Portlaoise Annual Chaplaincy Report 2019

Introduction to Chaplaincy Service.

Working as a single Chaplain over the last year here in Portlaoise
has been a new adventure and a new challenge for me personally. I would
have been very familiar with working as part of a Chaplaincy team in both
Midlands and Wheatfield. With that said I feel the Chaplain’s role no
matter where the post is located is one of great privilege and I have been
blessed here in the past year to receive the full backing and encouragement
of the Governors and staff of Portlaoise Prison.

I see the role of the chaplain in Portlaoise Prison as one which
supports the spiritual well-being and development of every person in
custody. This support is also extended to the staff that work in the prison
and the families that are affected by a prison sentence. For many people
this support comes through the provision of religious services and allowing
people to experience the praying community in a manner that is relaxed
and inclusive. It comes through receipt of the sacraments, the celebration
of religious holidays across denominations, spiritual visits and spiritual
support during a bereavement, a personal setback or a difficult period in a
person’s life. It also comes very importantly through regular person to
person contact.

For others, who are not religiously affiliated, it is experienced as an
evolving dimension of their own humanity which is key to the health and
wellbeing of the whole person while in custody. This is in keeping with the
true spirit of Prison Chaplaincy which is offering support to those of all
Faiths and those of no stated Faith. A prison sentence is experienced by a
whole family unit. Therefore establishing and sustaining family
relationships, and community connections has played a huge part in the
work I have been engaged with over 2019 as Chaplain here in Portlaoise.
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Service provided 2019:

Throughout 2019 we have continued with the assistance and good
will of the local Parish to facilitate Mass on the C Block and E Block every
Sunday. On the very rare occasion when the Parish do not have a Priest
available I will lead the congregation myself in my capacity as Permanent
Deacon in a Eucharistic Service. Since my arrival here in April last year I
have begun and continued to bring Communion the each section of the A
Block every Sunday to celebrate with the men who for security reasons
cannot attend the weekly Mass. 1 also bring communion to other areas of
the Prison where men are unable through work commitments to avail of
Sunday Mass.

I have initiated what we call our Wednesday evening Gathering on C
Block where a group of us chat about Life, Faith and anything and
everything else that pops up. Through the support of the Governors and
Chiefs here we have also invited many guest speakers to join us throughout
the year giving their own stories of hope and encouragement to the men in
our care. On the first Wednesday of each month we have a lady who joins
us for our Gathering to lead us in Adoration through music and song and
this has proven very popular with the men also.

To celebrate Christmas we invited a local Choral group to join us for
a musical evening in December which was well attended and enjoyed by all.
The same choral group came in to lead us in singing our Christmas Mass
and there was hardly room in the Chapel for that event. After the Mass the
Governor arranged for the group to have breakfast in the mess after which
another impromptu concert ensued as we were joined by the entire staff of
the mess. Our Christmas morning Mass was celebrated by our own Bishop,
— who said afterwards he was blown away by the occasion and
could have hardly guessed that such celebrations could take place in a
prison environment. Bishop - has pledged his ongoing support to the
men in our care and as Chaplain and Deacon I keep him in touch with all
of our Sacramental Celebrations throughout the year.



We have had a number of funerals here in Portlaoise to which men
have not been able to attend for various reasons and the Governors and
Chiefs have been quick to facilitate the use of Church webcams whenever
possible. This initiative allows the men to sit in a secure supervised area
where we can view a funeral Mass as it takes place. I have sat with men on
many of these sad occasions and have found them all, without exception, to
have been uplifting and positive experiences for the men concerned.
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A Block

Since my move here to Portlaoise I have seen a great improvement in
the conditions on the A Block. Most of this has been through simple and
regular engagement with the services facilitated by the staff on duty. In the
lead up to Christmas time there were a lot of craft workshops going on
each day, making Christmas Cards, writing Christmas letters and game
days and music days etc. All of these engagements lifted the mood of the
men on A Block and the benefit to both prisoners and staff was obvious.

Mass has not been available to the men on A Block and because of
this since April last year I have visited A Block every available Sunday to
offer the Sacrament of Communion to anyone who might want it. Things
began slowly but now when I visit on Sunday quite a lot of men will
partake of the Sacrament and the short prayer service that goes with it. I
have gotten a lot of positive feedback on this initiative from family
members who have expressed their joy on hearing that their son, husband
or relation is able to have Communion while in the A Block.

