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1. Director General  

 
2. Governor 

 

I am pleased to present the 2023 Annual Chaplaincy Report for Shelton Abbey, as 

mandated by the Prison Rules 2007, Rule 119. (1). This report encompasses the period 

from January to December 2023.  

 

As the sole Chaplain at Shelton Abbey, I work part-time over three days, primarily on 

Sundays, Mondays, and Tuesdays. My main focus is advocacy and pastoral care, which is 

‘person centered’, cultivating a supportive professional non-judgmental pastoral 

relationship, with staff, residents and their families. A key feature of my pastoral ministry 

is the 'Cura Personalis' model, which emphasizes care for the individual's holistic 

development. This involves meeting people where they are at, intellectually, emotionally, 

spiritually and psychologically, as well as promoting human dignity. It can include the 

need for ‘making meaning in life’, a safe space to express oneself or a place to allow rituals 

for prayer or sacraments or a human presence. This is informed by the Gospels and the 

traditions of Ignatian Spirituality and Catholic Social Teaching – ‘Contemplation in Action’. 

 

Section 1- General Commentary  

Shelton Abbey holds a unique position within the Irish Prison Service.  Unlike most other 

prisons, Shelton Abbey operates as an open, low-security center for males aged 19 years 

and over. Its distinctive approach focuses on social rehabilitation, aiming to create an 

environment that reflects life beyond confinement. As the only part time Chaplain at 

Shelton Abbey, I play a vital role in addressing the multifaceted needs of residents, their 

families, and the dedicated staff. Chaplaincy contributes to the strategic aims of the Irish 

Prison Service.  In Shelton Abbey my part time role as Chaplain is multi-faceted and goes 

far beyond just looking after the religious and spiritual needs of the residents. Throughout 

the past twelve months I continue to develop a positive pastoral stance with all residents, 

their families, staff and other services. Using a wide range of relationships and 

communications skills and restorative justice principles has helped me build positive 

relationships and I am hugely encouraged by the consistent stream of both staff, residents 

and families seeking support.  As Chaplain, I empower them to explore alternative options, 
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consider new perspectives, and make positive decisions. Confidentiality stands at the 

heart of my ministry, and I deeply appreciate how diligently it is upheld by all. 

Beyond Traditional Prison Walls 

Shelton Abbey's influence extends beyond its physical boundaries. As Chaplain, my 

mission reaches out to residents, families, and staff. I serve as a bridge, connecting 

hearts, faith, and humanity. Balancing spiritual guidance with practical support, I offer 

solace, understanding, and hope. 

For residents, Shelton Abbey represents more than confinement; it becomes a space of 

transformation and community. The Chaplain’s role transcends religious boundaries, 

welcoming all seekers of solace. I am the quiet witness to whispered prayers, the keeper 

of silent tears, and the weaver of fractured souls. I help restore what is broken, stitching 

together threads of hope and resilience. My approach is gentle, my presence unobtrusive, 

yet profound. 

Families find reassurance in the Chaplaincy's unwavering commitment. Together, we 

navigate the complexities of life within and beyond Shelton Abbey's walls, fostering 

resilience and hope. Whether through letters, emails, phone calls, or shared moments 

during visiting days, the Chaplaincy stands as a beacon of support and connection.  

Chaplaincy at Shelton Abbey plays a crucial role in promoting human dignity, fostering 

personal development, and providing a safe haven for all. My ministry reflects the 

complexity and intensity of working in an Open Center, where faith, compassion, and 

understanding intersects. 

 

Section 2. Provision of Chaplaincy Services  

Pastoral Supports 

This takes up the main part of my role with the men, families and staff. This is a 

confidential space; it requires a non-judgmental and an empathetic listening attitude and 

is a way to foster healing and well-being. As Chaplain, an interfaith approach, keeps faith 

with the basic goodness of human beings and seeks the development of human potential. 

I seek to heal broken family relationships and build confidence in people in prison who we 

see have a significant contribution to make in the healing of our society. 
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Diverse Needs 

Shelton Abbey can accommodate 110 men, who are split into two categories. The men 

who have life sentences live in single rooms in the Avoca house, while the men who have 

shorter sentences stay in communal dorms in the main building. These two categories 

have very different requirements in an environment that has so many needs where the 

main goal is to help them recover and get ready to return back to society. 

Mass/Liturgies/Prayer Service 

In accordance with the Irish Prison Service’s, there is an obligation to facilitate religious 

observances (Prison Rule, 2007).  I organize and facilitate liturgical services every Sunday 

morning at Shelton Abbey. These services include Christian contemplation sessions, which 

I personally facilitate twice a month, and services led by ministers from the Church of 

Ireland one Sunday a month. Additionally, when there is the availability of a priest, Mass 

is held once a month.  

However, there is a significant challenge due to a shortage of catholic priests, a problem 

stemming from the declining number of clergy and their limited availability. This issue 

impacts not just Shelton Abbey, but the entire prison estate. The problem becomes 

particularly acute during religious periods such as Lent, Advent, Easter, and Christmas. 

