-21
    cp Jesus & religious leaders of His day
    cp Nathan & King David: 2 Samuel 12:1-7ff
6. Restitution: Lk 19:8,9 / Lk 15:17-19
