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During 2016 to 2019, the Na�onal Associa�on of Catholic Chaplains (NACC ) along with several other Catholic Ministry

Associa�ons including, the Catholic Prison Ministries Coali�on, and (arch)diocesan representa�ves have partnered to

create na�onal competencies and forma�on resources for pastoral care ministers who provide spiritual, emo�onal and

sacramental support to the most vulnerable in diverse se�ngs (homes, senior residences, correc�onal/prisons, health

care and others). Prison Ministry 101 is a product of this effort.
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Welcome! We have waited and prayed for you like Wise men searched the

ancient skies, like the journey of Mary Magdalene on the first Easter morning.

With the heart of Jesus who sought his friends that same Easter night and found

them behind closed and locked doors. Come in, sit with us. Your sisters and

brothers are eager to talk. We have filled the table with choice stories. We dug

deep and mined the wealth of tradition shaped by prayer and practice and all

along – the murmur of a promise – “They will come when they are ready.

Welcome them.” And here you are! Here we are. Welcome, I’m Shannon

O’Donnell. I have been a jail and prison minister for more than twenty-years. This is an introduction to the

Foundational Pathway to jail and prison ministry or as we call it “jail stuff 101.” Welcome. It’s good to have you

here. We are reminded in the scriptures all through the year, that the apostles had the opportunity to

experience living with Jesus, watching him cure the sick, chase out demons, but also reach out to the poor,

the rejected, the people who were overlooked. This is part of the living ministry of Jesus Christ that we want to

take part in. This is part of Prison ministry. Over the next few weeks, you’ll be talking and praying about what it

is we need to know as we go inside jails and prisons. We will be straddling different worlds in many ways and

learn the language of institution and incarceration as well as the words of the Good News. We have much to

learn. Most of our lessons will come from those we meet inside.

Welcome! - Shannon O'Donnell



Prison Ministry 101 Prayer - Spiritual Forma�on 1

Page 5

You will be able to use your journal notes to help you to answer, reflect, and ask your own questions during the

session.

Focus of this Session 

2) 

   � Welcome! 

   � Our relationship with Christ.

   � Discernment: why am I doing this? 

   � Personal Prayer 

     Grounded in the Sacraments

Topics Covered 

Assignments for This Module

1) 

  � What attracts you to and motivates you for this ministry?

  � How aware are you of your personal biases, hurts, and being wronged that can affect your ministry? 

   How is your Christian faith motivating this ministry? 

Why am I doing this? Focus: Motivation for Pastoral Care Ministry

1. Click on the links below to view the two listed videos
1. Ministry to the Incarcerated in the Era of Pope Francis

2. Jail and Prison Ministry 101 – Session 1: Pray – Spiritual Formation

     2. Read and review this entire Module 1 booklet

  . Write and keep in your Journal of Learning - your Answers to the Re�ection Questions 
- Found on  page 30.
3

https://www.catholicprisonministries.org/webinar/ministry-to-the-incarcerated-in-the-era-of-pope-francis
https://youtu.be/2EkPkQiFlvU
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Father George felt called to prison ministry. In 1993, he volunteered at the Boston city jail and was hired as

their Catholic chaplain. He has been involved in prison ministry ever since then. He earned an MSW from

Boston College and a master's degree in divinity spiritual direction from the Weston Jesuit School of Theology

in Cambridge, MA. 

While he was in theology studies, he also worked as an addiction counselor at the Bridge House

( /) in Framingham, Massachusetts, a faith-based halfway house for ex-

prisoners. Following ordination, he worked as the Catholic Chaplain at the Massachusetts State Prison in

Concord, MA. He completed his doctorate in Criminology from Northeastern University in 2017. For the past

ten years, he has worked as the Catholic Chaplain at San Quentin State Prison in California.

https://thebridgehouse.org

Introduc�on to the Speaker 
Father George, S.J.,was born in New Haven, Connecticut, and graduated from Syracuse University with

degrees in political science and communications. After college, he served in the Air Force in Alaska, and that's

where he met the Jesuits, joined the Jesuit volunteer corps for a year, and then entered the Society of Jesus in

Boston.

Father George is a founding member of the Catholic Prison Ministry Coalition

(  ) established in 2018 along with Father Dustin Feddon, our other presenter

for this series. 

https://catholicprisonministries.org

https://thebridgehouse.org/
https://catholicprisonministries.org/
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What goes into the initial discernment for this ministry? This addresses the question of what one considers

when thinking about pastoral care in jail and prison ministry and the importance of one’s own spirituality as

grounding for this ministry

.

Session 1: Prayer -Formation in Spirituality 1

Father George: So, I'd like to start with a prayer. So, let's bow our heads. In the name of the Father, the Son,

and the Holy Spirit; I choose to breathe the breath of Christ that makes all life holy. I choose to live the flesh of

Christ that outlasts sins, corrosion, and decay. I choose the blood of Christ along my veins and in my heart

that infuses me with joy. I choose the living waters flowing from His side to wash clean, myself, and the world

itself. I choose the awful agony of Christ to charge my sorrows with meaning and power. I choose you, good

Jesus. Hide me within your wounds and keep me safe from all that seeks to destroy me at the end of my

days. Summon me to come to you. Stand me among the angels and saints singing, yes to all you have done,

exalting all you mean to do forever and ever. So, for this and all time, Father of mercy, keep me always

choosing Christ in the world. Amen.

The theme for the conference here at the NACC is "Partners in Pastoral Care, continuing the Healing Ministry

of Jesus in the Name of the Church." And for this first hour of our training, I want to focus on what I consider to

be the foundation of Catholic prison ministry. And this foundation is simply Christ, because quite frankly if

we're not grounded in our relationship with Jesus Christ as Catholic Christians if we're not grounded in our own

prayer, and we're not connected with the rest of the Church in prayer and with the sacraments, we're not going

to succeed. And we risk doing more harm than good in this work.

