Looking Forward: A New Season

Up until March 2020, everything was going great at
PF: we were getting into the prisons, offering weekly
activities, providing community visits, and working with
families. Then lockdown came and all of our prison
ministries came to an abrupt halt.

It has been difficult during the past year to work through
the restrictions and unknowns and still continue with our
ministry. Yet, with your prayers and God’s help, we have
overcome many of those challenges.

Now we are in a new phase when restrictions are starting
to lift. What will this look like for PF and the prison service?
How will it affect the prisoners and their families? Will
things return to normal or is ‘normal’ no longer possible?
Prison Service NI has successfully contained the spread of
the virus, yet there has been an increase in mental health
issues:

“The cumulative effect of COVID19 restrictions on
prisoners’ well-being and rehabilitation is likely to have
a significant and far-reaching impact on our society for
years to come” (HM Insp. of Prisoners, Feb 2021).

Prisoners are exhausted with the pressures of reduced
activity. Older prisoners are especially fearful for

their personal health. Hospital appointments result in
quarantines and that only increases anxiety. Court cases
being paused, and lack of information have also led to
frustration. Even the prisoners’ ability to grieve has been
affected as they are unable to attend funerals. What are
the principal issues for PF as the return to prison work
opens up? Can we tackle the problems associated with
the extended lockdowns and tight restrictions?
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In many ways,
we need to start
all over again.
The people we
engaged with
pre-COVID have
moved on to
other locations
with some being
released.
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We will return to an environment where prison staff,
chaplaincy, and health care workers are fatigued. We may
not be able to do what we did before to the same degree,
yet we still want to achieve our PENI mission and values.

God has called us to this work to meet these difficult
circumstances. Factors also include:

»  New personnel within prisons
»  New prison objectives
»  Fewer volunteers

Although we are enthusiastic to return, we need to
balance this with responsible actions in terms of health
and safety and knowing how to deliver ministry in an
effective way.

Our primary focus is not to promote Prison Fellowship
- it is to show Christ. We want to offer hope of a new
beginning with Jesus as well as supporting prisoners,
staff, and chaplains, along with others involved in this
work. Whether that will be a phased approach, we don’t
know, but we need to be ready when the invitation comes.
Prisons will once again open up but in a new way. PFENI
will be ready for that challenge.

Robin Scott-CEO
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"¢l felt | was in the prison

;’ .. talking to the guys!’

The outbreak of COVID not only changed the way prisons
operate but also had an immediate impact on the work

of our PF prison staff. With no access to prisons, what did
this mean for them? What were some of the challenges?
How did the pandemic change the way they did ministry?

Norman'’s role In Magilligan pre-COVID was one of
evangelism. He visited the prison three days a week,
doing inductions for the new arrivals, visiting the men on
the landings, organising two Bible studies, and meeting
with the chaplains. On Mondays and Wednesdays, he
visited released men in the community.

When the pandemic struck that ministry changed and
after 27 years, this was a huge blow.

Following a period of furlough, Norman’s hours were
reduced to seven per week. Being unable to visit homes,
he has kept in contact with several released men and
prison staff and chaplains via telephone and Zoom. Most
online chats are with men he doesn’t know, yet he’s using
this opportunity to encourage and pray with them.

‘I felt I was in the prison talking to the guys, Norman says.
‘Yes, it's been challenging to make the shift in ministry, but
God is good, and He knows the way ahead. In His time,
I’'m trusting the prison will open again.

A Challenging Year

Up until last March, | was a PF Staff Worker in Maghaberry,
being available on the landings and seeing if anyone
needed help. That stopped when the pandemic hit. The
frustrating thing for me was not being able to talk to the
men face to face.

| didn’t realise how much | cared about the guys until

| wasn’t allowed back in. | worry about them and am
concerned for those struggling with mental health and
who don’t have family connections. Over the 4 years I've
served in the prison I've built up trust. When | go back, I'll
have to start all over again.

However, | now do prison work over Zoom! Getting these
online sessions was a miracle and now more slots are
being made available. Those | meet with weekly are
talking about their experiences and others are seeing
the benefit and want to speak to me. We are thankful to
everyone who facilitates these visits and supports PF.