With the increase in prisoner numbers on A Block some of the men
there have requested to attend Mass and through the continued support
and good will of the Governors, Chiefs and Staff, it is currently our plan
here in Portlaoise to explore ways of offering Mass, possibly initially, once a
month. Great progress indeed.
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C Block

I would spend a great deal of time on C Block as it is the most
populated area of the prison. I keep regular contact in the school and the
various workshops where the men gather. The atmosphere on C Block is
very positive and is borne out by the engagement and participation of the
men with any new initiative presented to them. Therefore it is imperative
that the Chaplaincy continues to show a constant presence on the landings
and in every area where the men in our care gather each day.

With this in mind I have also kept close contact with the visiting area
on C Block where I regularly show up to meet families, and also with the
waiting room where visitors check in. Since I have left my contact details in
the waiting room back in April 2019 I have had a huge amount of contact
from families checking up on their loved ones welfare and progress. Also it
will be my firm intention to continue with initiatives such as the
Wednesday evening Gathering and involving the men in all the
Sacramental celebrations throughout the year.
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E Block

One of my plans when I began here in Portlaoise was to attempt to
offer more Chaplaincy support to the men on E Block. Through my
involvement with a death in custody on E2 last year I was asked by a
prisoner to offer him some support around the death in question. This
simple engagement has since developed into my running a basic Bible
Study course on E2 every Wednesday morning from 10am to 11am. I have
been delighted and encouraged in my role as Chaplain to have been
somewhat accepted in the E Block and now as well as every Wednesday
morning I also visit the men on E1 on a more regular basis.
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RECOMMENDATIONS:

As Chaplain in my previous interim report I have made two
recommendations for A Block and I would like to reiterate same:

1. Decrease the number of screened visits and increase the number
of open family visits thus incentivising positive behaviour.

2. There is a huge rough green area surrounding the A Block and
with little or no financial cost this area could be put to good use as
a recreational garden area for the men on A Block. There would
be a huge rehabilitative value to be gained for the men from
getting involved in a simple outdoor garden project. Even to look
out onto this area when it would be cultivated with either flowers
or vegetables or both would have a huge rehabilitative value for
both prisoners and Staff alike.

3. A further recommendation would be based on what I witnessed on
A Block in the run up to Christmas. More engagement around
simple workshops, craft shops, game shops, music days and any
form of engagement from the services which would bring a bit
more normality to life for the men on A Block.

Proposed Initiatives for 2020:

1. We have begun an art project within the Chapel on C1. The art
teacher has come on board and has arranged for a group of men
to work on a project called “The Life of J esus”. This will be a year
long process whereby members of the group will each paint a
scene from the Life of Jesus. When completed this patchwork of
canvas art will be framed and displayed on one of the large walls
in the Chapel on C1. The enthusiasm of the participants has been
great and each week as I visit the art room several men are
engrossed in their own contribution. The conversations this has



led to within the group have been fascinating and I have found it a
great and novel way to introduce Bible Stories into the daily
activities on the landings. I would hopefully expect the project to
cover all of 2020 and be ready for unveiling at Christmas time.

2. With the support of the Governors and Chiefs here in Portlaoise
we hope to introduce a new Faith based programme in 2020 -
—. The idea around the programme will be to engage the
men in our care in weekly chats to discuss daily life experiences
through the prism of Christ’s teachings. I see this as a natural
extension of the Wednesday Evening Gathering initiative we are
currently running on C Block.
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To end this short report I wish to acknowledge the ongoing support and
encouragement of the Governors, Chiefs and every member of staff here in
Portlaoise Prison as we continue together to fulfil the stated mission of the
Irish Prison Service “To provide safe and secure custody, dignity of care and
rehabilitation to prisoners for safer communities.”
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(Chaplain’s Note)

I firmly believe that every single engagement every single day in this
often times difficult and challenging environment would have and must
have the potential to enhance in some small way the daily experience of not
only all of the men in our care but of every single person working within
the Irish Prison Service.

| Chaplain,

Portlaoise Prison,