Prayer – Forma�on in Spirituality I



Prison Ministry 101 Prayer - Spiritual Forma�on 1

Page 8

So the measure of our Christian faith is how we answer the question that Jesus asked his disciples, who do

you say that I am And the Great Liberation Theologian Gustavo Gutierrez once said that what matters

ultimately is how we answer that question in the way we live our lives. Our call to prison ministry is a

commandment of Christ. And all of us are subject to judgment on how during our lives we responded to the

needs of our fellow human beings, especially those who are hungry, thirsty, homeless, sick, and in prison. And

you've heard this, but I'm going to repeat it because it's so important. Matthew 25 verse 31 to 36 when the son

of man comes in his glory and all the angels with him, he will sit upon his glorious throne and all the nations will

be assembled before him and he will separate them. One from another as a shepherd separates the sheep

from the goats.

Now, the life of Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus was a Jew living in an occupied, in an impoverished country,

dominated by a foreign empire. His life was not unlike the lives of many contemporary people in our world who

are poor and marginalized. In fact, for the majority of human beings living today, the crucifixion of the incarnate

God continues and their daily lives of deprivation and hardship.

So, our relationship with Christ is the foundation. Why? Well, because of the Incarnation. God is in humanity

and remains so for all eternity, and humanity is in God for all eternity. Because of the Incarnation, God became

human so that human nature might become divinized. The Word became flesh and lived among us, and we

have seen his glory, the glory as of a Father's only Son full of grace and truth. That's John Chapter 1, verse

14. God is love, and, in the end, love is all that matters. Love is all that survives. Love is all that can save us,

and God has revealed himself. God, who is love in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, simply put in Christ. Love

has become human.

He will place the sheep on his right and the goats on his left. And then the king will say to those on his right,

come you who are blessed by my Father. Inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the

world. For I was hungry, and you gave me food, I was thirsty, and you gave me drink. I was a stranger, and

you welcomed me naked, and you clothed me ill, and you cared for me in prison, and you visited me. And we

know the rest of the story! It didn't go so well for those who are on the left, who failed to do those things.
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CO: "Right. Oh, you came because of my attitude. But why these people? Why waste your time with these

people? I don't get it. There are so many more deserving people out there."

Role Play:

My point in this theologizing is that we're called to this ministry as a way of expressing our love for Christ and

our way of sharing his love in the world we live in, especially with those who have been marginalized and

thrown away by our society, the people in prison. 

So, what does this mean in practical terms 

Well, for one thing, Jesus' life shows us that God entered into our human condition, entered into solidarity with

our suffering. Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a Lutheran pastor who was a resister of the Nazis and was executed by

the Nazis in 1944. But he said among many other things; only the suffering God can help us. So, I'd like to

pause for a moment and do a quick role play, and I would like to invite somebody. (Participant named Sue

volunteered at the session)

Chap (Sue- spontaneously): "Well, I do that in a nursing home, but I believe that Christ has called me to the

prison. Perhaps I am called because of that attitude!"

Father George: Would you come up and help me for a moment? Come on up here. Yes. What's your name,

Sue? Come on up. Sue. This exercise will just take a minute. And, uh, this, here's the scenario. I am a, uh, a

C.O., and Sue is a chaplain, a volunteer who works in the Oregon, uh, prison. And she's coming in to do

ministry. So, I'm at the, I'm at the door, and I'm checking her in.

CO: "Right. Oh, you came because of my attitude. But why these people? Why waste your time with these

people? I don't get it. There are so many more deserving people out there."   

C.O. (Father George): "Can I see your ID, ma'am. Now you're here for Catholic ministry? Now, why do you

want to waste your time with these dirtbags? Couldn't, you help people who deserve it - like people in nursing

homes or hospitals. These people are terrible."
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CO: "Right. Oh, you came because of my attitude. But why these people? Why waste your

time with these people? I don't get it. There are so many more deserving people out there."

CO: And what did Christ tell you to do?

We have to be able to explain to people like this C.O. who is skeptical of why you would waste your time with

these people, whom he sees every day, and considers them to be bad people. Why would you come in and

minister to them? Well, what's your reason for hope? What's your faith? And you said it, Susan. It's because

Jesus has invited you. He called you to this work. I'm glad you said - not just with the prisoners, but also with

the staff because that's important.

Chap: "He came to talk to you and talk to the people that are here and help them and listen to them. I'm an

excellent listener."

Chap: "I appreciate your feeling. You're working with them every day. Perhaps you have an attitude because

you're working with them every day. But I have a call from Christ to do this. And, and…"

Fr. George: Good. Well good. Thanks, Susan. Thank you for being like yourself being put on the spot. So, what

was the point I was trying to get there? I think you did a job at defending yourself. The point is that when we

come to the prison, we have to be able to do what it says in First Peter Chapter 3:15: "First of all, in your

hearts, revere Christ as Lord, and always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give a

reason for your hope." 
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When we're grounded in our relationship with Christ, we're able to see his light and his face. And those are the

men and women we encounter in jails and prison: prisoners, guards, correction officers, staff families, victims

of crime, everyone. The chalice that I use at Mass at San Quentin was an ordination gift from my late

godmother who died at 99 years old. It has an inscription along the bottom of it. And it says from Hebrews

Chapter 13:3 (New American Bible): "Be mindful of prisoners as if sharing their imprisonment, and of the ill-

treated as of yourselves, for you are also in the body." It's a reminder that we're all in this together as human

beings.

Father George: And I'll mention that again later. Our call to prison ministry is our response to the reality of

human suffering in our world. But the suffering has to be seen in the light of the risen Christ. You know we are

people who have hope. During this conference, we're in the Easter season. It's evident that Jesus' death and

Resurrection have not stopped human suffering for the last 2000 years. That's what saves me from despair

when I'm working in prison. It can be very harsh in prison, and it is that the hope that in Jesus, our work, our

lives, are meaningful. We are not alone in a cruel and unjust universe - even though there are cruelty and

injustice around us. There's also the Resurrection, and there's hope. The Resurrection is our hope. It is why

we can say, despite evidence to the contrary, that goodness, justice, and mercy will overcome the world's evil,

cruelty, and injustice.

That's the reason for my hope. Our Christian faith is founded on our belief in the Resurrection of Christ. We

can't prove the Resurrection. Yet, we can live it, and that's important in our work in prison. The Resurrection

allows and empowers us to live and witness to hope in a world that is on fire with misery. Nowhere is this

clearer than in the prisons. The death and Resurrection of Jesus Christ invite us to see the world through the

eyes of both prisoners and victims of crime and share in some tangible way with their sufferings and with their

hope. Jesus' Resurrection reveals to us the God, who is the liberator of the oppressed and the crucified. 