To mitigate this issue, the Chaplain has to devote considerable time and effort to create 

meaningful liturgies that cater to an inter-faith audience, all while working within the 

constraints of limited resources and time.   

Celebrating Diversity Through Music 

Music events at Shelton Abbey have proven to be a powerful therapeutic and spiritual 

tool, facilitating a healing process for all involved. This was clearly demonstrated at our 

Christmas concert and our Open Day in July, which attracted over 1,500 visitors. These 

events have been instrumental in reducing anxiety, relieving stress, instilling hope for the 

future, building self-esteem, reducing instances of self-harm, and fostering positive 

relationships within the Shelton community, as well as with family and friends. 

Darkness into Light Annual Event 

In solidarity with the wider communities, the Darkness into Light 5am annual event is 

very well supported by staff and inmates, for Pieta House. This provides a sense of support 
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around suicide which is in itself such a challenging issue within society. It also fosters a 

feeling of empowerment for the men and an opportunity to contribute to society in a 

meaningful way by raising funds for Pieta House.  

Bereavement Workshop 

Our bereavement workshop has been a beacon of support for those grappling with grief 

during their time in prison. As they navigate their grief process, they touch the divine 

within. Rituals become bridges to healing—the incense, the prayer beads, the whispered 

confessions. Each step is a pilgrimage toward acceptance, toward the dawn after the 

darkest night. It has helped participants navigate their own grief process, explore ways 

to support their painful journey, and become aware of the impact of their personal loss, 

emphasizing the importance of self-care. 

 

Trauma-Informed Mindfulness-Based Yoga 

Our trauma-informed mindfulness-based yoga program incorporates physical movement, 

breathing practices, and meditation in a way that enables participants to recognize the 

effects of their dysregulated nervous system on their lives and provides tools to learn to 

self-regulate. Given that most incarcerated individuals have a history of complex 

interpersonal trauma, this program, led by a Trauma Yoga teacher trained by the Prison 

Yoga Project, has proven to be an invaluable support. The aim is to respond to the 

physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual needs of individuals who have previously 

experienced trauma or are currently in a traumatic situation. 

 

Spirituality and Human Development 

The “Spirituality and Human Development” workshop provided an opportunity for 

attendees to delve into their spiritual and human aspects. The aim was to foster an 

understanding of their interconnectedness and the interplay between spiritual and human 

growth. 

 

Engaging with Families on Sunday Visits  

Imprisonment, as we know, has a profound impact not only on those incarcerated but 

also on their families, particularly their children. Maintaining family contact is crucial in 
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this context, and physical family visits play a pivotal role in strengthening the bonds 

between residents and their families, as well as their connection to society outside of 

prison. My availability for the Sunday family visits, have been an enriching experience. 

These interactions have not only strengthened our relationships but also provided me with 

a profound insight into their circumstances, enabling me to offer my support more 

efficiently. The process of witnessing the approaches residents adopt to maintain family 

connections has been insightful. It has heightened my awareness of the struggles these 

families face, with the most innocent children often bearing the greatest burdens. This 

harsh truth highlights the pressing need for enhanced support for these families. 

 

Empowering Families: Cultivating Nonjudgmental Acceptance at Our Halloween Camp 

Our Children's Halloween Camp, held over two days at Shelton Abbey, was a beacon of 

trust-building and communication. The camp offered a variety of engaging activities, from 

book workshops to Halloween crafts, fostering a safe environment for children and their 

fathers to strengthen their relationships. The resident 'dogs for disabilities' played a crucial 

role in easing initial anxieties, while the favorable weather allowed full use of the outdoor 

facilities. The camp also sensitively addressed the reality of the fathers' incarceration, 

providing a supportive platform for understanding and acceptance. 

The opportunity to facilitate a group discussion with the mothers, was invaluable, 

shedding light on the struggles of single parenting and the additional burdens of 

loneliness, shame, and financial stress. There was a wonderful empathy among the group 

and a sense that ’somebody cares’ and of ‘not being on your own’ and no judgment. 

However, in individual encounters with the mothers, the sense of powerlessness clearly 

emerged. The camp fostered a sense of community, empathy, and non-judgmental 

support, combating feelings of isolation and powerlessness. In essence, our camp was not 

just about fun, but about fostering support and empowering families. 

 

The Transition from Closed Prisons to Open Centers  

While the conditions at Shelton Abbey represent a significant improvement over those of 

a closed prison, and are generally appreciated by the residents, the transition from a 

closed prison's rigid structure and discipline to an open center's relative lack of routine is 
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a monumental shift. Residents are expected to rapidly adapt and develop the necessary 

skills for this crucial transition period of their custody. The way residents spend their time 

at Shelton Abbey, often directly influences the outcome and subsequent success of their 

release. This stark contrast to the atmosphere and activities in a closed prison raises 

serious questions about the appropriateness of applying identical Irish Prison Service (IPS) 

policies in such fundamentally different settings and objectives. 

