
Compassion for Prisoners

Exploring Compassion

The Revd Richard and Mrs Sue Bielby are part-time Free Church chaplains at HMP Holme House, 
Stockton on Tees and HMP Kirklevington Grange, Yarm. Holme House is a Category B local prison, 
housing up to 1,200 convicted or remanded prisoners, and Kirklevington Grange is a semi-open male 
resettlement prison, where 283 prisoners who have often served long sentences in other prisons are 
prepared for release into the community.

People say, “Lock them up and throw away the key.” 
Does that sum up your attitude to prisoners?

“Prison’s like a holiday camp – three meals a day, TV in 
their cells.” Is it really?

Jesus told a story about sheep and goats – a parable 
of judgement. “The people asked, ‘when was it that we 
saw you sick or in prison and visited you?’ And the king 
will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to 
one of the least of these who are members of my family, 
you did it to me’” (Matthew 25:39-40).

So, there is a gospel imperative to care for people in 
prison. That concern for prisoners, which goes back to 
our earliest days, is part of the heritage of Methodism. 
Even before the Methodist Church began, John and 
Charles Wesley visited prisoners in Oxford Jail with 
fellow members of the ‘Holy Club’, and later John 
campaigned for prison reform, and sought to alleviate 
the brutal conditions in which prisoners were kept in his 
day.

Prison chaplaincy

Christians generally, not just Methodists, have been 
involved in prison chaplaincy since those early days. 
One of the duties of chaplains was to accompany the 
condemned to the gallows, but since the abolition of 
capital punishment in 1969 this part of a chaplain’s role 
is no longer required. A prison chaplain is essentially 
a pastor to the whole prison community, but alongside 
that general care there are certain duties which must 
be carried out by law. The ‘statutory duties’ of prison 
chaplains are to see all prisoners as they come into 
the prison, and to visit daily those who are in the 
Segregation Unit (‘solitary confinement’) and the Health 
Care Unit (the prison hospital). But such essential 
duties are just the tip of the iceberg of prison chaplaincy 
work. Regular worship is provided, study groups are 
organised, and prisoners are seen in their cells, at their 

work and around the prison. Chaplaincy can be a bridge 
between prisoners and their families. 

Prison chaplains are in touch with a section of the 
population which is not generally seen in churches. 
Whilst we must be aware of the needs of the victims 
of crime, many prisoners are themselves vulnerable, 
broken people, in need of support. In prison, people 
often face deep questions about life and death, and 
the sensitive work of chaplaincy can help them address 
their issues and perhaps help them to make a new 
start. In some areas, community chaplains have been 
appointed to support those released from prison into 
the community. 

In multi-faith Britain, prison chaplains are appointed 
by all the major faiths, and access is provided to 
representatives of smaller faith groups. This can be 
challenging, and chaplains need flexibility and  
sensitivity to others who think very differently to 
themselves.

Challenging work

Most chaplaincy teams contain both ordained and lay 
members, often supplemented by volunteers. Those 
who offer themselves for voluntary work in a prison 
must be aware of its challenges.

l	 	There is no place for judgemental attitudes. We 
meet prisoners at a point of our common humanity, 
as children of God. We may be appalled at the 
nature of their offences, but nevertheless seek to 
show Christian love towards them.

l	 	There is no room for proselytising – prisoners can 
grow in faith and make firm commitments whilst 
in prison, and chaplaincy can encourage this, but 
the work is more about exploring questions of 
life and faith rather than forcing people to accept 
deceptively simple solutions to their problems.



A challenge to the Church

Perhaps the greatest challenge to the Church in 
general is that of accepting ex-prisoners into a local 
congregation. We need to ask ourselves if our churches 
are able to offer the right sort of welcome if someone 
who has been released from prison finds their way into 
our Sunday service. Could we cope?

Ways to get involved

l	 	Become a chaplaincy volunteer. Contact your local 
prison chaplaincy to see if they have needs you 
might be able to fulfil. Examples might be providing 
music for Sunday worship, helping with Bible study 
groups or assisting with family visits. The needs 
will vary from place to place.

l	 	Join Prison Fellowship (www.prisonfellowship.
org.uk), an organisation which aims to show 
Christ’s love to prisoners. There are 1,600 Prison 
Fellowship volunteers in England and Wales, 
involved in a ministry of prayer for prisons, and in 
three projects: 
 
−  Sycamore Tree, a course which raises victim 

awareness issues among prisoners and 
teaches them about restorative justice

 −  Angel Tree, which provides Christmas presents 
for prisoners’ children

 −  Letter writing, which may provide the only 
contact a prisoner has with the world outside 
the prison. 

l	 	If you are between 21 and 70, you can apply to 
become an official prison visitor, offering regular, 
friendly, non-judgemental contact with prisoners. 
For more information go to www.naopv.com.

l	 	Encourage your church to get involved with Prisons 
Week (if it’s not already), an annual week of prayer 
in mid-November for prisons and prisoners. For 
more details go to www.prisonsweek.org. 

l	 	Read Inside Faith: Praying for people in prison by 
William Noblett, former Chaplain General. (Darton, 
Longman and Todd, 2009). This is an excellent 
introduction to all aspects of prison life and 
chaplaincy.
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