Our Call: Grounded in Our Rela�onship to Jesus
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And other people, my fellow novices, were talking in faith, sharing about how they were looking at Jesus and

saw his eyes and all this stuff. And I'm thinking, what am I doing wrong? And so, I went to my novice master,

and I said, well, I'm praying, and I do not see his face. So, what am I doing wrong? Being a wise Jesuit, he

said, "I don't know. Ask Jesus." And so, I said, "All right." So, I went back to the exercise, and I prayed about it.

And I said, "Jesus, how come I do not see your face in this prayer? And, you know how God speaks to us in

our prayer. It's not like a voice from the clouds, but it's an inner voice, a movement of the Spirit. And he said to

me very clearly, "I'll show you my face when you're ready to see me."

The Story of How Father George Got Involved in
Prison Work
People often ask me: Well, how did you get into prison, by the way? I'll share a quick story about what

happened to me when I was a Jesuit novice. As part of our training, we make a 30-day silent retreat.

During this retreat, we're taught various forms of prayer and the Ignatian tradition. And one of them is a prayer

called "the composition of place." This form of prayer is where you use your God, given imagination to enter

into scenes of the gospel stories. You imagine that you see it, you're feeling it, you smell it. You enter the

scene as much as you can. You visualize the story and see the characters of Jesus and the disciples and the

people and yourself. You can be part of this scene as well. Allow the Spirit to guide you. I was pretty good at

visualizing. But one of the things I was noticing, in this retreat, was that as much as I could imagine the stories

and the people, I could never see Jesus face. I could see his hands, I could see his feet, but I couldn't see his

face.
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Now, we're pretty much guaranteed that we are going to encounter powerlessness and weakness and

imprisonment at various points in our lives as well. What we do with that powerlessness, what we are, what

we allow God to do with it is what makes all the difference in our spiritual growth.

And then, not two months later, I decided to, as a stretching exercise, go work in the state prison for a few

months a, as a Jesuit novice. I volunteered because the very thought of doing so terrified me. And I thought,

well, I need to do that because it'll stretch me. I need to get over this fear of prisoners in prisons. And I

remember it, like it was yesterday, going in and Sister Maureen, who was the chaplain, brought me to the hole.

Basically, I was talking to a man through the slot in the door where they put their food trays. I was kneeling,

and he was kneeling on his side, and all we could see was just faces. And I remember walking away from that

and, then, it suddenly hit me. That was His face! That's the face of Jesus! And that's how I've continued to see

him in the last 26 years in prison. I see the face of Jesus, in the men and women in prison or jail, as well as in

the faces of the staff.

I highly recommend, by the way, that you read Dale Recinella's book, W

.Other links for resources will be found on

our , but Dale's book is the best book that I've come across on

Catholic prison ministries. We'll say more about that as a day goes on.

When We Visit Jesus in Prison: A Guide for Catholic Ministry

Catholic Prison Ministries Coalition website

So, it's in prison that we encounter Jesus, in the condemned, in the executed criminal. We tend to forget that

on the night before He was arrested by the cops, beaten up, thrown in jail, put on trial, and sentenced to death,

Jesus felt all the fear and anxiety that any other person would feel. He was fully God, but we tend to forget that

He was also fully human.

But let's go back to the idea of powerlessness and imprisonment. For me, working with prisoners reminds me

of that powerlessness, and the ultimate surrender of freedom and life itself is something that none of us can

avoid. One of the things I've learned working with prisoners over the years is that, in a way, we're all prisoners

of one sort or another. We're all prisoners of our fears, painful memories, addictions, lack of ability to forgive,

and so on.

https://www.amazon.com/When-We-Visit-Jesus-Prison/dp/087946576X
https://www.catholicprisonministries.org/
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Grace in Ac�on
Now, some of the men and women I've worked with on death row, have shown me what God's grace looks

like in action. I can share a few examples with you. I alluded to this before in one of the articles that I wrote. (

See https://thejesuitpost.org/2012/07/ministry-on-death-row/). Mass on death row occurs in a large cage. It's

an old shower room that they put this metal cage around. The condemned man men call them their cage.

They're in their cage. I'm separated from them in my cage by a metal barred wall. And, they make us all wear

vests, a Kevlar vest. The reason is not so much that they're afraid that I'm going to get stabbed. The reason is

that they are concerned that, if they actually shoot at one of the prisoners who might break into a fight, the

bullets could ricochet and hit any of the other volunteers or me.

So, the Kevlar vest is given to us to protect us -more from the staff than from the prisoners. The only contact I

have with the prisoners is at the sign of peace. There's a hole, an eight-inch by four-inch slot mail slot. That

slot is where I reach to put my hand through for the sign of peace and also to give them communion. Recently

when I was at Mass, in this cage, we were talking about something, and I asked the guys what it was that they

were on their mind when they woke up that day. And one man, his name is Bill, spoke up. His answer shocked

me because this is a man who's been on death row for 25 years, and he committed a genuinely horrible crime

that landed him there. And the best-case scenario for this guy, as he's going to spend the rest of his life in

prison without ever getting out. He's going to die in prison.

You don't generally hear it in our churches, but Jesus spent his last night on death row. He spent his last night

in prison. So did Peter, Paul, John the Baptist, James and Steven, and all of the early followers of the Church.

The early Church was no stranger to prisons. So, it's sad that our contemporary churches often are strangers

to prisons. I have been encouraged by how Pope Francis has gone out of his way to lead us by his words and

example. He consistently remembers the men and women who are in prison.