Resident serving life sentences, often referred to as 'lifers', are wrestling with anxiety as 

they confront the formidable task of reintegrating into society upon release. The 

fluctuating expectations from the parole board and the external management of the IPS, 

particularly concerning progression through release, temporary release, and availability 

for work or community service release, have ignited considerable anxiety and tension 

among the residents  

These inconsistent expectations, coupled with regulatory changes, present formidable 

challenges not only for the resident, but also for their families and the staff who bear the 

brunt of these inconsistencies. The Chaplaincy, while striving to assist residents in 

managing these expectations and dealing with the fallout of these changes, is grappling 

with the unnecessary disruption and tension these inconsistencies introduce within the 

community. This situation urgently calls for a more streamlined and consistent approach 

to managing the release and reintegration of 'lifers' into society. It is imperative that we 

address this issue head-on, to alleviate the undue stress on our residents and their 

families.  We must strive for a system that is fair, consistent, and transparent, promoting 

a smoother transition for our 'lifers' back into society.  

 

Restorative Practice: A Beacon of Hope 

Despite being a slow burner, I remain steadfast in my exploration of restorative practice 

as a potent alternative to imprisonment. With the right supports, I firmly believe that 

Shelton Abbey can become a fertile ground where Restorative Practice can be cultivated, 

and a new consciousness of its intricacies can be sown. 

 

Cancellation of Temporary Release Arrangement: A Concerning Development 

As a prison Chaplain, I stand as a firsthand witness to the profound and often devastating 

effects of imprisonment on the incarcerated individuals and their families. It was with 
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deep dismay and consternation that I discovered the abrupt and unceremonious 

cancellation of the Temporary Release arrangements for prisoners at Shelton Abbey, 

specifically those serving sentences of over 8 years, just a week before Christmas 2023. 

This sudden decision, particularly impacting those who were already participating in a 

temporary release program and had daily work assignments outside, dealt a severe blow 

to the relationship and trust built up. The most heart-wrenching impact, however, was 

borne by the families of the residents, with the children suffering the most. This decision 

has far-reaching and profound implications, underscoring a glaring injustice within the 

system. We must strive for a system that upholds the dignity and rights of all its members. 

This is not merely a matter of policy, but a question of fundamental human rights and 

justice. 

Meetings  

I am a key contributor to the weekly Multi-D-Meetings, providing vital insights into 

resident’s wellbeing. I also actively engage in Management and monthly Review meetings. 

However, Shelton Abbey's TR process suffers from inconsistencies and ambiguities, 

leading to frequent variations. 

 

Supervision 

Supervision, within the IPS provides a transformative learning experience for Chaplains. 

It encourages critical reflection on both personal and professional encounters. Through 

this process, Chaplains construct new mental frameworks, gaining fresh insights and 

behaviors. Reflective time during supervision fosters resilience, even in challenging 

situations, ultimately enhancing ministry at Shelton Abbey. 

 

c. National 

The Head Chaplain plays a pivotal role in coordinating, supervising, and developing 

chaplaincy services. Their focus extends to nurturing external relationships. The absence 

of an Acting Head Chaplain and the lack of mention of Chaplains in the IPS strategic plan 

warrants further consideration. 

Once again, I emphasize the diverse landscapes within the Irish Prison Service (IPS) that 

we navigate in our work. This diversity is palpable during Chaplaincy meetings, where the 
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needs of the Open Centre starkly contrast with the type of Chaplain Services required 

elsewhere. 

In the Irish Prison Service (IPS) Strategic Plan, there is a commitment under Priority 3 

(Safe and Secure Custody 3.2.2) to review policies in relation to Open Centres. I eagerly 

anticipate the revision of this policy and the opportunity to implement their findings.  

The inclusion of a clinical psychologist in our Shelton Abbey team is welcomed. Their 

expertise will undoubtedly contribute significantly to our collective efforts. This is a 

important step forward in addressing the mental health needs of our residents. 

Gratitude extends heartfelt appreciation to the countless communities and individuals who 

selflessly aided residents with their diverse services and thoughtful donations during the 

year 2023. 

I extend my gratitude to the IPS for their support in advancing the field of Chaplaincy. 

The upcoming Chaplaincy review holds promise, and I eagerly anticipate its insights.  

I commend the dedicated efforts of the following individuals and services: 

Governor, Assistant Governor, Chief, Staff, Probation Services Education Services, 

Addiction Counsellor. 

Their valuable work contributes significantly to the well-being and growth of the 

Chaplaincy ministry and those they serve 

 

I confirm I have complied with the Data Protection Acts 1988-2018 and the General Data 

Protection Regulation when drafting this report. 

Yours sincerely, 

Shelton Abbey, Chaplain 

Date: March 2024       
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