Zoom does help as you can see someone’s face, but it’s
not the same. Ideally, you need to be sitting in person to
be able to discern what’s going on in their lives.
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‘I have always been a person who is up, out, and away.
Now, I've learned to listen to God and be more patient.

| believe there is still a ministry to the men, and | look
forward to the day when | can get onto the landings and
chat with them, the staff, and chaplaincy. It was a home to
me, and | miss it. It will be different when we go back as
COVID is still alive and there will be restrictions in place.

‘Pray for God’s grace and wisdom, that the door will open
soon, and He will show me the way to do the work!
Norman

But we have to use this opportunity and work with what
we have. Some are asking questions about the Christian
faith and we talk about that. For others, it's been great to
study the Bible together, and | encourage them in their
journey of faith through prayer.

Even though it’'s been a challenging year, there are many
positives. The guys are so appreciative of what PF is
doing. One man said, ‘I really enjoyed it and look forward
to doing this again. Thanks for giving your time’. So, it’'s
been good to show them that people care.

Dean

Website: www.pfni.org
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Light at the End of the Tunnel

As a prison officer, my job is structured around daily
routines, and there are not too many changes! But looking
back over the past year I've had a rollercoaster of feelings.

As | watched the impact of COVID around our province,

| was waiting for it to make its presence felt in Magilligan
prison. Very quickly, handwashing stations, sanitising
bottles, and track and trace registers were put in place. It
was strange to see a working prison with little or no work
allowed, and everyone limited to their own social bubble.

Only essential staff were allowed in, which included
vigorous hand washing and sanitising before the day
began. As time progressed, a number of staff tested
positive and others like me have undergone a number of
isolation periods, but the prison has remained COVID free.

At the onset of the pandemic, | had mixed feelings. How

would | ever remain uninfected? What about my family’s
safety?

Kirsty’s Walk ,

| first met Kirsty in Hydebank when she came to one of our
‘Ash House’ coffee mornings. She was a larger-than-life
character and could often be seen before she was heard!
She loved singing, and so, having gained permission to
organise a special carol service in 2019 for the women, it
was a natural fit for Kirsty to sing a solo.

Right from the first practice, she was so enthusiastic. It
was a special joy for me to hear her and the other girls
practice the song they would sing. The usual music was
replaced by the lyrics of ‘King of Kings, which echoed
loudly around the prison landings.

Kirsty was a special girl with a heart of gold. Like many,
she pretended to be tough. We became great friends, and
as | supported her, she encouraged me also. | promised
Kirsty we would meet when she was released, and we
enjoyed many walks together. | knew God was moving

in her life. After one of our walks, | had the privilege of
hearing her ask Jesus into her life and watching her
simple faith grow.

Kirsty died suddenly on 2nd September 2020. | was
devastated, yet, had that perfect peace of knowing
without doubt where she was.

Since then, it has meant so much to me to be able to visit
Kirsty’s family. Together, we wanted to do something to
mark her first anniversary and celebrate her life.

As a Christian, you are usually more accustomed to
praying for others, but | think | have never prayed so much
for myself and my family before. Give thanks for a prayer-
answering God who has responded to my pleas.

As we now emerge out of all the restrictions and into
‘the new norm’ | do see light at the end of the tunnel. |
now also have a greater understanding of Philippians 4:4
where Paul talks about petitioning God in prayer. May we
all stay close to Him in these days.

Alan

Her mum suggested a walk to raise money for Prison
Fellowship. | was so touched by this very kind, timely offer.

On Saturday 11th September we had such a special time
together. It was a privilege to walk with Kirsty’s amazing
family and friends. We talked, laughed, and cried together.
I’'ve sung with many worship teams over the years but
belting out Kirsty’s favourite song ‘King of Kings’ alongside
her family and friends close to where she lived tops it
alll An amazing amount of £1150.17 was raised towards
our much-needed building refurbishment. At Prison
Fellowship we have the privilege of walking with many
‘Kirsty’s’. Let’s keep praying for each one.

Lynne

Thank you
So much

To everyone who
supported us,
and especially to
Kirsty’s family.
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