He'll never be physically free again in this life. So, when I asked him what thoughts were in his head when he

woke up, this is what he said to me. He said, "You know, Father, every day I wake up, I'm filled with gratitude." 
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And there's another man on death row, who is a regular parishioner of mine there. He had arranged to have his

wife murdered because he was having an affair with another woman. So, she was killed. He was caught, and

he was convicted and sentenced to death. And he freely admits what he did. And he says that he believes that

he deserves to not only be on death row but that he deserves to be put to death. But what's remarkable about

this man is that this past year he took perpetual vows as a Benedictine Oblate while in shackles. By the way,

he completed a two-year novitiate while in his cell by corresponding with a monk in Pennsylvania. And so, I

received the vows, on behalf of his brothers in our main chapel. He stood, handcuffed and shackled in front of

the altar. He has decided to spend the rest of his, now religious life, by dedicating it to praying for the souls of

all the men and women who've died in California's death row over the past 150 years or so. There are

hundreds of them, and he prays for all of them every day. That's his vocation. For me, that's such an

inspiration of God's grace at work, even in such a hellish place like San Quentin.

And he went on to talk about feeling this overwhelming gratitude to God because he was no longer the terrible

person he was. When he committed those murders 30 years ago, he felt gratitude because he now knows

he's loved and forgiven by God. So, here's a man who is living in the highest security prison in California on

death row. And yet he's in some ways, one of the freest people I've met because of that gratitude.

Prison Ministry is About Being Messengers of
Reconcilia�on

We are messengers of hope. And we witness first, by our actions, by the way, we carry ourselves and then by

our words of the mercy and love and compassion of Christ. But we need to remember that our primary work is

a ministry of presence because our faith is incarnational. God's love and compassion are embodied first in

Christ, but also ultimately in us.

So, Prison Ministry is ultimately about sharing in the mission of the Church to carry the message of the

Gospel, the Good News to all people that we encounter there. We are messengers of Reconciliation. 
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All of our ministries are done in an environment of punishment and deprivation. Whether intentionally or not,

that environment conveys to prisoners the opposite of the message of the Gospel. It's the message of the

Antichrist. It's a message of hopelessness, despair, revenge, division, and loneliness. So, our work as prison

ministers and jail ministers brings us into contact with the reality of the Incarnation.

Christ entered our world as a human being, even to the point of becoming a prisoner on death row. So, prison

ministry brings us directly into contact with the mystery of the Cross, the mystery of suffering, but ultimately

into the mystery of redemption, Resurrection, and grace. The prison sends a message that prisoners are bad,

but our faith tells us that God's forgiveness and grace can transform everyone. Anyone is capable of being

transformed by God's grace, no matter the sin because God's love doesn't have boundaries. God's power and

mercy are unlimited. 

So, we're called in prison ministry any ministry really, but particularly in this one, to pray, to listen, and to love.

Prison Ministry can be a fountain of grace and mercy, or it can be perverted into a manipulative form of

spiritual oppression and service to the power of the state. Which one of those do you want to be - has to start

from prayer. We don't mission ourselves. We have to be sent, so we have to allow ourselves to be sent.

Otherwise, we're just doing our own thing, not God's work.

Discernment: Is This Where God is Calling You?
Now I want to talk a little about bit discernment. Before we charge into this work, we must stop and pray about

it and think about it and be sure that this is where God is calling us. It's by the power of the Holy Spirit that we

experienced the revelation of Jesus, and this is pure gift, pure grace. 
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And if we're not in line with God's work, we risk doing far more harm than good. So, you'd have to ask

yourself, prayerfully, why am I doing this work? Now it can be challenging to know that we're hearing God's

Word, God's invitation, especially in our noisy, angry, busy culture. And most people don't have the luxury of

getting to make a 30-day silent retreat. But we do still have to pray. We must find the time. We must carve out

that time and be asking God: "Is this where you're calling me?" A good guideline to help discern the

authenticity of one's call is: does the voice or the desire in me move me in the direction of love or toward self-

centeredness? Does a voice I hear lessen my tendency to be selfish, proud or ride, or stubborn? Because if

it's about me, then it's not really about God or from God. And that's important.

And that's important. Does the voice, this call remind me that I'm completely dependent on God or am I

looking at myself as somehow the person in charge here we have to be attentive to the voice of the spirit and

all that all the time, not just in mass. And God can speak to us through our most intimate relationships, through

our friendships, through our family, our friends in nature and music and art. 

And this is very healing for the in prison because it allows them to connect with

people who aren't judging them. But before we get to that point, we have to discern who or what is calling me

to this ministry.

Our job is to remain open and listen

to the spirit, the power of the voice of God, jail and prison, chaplains and volunteers. The g greatest gift to

prisoners is our presence. By coming into the prison, we show them that there are people in the community

who still care about them.

Does this call remind me that I'm entirely dependent on God, or am I looking at myself as somehow the

person in charge here? We have to be attentive to the voice of the Spirit all the time, not just at Mass.

The greatest gift to prisoners is our presence. By coming into prison, we show them that there are people in

the community who still care about them. And this is very healing for those in prison because it allows them to

connect with people who aren't judging them. But before we get to be present in that way, we need to discern

who or what is calling us to this ministry.

And God can speak to us through our most intimate relationships, through our friendships, through our family,

our friends in nature and music and art. Our job is to remain open and listen to the Spirit, the power of the voice

of God, jail, and prison, chaplains, and volunteers.
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And this is actually at the heart of the Spiritual Exercises. Jesuits are trained to discern. We reflect on where

God's Spirit is leading us as we review our past, our current life, and the future to which we believe we're being

called. It's the grace of being able to learn to find God in all things. And therefore, our prayer needs to begin

listening. And the rule of St Benedict contemplation means to listen carefully with the ears of your heart. So,

when our prayer, we can't be doing the talking, we have to be listening to God.

 Now, one of the things I like about evangelicals, and I've worked with many over the years, is that our

brothers and sisters in Christ, from the Protestant churches, often say something like they're not there to

preach about religion. Instead, they're there because it's all about our relationship with Christ. They are right.

We're not in the prisons, jails, and detentions centers to preach Catholicism. We're there to preach Christ.

That's why the relationship we have with Jesus makes all the difference.

Listening to God with Our Heart

The suffering of the poor in our modern prisons is a call to the heart. And our prayer should always be leading

us towards the service of other people. And unlike so many of our evangelical Christian brothers and sisters,

our focus is not just on a personal conversion or a personal relationship. It is that. But it's also so much more.

Why? Because our faith as Catholics is not individualistic. It's a communal faith. We share communion. We

don't just receive it alone.
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And it's something that we're taught to do from the time we're in Novitiate. It's not just for Jesuits; it's for all

Christians. It's something that can help us in our daily lives to discern, where God is calling us. And this is how

it works. At least once a day, you need to do this, and you can incorporate it into your prayer. The best time to

do it is at night before you go to bed, maybe about 15 minutes before you retire. You want to take a few

minutes, find a comfortable place to sit or kneel and reflect on the day. And it has five parts: presence,

gratitude, review, sorrow, and grace. And the way it works is: first, you consciously remember that you're in

the presence of God. When we stop to pray, we're always in the presence of God, but we need to remind

ourselves in a particular way when we're taking that time of contemplative prayer, we are in the presence of

God's love and mercy. We are surrounded by it.

The Examina�on of Conscience

We're not just looking for converts. We're not a cult. We're looking to build up the body of Christ, which is the

Church. It's all of us. And that's a relationship that's one on one with the individual in Christ. It's also a

relationship between all of us who make up the communion of the body of Christ. So, we're not going in there

to teach rules, church rules. Those are important. But there's plenty of regulations already in prison. We're

there to witness to the mission of the Church, to bring all people to know the mercy of God and Jesus Christ.

And that's important. We're there to witness, to the mission of the Church, to bring people to know the mercy

of God in Jesus Christ. So how do you discern and know that's where you're being called, I'd like to briefly

share with you something, a tool that we have as Jesuits called the examination of conscience.

We’re there to �tness to the Mission of the
Church
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Importance of a Daily Ritual of Prayer

And in that state of presence and awareness of God's presence, we want to go back and do a review of the

day. You think about the day you just spent. Where do you feel God's presence in the day? What one thing that

happened that day stands out as a gift that brought you love and joy? And then think about your gratitude.

Express your gratitude to God for that. Take the opportunity to say thank you to God because the highest form

of prayer is gratitude. And, after thanking God, you want to think about the other side. Is there anything that

happened in the day that you regret? Is there anything that you need to ask for forgiveness, for healing? Did

you hurt anybody? Did you do something for which you need Reconciliation? Ask God for that.

That's a lot to remember! But you know, you can take notes and look at this webinar later on if you want to

write it down. I highly recommend that you do that. If you're not grounded in a daily ritual of prayer, the prison is

going to chew you up and spit you out. So, you need to do that. And that's why I think that the Dale Recinella

book is particularly helpful. You can find many other books in our resources. When it comes to prayer, find the

one that works for you. No one size fits all when it comes to spirituality and prayer.

And finally, having reviewed the day, offer thanks, ask for forgiveness. Just close with this desire. Ask God for

grace for the next day – to watch over you during the night and to help you to serve him better tomorrow. I

particularly love that third step prayer.

 I like to start the day with that as basically: "God, I offer myself to you today to do with me and build me as

you will relieve me of any bondage that I may better do your will. Take away my difficulty so that victory over

them may bear witness to those I would help, of your power, your love, and your way of life. May I do your will

always." I find that, for me, that's the best way to start my day because it puts in the context of why I am here.

God woke me up for this mission, and at the end of the day, it's essential to go back and just thank God for

that.
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And this is the struggle about which Jon Sobrino, S.J. and other liberation Theologians talk. Fr. Sobrino says in

his book Witnesses to the Kingdom:  that theology finds

as part of the Christian paradox, its salvation. It finds its proper direction and the courage to carry out its task.

The Martyrs of El Salvador and the Crucified Peoples

That is not the reason you go to prison or jail as a minister, you, you're not going into the jail to have your

emotional needs met. You're going to help the prisoners with their lives. And I'll say more about the critical

topic of boundaries later. The key in this ministry is clarity about our motivations to do this work ahead of time.

And we must always go back in our prayer and be sure we're not falling away from our fundamental mission to

serve others. We have to stay focused.

Come to serve God; Do not come to feel good or
meet your needs!

Now, we have to be well-grounded in our prayer lives. Why? Well, in prison ministry, we come up against what

Saint Paul describes in Ephesians 6:12 as the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil

in the heavenly realms. In so far as our prisons reflect the darkness of human hearts, they are, in a sense,

demonic. They are the powerful holds of the enemy of our soul, against which all Christians must struggle.

And it's in this arena that our prisoners who are people of faith guided by the Holy Spirit need to experience our

presence and our love

If you're doing this work for God, good. If you're doing this work, to get some personal needs met, bad. Okay,

that's that. If you remember nothing else, remember that. Because over the years, I've had far more

headaches from volunteers who were coming into prison because it made them feel good and because they

were seeking to have their own emotional needs met to be loved or feel connected.

In prisons, we come up against the spiritual forces
of evil

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B00U7XTRSQ/ref=rdr_kindle_ext_tmb
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Prison Ministry is marginal because it functions outside the typical structures of the Church, such as a parish.

It needs to be a radical life-altering encounter with the mystery of human suffering and the mystery of God's

mercy. So that's where we come in. We must have that armor of Christ, have that prayer so we can enter this

dark place and bear witness to God's light in a structure that's been created to be dark. Now often, men and

women who are in prison have become very hardened by their lives on the street and then by the

dehumanization of being in prison itself. And often, the crimes that they committed are serious, and they can

evoke a risk or responsive revulsion or dislike, but we're not there to be judging them. We must suspend our

judgment of whatever brought people to prison.

We're not going in there for some deliverance ministry to kick demons out of jail. It's not the prisoners who are

possessed. That's nonsense. I mean, they may be, but that's not the problem. The problem is that we're

dealing with a system that is based on human beings' choices to turn away from mercy toward revenge. And

that is by its very nature demonic. We are against that. So, it's not some simple kind of cartoonish devil we're

fighting. It's something far more sinister and far more real. Prison Ministry, unfortunately, is on the edge of the

margins of the greater faith community.

.

That's not our job. But suspending judgment isn't being naive. Some prisoners have committed, senseless,

brutal, terrible crimes that have caused suffering to innocent people and, in the process, have damaged the

security of their communities. And yet, at the same time, I would say that some of the most blessed

encounters I've had in prison had been with murderers who've done terrible crimes, were so complicated.

Now we find our hope not in taming darkness, not in taming death. We can't do that. But by honestly

recognizing the horror of suffering and death as evidenced by the Cross itself and what Jesus suffered on that

Cross, we don't run away from death and suffering 

Prison Ministry needs to be an exercise of radical, prophetic compassion. And we're called to struggle against

these demonic structures of oppression, which rob human beings have their dignity as sons and daughters of

God. 

Remember the Importance of Jesus on the Cross
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That's what I always tell the guys at San Quentin who are visiting, who are new to the prison and maybe don't

know much about Catholics. They ask me, "So how come Catholics have Jesus upon their Cross? Didn't you

know he rose from the dead?"

And along those lines, I want to share with you a story of a prisoner who showed me in his death, what love,

hope, and Resurrection mean. I met Mike early on in my Jesuit life when I was young and working at the

Boston city jail. We met during one of our frequent and quick visits to the jail.

Well, yes, of course. We know we rose from the dead, but we want to remember what Jesus did when he was

on that Cross. And he really did suffer because it's only through the power of Christ victory over death that we

can experience the Resurrection. Christians see death and suffering as the awful consequences of sin, which

have resulted in separation from God and life. And imprisonment is a form of that separation. It's a form of

death and certainly painful. It's a painful removal of the individual from everything that gives their lives,

meaning community, family, work, friends, relationships, intimacy, and freedom. So, if prison is a metaphor for

death and suffering, then Christianity has a powerful, liberating message for prisoners. We don't offer a pain-

numbing answer to death in prison.

Lessons Learned from Mike

The Christian is a witness to the suffering death of Jesus Christ, suffering, and death that is the only pathway

to the transformation of death into victory by Christ. So, with Christ, suffering is not removed; it's transformed.

And this is what we need to somehow convey to the prisoners who are suffering. The mystery of the Cross is

at the very center of our Christian experience of our Christian faith. And the Church exists to proclaim the

Lord's death and confess to the power of his Resurrection. 
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Mike overdosed on heroin and died one night that I remember well. It was right before Holy Week. So, it was

right around good Friday. And his, the passion of Christ, just was so vivid at that point to me. And, every time I

look at a crucifix, I'm reminded of Mike lying alone in the stairway and this Charlestown project dead with a

needle in his arm. And we never really learned if he simply overdosed or if he froze to death in that hallway

because it was a cold night and he might've died of exposure. But the fact as he died, and it was very bitter,

sad loss. And, years later, I still feel sorry because I liked him. He was an amusing and good man. But I know

he found peace, and I know that his death was not the end of his story.

And Mike's death, as well as the deaths of so many others, have given me a glimpse of what the Resurrection

means. A few months before he died, Mike went through a confirmation class at the jail. As part of the

program, I always had the guys write a letter to God as part of their confirmation preparation. For some

reason, I had saved his letter. I quote from it now, "I find some answers during Mass on Sunday, but not all that

God may be. When I go through the gates of heaven, You will tell me. I would like to end this letter with, I love

you, God. No matter what happens to me." You know, we had talked a lot about his addiction and getting him a

bed in a halfway house that was waiting for him. But he died.

A few weeks before he died, he had gotten out. Mike sent me a card, and he wrote a sweet little card with a

poem in the front. He wrote inside: "Brother George," because I was a brother at the time, I can't thank you

enough. I want to let you know you helped me through some bad times. Brother George, you brought God

back in my life and in the life of my family too. I really thank God for you. Thank you for believing in me. Not

many have. Today, my little girls call me dad, and it feels great. Thank you. Your friend Mikey." As it turned out,

I read the poem at his funeral a few weeks later. I remember how sharing the poem and letter with his family

and friends conveyed that he had found some peace and joy in his life. 

His death wasn't just crushing helplessness. There was, there was a beauty, and there was hope there even

in the sadness of it. And during the years, I've certainly felt the crushing helplessness of those men and

women I've encountered who were caught up in their addictions in the prison system. I felt the power of Christ

suffering and death, and I've experienced his love and compassion incarnate in Mikey's story and the stories

of many others. And, to this day, I remain deeply consoled that I was able to offer Mikey this opportunity to

express his love for God before he died.
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And during these last five minutes I have, I'm going to say a little bit about the sacraments because the

Roman Catholic church is sacramental. Scripture and sacraments are the languages by which we recognize

God's work in our world and our lives. Our Jesuit spirituality, the one that the Jesuit spirituality that I was

formed in, is all about learning to see God in all created things. And the sacraments are the lenses we use to

see God's grace at work in our daily lives.

So, if you are looking for something to use with your jail or prison detainees or prisoners, I highly

recommend:  . It's a three-part series in English and Spanish. They say what the

sacraments are, and they talk about it in the, in the RCIA preparation. They do this because Sacraments are

central to our experiences as Catholics.

A Reason for Our Hope

Now I want to share with you about Dismas Ministries. I highly recommend them. To me, they are the

preeminent Catholic ministry in the country because they have some fantastic resources that are available

online. So, go to . They have what I think is the best RCIA program materials.www.Dismas ministries.org

The Sacraments

God speaks to us as human beings through the material things of the world. He spoke through the burning

Bush, whispering windstorm. He makes his presence known to us in nature in ordinary things like simple

creatures, sunrises, and sunsets, the eyes of our friends, and our loved ones. The hands of those who care

for us or take care of us. God reveals himself through creation because he is the creator of everything.

(Romans 1: 20) since the creation of the world, God's invisible qualities, his eternal power, and divine nature

have been seen being understood from what has been made. God's presence is manifest in creation, and just

as there are many ways that God can be present to his people. There are also many ways that people can

celebrate God's presence among them.

https://dismasministry.org/product/a-reason-for-hope/#
https://dismasministry.org/
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It tells us that we're going in the right direction or how far we have to go. A flag or a banner that soldiers carry

in a war or a battle is a sign that represents their country at the start of a race. They, they might shoot a gun

that as this or blow a horn. That's a signal, a sign that it's beginning.

These signs tell us that we're going in the right direction or how far we have to go. Soldiers carry a flag or a

banner in war or battle, as a sign that represents their country. At the start of a race, they might shoot a gun or

blow a horn. That's a signal, a sign that the competition is beginning. So, signs let us know what's coming,

where we're going. The thunder we hear before a storm is a warning. Each of these encounters can be used to

help us understand our reality. And so, the sacraments are signs of God's action in our lives, purifying,

forgiving, strengthening, nourishing, healing, and uniting us. They both point to and give us God's grace. And

the Church believes that each sacrament has its beginning in, and flows from, everything that Jesus said and

did.

When we celebrate mass, we remember that Jesus used, created things as signs that God was present in

helping his people. He used his hands to hold, to touch, to bless and heal people. He cured sick people by

laying his on them. He used his voice to cast out demons and calm the sea and raise people from the dead.

He used things like wet clay on the eyes of the blind man or water and wine at Cana. He didn't have to use

these props to heal or bring people back to life. He could have just willed it in his mind to happen, but he chose

to use, created things. He chose to use bread and wine to reveal the power and the presence of God. So,

sacraments are signs of God's presence at every moment of our lives. And the word sign, sacraments being

signed. So, the word sign comes from a Latin word signum that has many different meanings, but it's like a

marker along the road as a sign.
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Sacraments have to be done, as the Church intends them to be done. But the good news about sacraments –

is that there's a Latin expression in theology - ex opere operato - meaning "from the work worked" referring to

sacraments deriving their power from the fact that they are Christ's work rather than the work of the minister.

In other words, the sacrament doesn't work because of the goodness of the priest or the person doing them.

It's the power of God that is at work. And when you go into that prison, you're representing the Church. You're

representing a Sacramental Church. You, in a sense, are a sacrament of grace and mercy for these prisoners.

Now we want to make sure that we prepare our prisoners, and that's why I highly recommend the Dismas

Ministry resources.

So, as a Sacramental Church, we can't forget that in our ministry, we have to be able, in some way, help the

prisoners and the detainees experience this sacramental presence of God. Does that mean you have to go in

and say Mass? No, but you do have to be able to help them to see the goodness of God in their lives around

them, and you can do that. There are different ways you can prepare people for this. Indeed, you can share

the Eucharist with them. You can find a way for them to go to Sacraments like Confession. But to be honest,

you'll also probably hear a lot of confessions yourselves. Then you must be willing to allow yourself to be a

channel for God's grace at that time. At some point, they do need to see a priest, but if you're the only person

that is going to see, then you need to be willing to listen so they can talk to somebody who's going to hear

them with compassion. And so, in a sense, we are the sacraments of the Church. Sacraments are not magic.

For example, in our RCIA program, they go through all of this in a very easy to read, real theologically sound

approach. It's not too overwhelming, and it really helps. It helps the prisoners that grow in holiness; it helps us

build up the people of God as a community, and it helps us to worship together.

When going into Prison – you are a sacrament of
Grace and Mercy for those prisoners
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So, I know I'm running a little late toward time and we're going to take a break in a few minutes. I think, I just

want to end with this idea of the centrality of the Eucharist. Now the Eucharist is not merely one of the

sacraments of the church. It is the sacrament that defines the church, I believe, and unlike our evangelical

brothers and sisters in Christ who focus on their personal relationship with Jesus, Catholic Christians. Imagine

a different kind of relationship. John 15 uses the image of the vine and the branches to describe how

Christians experienced their relationship with Jesus. Not as individuals cut off from one another, but

specifically in relation to one another. So as Catholic Christians, we are saved together. We're not just, it's not

just my personal savior, it's our, it's our community together that experiences salvation. We're never alone in

our salvation as Catholic Christians.

The command of Jesus to love one another as I have loved you is a key to understanding our relationship with

one another within the Church. Without it, there would no longer be any vine, but only a bunch of barren

branches devoid of any sap. So, we're not alone. We're not lone rangers. We're not alone in this. We are part

of something much bigger than ourselves. To be a Catholic Christian is to cease being an individual alone

because Christians are persons in communion.

We've had some incredible moments. An example would be when we had our Easter vigil at San Quentin

recently. We had several confirmations, and one man was baptized. We have an immersion pool. And the,

when he, when he came up out of that water, the look of joy in his face was so beautiful, and it was just

transformative. Because there in San Quentin, you don't see a lot of glimpses of pure joy on people's faces.

But this man had it. And it was, to me, such a clear sign of the power of the sacrament, the power of God's

love and mercy. And he would not have gotten there, had it not been for my volunteers who had prepared him

and helped him to understand what was happening and to accompany him on his journey of faith.

The Centrality of the Eucharist
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And you know, I've noticed in my work over the years that, to my surprise, those prisoners who define

themselves, at least culturally as Catholic, are very explicit in their desire for Mass. We must find a way to

offer this to prisoners. At the very least, we need to be able to provide them with Eucharist, but not something

that's like read out of a cookbook, something that's much more. We need to remind them that we're all part of

this community of faith together. The body of Christ is a body of communion. So, it, in any way it's possible.

There are not that many priests out there. And there are certainly not many priests doing this ministry full time.

But, at the same time, this doesn't just mean priests do this work. You don't need a priest there all the time.

You need to be there, and you need to find a way to make the sacraments available to the prisoners. And, and

we can't just ignore the sacraments. I guess that's my main point. Sacraments are central to our lives as, as

ministers in the Catholic Church.

The Church itself is a communion before it's a structure or an institution. The fruit of the Eucharist is unity, but

that does not mean uniformity. The Church is a communion of churches, just like it's a community of people

themselves representing all the diversity of our human lives. So rather than see the differences among us,

perhaps as a problem or divisive, we need to hold out hope that our diversity is what enriches us and makes

us stronger. It's not a, an occasion for polarization, hostility. You're fighting within the Church. Instead, it's an

opportunity for Reconciliation and true communion that binds us with one another. With God. The Church is

bound as this mystical body - the Body of Christ. 
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1. What goes into your initial discernment for this ministry?   Why are you doing this? 

2. What is your key motivation for considering Pastoral Care Ministry to those affected by incarceration?

4. Explain how important your relationship with Jesus and the Church has to do with grounding you for this

ministry? 

5. Discuss with a mentor or sponsor:   In your own story or journey, have you had any bias that you may

need to address.  For example, has anyone you known either been in jail or prison or a victim of

crime? Are there hurts, a sense of being wronged that you may have to acknowledge? 

6. What did you learn about the importance of prayer and the sacraments?

7. What recommendations might you make to improve these sessions and the support materials?

8. What have you found most helpful in these first sessions?

3. What scriptural passages do you consider when you consider being involved in pastoral care in jail and

prison ministry?

We can’t trade the Gospel for some watered-
down idea of doing good.

Ques�ons for Re�ec�on:

And finally, I would say that there's a temptation for chaplains and volunteers, to become more of a dispenser

of social services than preachers and ministers of the Gospel. We can't trade the Gospel for some watered-

down idea of doing good. We're there if we're going to prison as Catholic volunteers or Catholic chaplains.

We're going in there with a mission to represent the Church and the Gospel. We're not just there to do good. I

mean, we can do good, but that's not why we're there. We're there for something more profound. The Church

reminds us that when we're communion with others, we're living in the world seeing everything in it as a

revelation of God, a sign of his presence. So, I'm going to stop here so we can take a break. And then, Father

Dustin will pick up on the next part. Thank you.
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       1.2.1 Articulate (demonstrate) a knowledge of self that is realistic, including one's gifts, limitations, and 

                opportunities. 

       1.2.2 Demonstrate openness to feedback from others.

       1.2.3 Demonstrate commitment to personal discernment 

       1.2.4 Demonstrate awareness of one's own personal response to change. 

 1.2  Identify personal gifts and limitations through self-reflection, collaboration with others, peer 

       feedback, supervisory assessment processes, and/or spiritual companioning. 

Criminal Jus�ce Pastoral Care Competencies
- Related to This Module - 

       1.1.1 Show awareness of one's own personal values, goals, prejudices, and biases. 1.1.2 Demonstrate 

                openness to differing views, perspectives, faith traditions, and opinions 1.1.3 Understand and 

                embrace the inviolable human dignity and hope 

1.1  Appreciate and affirm the dignity of the human person and the positive values of diverse 

       cultures, races, and socioeconomic groups within their respective self-understandings 

        2.1.3 Articulate an understanding of Catholic pastoral care teaching related to incarcerated

 2.1  Give witness to an integrated spirituality formed by Scripture, theological reflection, 

        sacramental celebration, communal worship, and active participation in parish life. 

For full list of Criminal Jus�ce Ministry Pastoral Care Competencies
click  and here for English here for Spanish.

https://www.nacc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Criminal-Justice-Pastoral-Care-Competencies.v3.pdf
https://www.nacc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Competencias-del-Cuidado-Pastoral-del-Ministerio-de-Justicia-Criminal.pdf
https://www.nacc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Competencias-del-Cuidado-Pastoral-del-Ministerio-de-Justicia-Criminal.pdf
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Printed Materials Referenced in this session:
�   HIGHLY RECOMMENDED:  Dale  

      Recinella, Acta Publications, 2016 -

When We Visit Jesus in Prison: A Guide for Catholic Ministry,

https://www.amazon.com/When-We-Visit-Jesus-Prison/dp/087946576X

, Dismas Ministry Messengers of Hope: A Catholic Prison Ministry Training Resource

https://dismasministry.org/product/messengers-of-hope/

ON THE PROCLAMATION OF THE GOSPEL IN TODAY’S WORLD (EVANGELII GAUDIUM), Pope

Francis

http://w2.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-

francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium_en.pdf

�     Dismas Ministry -A Reason for Our Hope, https://dismasministry.org/product/a-reason-for-hope/# 

�     Jon  

      Sobrino,S.J, , Orbis Press, 2015. 

Witnesses to the Kingdom: The Martyrs of El Salvador and the Crucified Peoples,

         https://www.amazon.com/dp/B00U7XTRSQ/ref=rdr_kindle_ext_tmb

Printed and Highly Recommended to get your own
copy:

Other Helfpul Resources: 

https://www.amazon.com/When-We-Visit-Jesus-Prison/dp/087946576X
https://dismasministry.org/product/messengers-of-hope/
http://w2.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-francesco_esortazione-ap_20131124_evangelii-gaudium_en.pdf
https://dismasministry.org/product/a-reason-for-hope/#
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B00U7XTRSQ/ref=rdr_kindle_ext_tmb
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https://www.catholicprisonministries.org/seeking-to-minister/#formation-resources

 See especially Jail and Prison Ministry 

  101 and become familiar with the resources for those ministering in jails and prisons.   

https://www.catholicprisonministries.org/resources/ 

Websites: 

https://www.catholicprisonministries.org/
https://www.catholicprisonministries.org/resources/#featured
https://www.catholicprisonministries.org/resources/%C2%A0


Prison
Ministry 101 

Prison Ministry 101 is a training program is offered in collaboration with the Catholic
Prison Ministry Coalition and the National Association of Catholic  Chaplains  as part of
their Partners in Pastoral Care Project.

This training program  is an introduction to prison pastoral care ministry, focusing on
the spiritual, pastoral care, and skill/knowledge formation needed for this ministry. It
will include one’s own discernment for this ministry, an emphasis on the unique
spiritual, psycho-social, and ministerial needs of the incarcerated, and the diverse
relationships that need to be nurtured. This 6-session program will provide
foundational knowledge and the practical tools needed for successful prison ministry in
order to form the next generation of professional prison chaplains.   

As a result of this program, participants will:    
1) Be introduced to prison ministry with an emphasis one’s own discernment for this
ministry, as well as the unique spiritual, psycho-social and ministerial needs of the
incarcerated.   
2) Learn core knowledge and practical tools needed for successful prison ministry.   
3) Hopefuly consider joining and inviting others to join the next generation of
professional prison chaplains.

Session 1:  Pray   - Spiritual Formation

What goes into the initial discernment for this ministry? This addresses the question of
what one considers when thinking about pastoral care in jail and prison ministry and
the importance of one’s own spirituality as grounding for this ministry.

https://catholicprisonministries.org/
https://www.nacc.org/
https://www.nacc.org/about-nacc/partners-in-pastoral-care/

