Stopped at 32:38 

In the name if the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, Amen. 

Vldyka, Revererend Fathers, sabd vrothers and sisters, I can sum up all of my talk basically in 30 seconds. So you just have to listen for 30 secons, and them its all repitition; I am just begin honest with you. I was aksing my wife about, , or complaining to my wife, about preparing this, because I hate to prepare sermons, I never prepare sermons. And I hate to talk in public. To me, chirch is not public, buyt this is public, so I was kinda nervous about it, and she said that "you usualy repeat things 6 or seven times, so just do it once, and it will be over faster."  

Here are the things that are to me , prison ministry. And its about 30 secons worth or so 

First,  "just do it". Thats it. Thats it. I think in our ministry, its just do it. You get involved in stuff all the time, you have no idea what you are doing, and you just do it. Its happens, tight? All the time. I never know what I am doing, I am alwaings in over my head, and I think, Reverence Fathers, come on! A lot of times we dont know what we are doing but God helps us to do it, so we just do it. An the fact is that very few people are doing it in the prison. Very few clergy are doing. it. So just do it, really. this applies to I think to everything in life. 

Another aphorism is sort of related: 90% of life is just showing. up I cannot tell you the number of times I went down to prison, having no idea what I was going to do, with a Biblw or a Lenten Triodion in my hand, thinking that I do not know what I was going to do because I was tired, and I had not thought it out, and stuff just happened. It always does. So, 90% of life is just showing up. I do nlt think I have always been organized in fact rarely have I been organized, but I have just done it, and I have not done it as well as I should. I have not done a lot of things as well as I should in prison ministry, but I have shown upo, 

Another aphorism, is the "God made a donkey talk, so I talk. Really. If I did not go down to these prisons for these past years, nobody would have. 

I have one more principle for you. IF he she or it crosees your path, you gotta do something, period. That;s the way I do ministry. I do not kow any other way to do it. I just read something about a priest who started a soupp kitche, because the praish was moribund, and he is really good at cooking and rasing vegetables, and because of this, the parish is builfg up - I have no idea how to do anything like that. I didnt have one tomato last year. I cannot do a lot of stuff, but when stuff crosses my path, I think I am supposed to do something. I think that in our ministries, that is what happens. Somebody crosses our path, a homless person, a drug addict, Orthodox or not Orthodox, whatever -- and you do something. 

Thats how I got into prison ministry. It happened underneath a Hackberry tree, That Hackberry trr is gone now, but the prison ministry has endured. somebody came to the parish, he was a a friend to two of my parisioners. This was very early one. I think I have been in prison ministry for 17 years now. He came and was a very troubles young man, .After liturgy, I sat underneath a Hackberry tree on a sunny Sunday afternnon, and talked with him about everything, for 5 hours, He had all kinds of ytoubles in life. The one trouble he did not mention to me is that he was weanted for a crime he was suspected of commiting. He turned himself in on the followiong Wednesday, and I started visiting him in the Fort Worth jail, and I went on from there. 

I remember going to that Fort Worth jail. I knew nothing about prisons or anything else. The Fort worth jail is creek=py. It is super cold no matter what the season is. You get into an elevator to go to the floor where the inmate is whom you want to visit, and you are in a room with dark walls, and no controls, nothing.  And you stand thee. I remember once counting, and I stood there for over a minute, and it does not move. Eventually it stars moving and you go see him. I talked with him over the phone, like you see in prison movie, and that is not a very good way to communicate. 

Eventually, he was was convicted and I started visiting him in prison. And eventually I believed that he truly wanted to join the Holy Orthodox Chirch. In the beginning I did not try to convince him to convert to Orthodoxy. He had all kinds of yroubles, I just talked to him about life and the only thinng I really now how to talk about - the maning of life , its putpose. Every sermons is besaicaaly about this. When I wen dow to the Hughes unit, which I am still going to now, it was three hours drive. After such a long drive, sitting 2 hours and talking on the tepephone is not any fun at all. So I found out abot becoming a volunterr chaplainm ad got the training, which is real simples, and I started having contact vists, where you can be in a room together. You can give confession or communion, or have a service or a bible study, like reall people to opeople. /Eventually came the day for his baptism. As far as I knew, nobod else in the prison jnew about this, but on the day of the baptism, two other people showed up. One was aready Orthodox, having been recieved into the church by Fr Duane Pederson, ad the other one was a good friend of him, and wanted to become Orhtodo and they had been praying for two or three years or a priest to come, and then I showed up. I cathechised and baptised him. I continue to see these guys regualr, at first once a month and leter, twice a month, a few more men start coming around. One of the guy told me about an Orthodox Christian in the Michael unit, so I wrote him, and started seeing people in the Michael unit. I now see people in the Michael and Hughes unit, each twice a month. 

I have baptizd seven people, and am catechizing four right now that say they want to be Orthodox, and I am seeing about 16 people. the number varies a little bit. I see a lot other people because I sometimes wanter atound the prison if I need to see one of the men in the pods, and people talk to me. 

The most exciting thing that I can report to you right now is that we just started serving Divine liturgy. I served one last week, the first one that I know of in the Texas prison system, and tommorow morning I will serve again. There are a lot of local volunteers noew. Anna Stokes is one -- she is here tonight -- she served with me last week. also Christ Stern and George Michael, parishioneder of Holy Trinity, and my good friend Michael Daum. In Tyler, Terry Cowen goes to the Michael unit twoce a month. Therefore, the Michael unit gets four visits a month, and the Hughes ubit gets two. Houston is just getting started

Fr Seraphim Hipshc gere is going to the Fedeeral unit is Seagoville, twoce a week. 

Here is a little bit ab out day to day life in prison ministry. I try to write letter often. I do not succee as much as I should, but I wrote by post or an electonic email service, called jpay.com, which is a little bit expensive, because every page costs a stamp. I use their smallest font to squeeze as much as possible on a page. One of my older guys told me he cannot read the small print, so I do not compress his letters. 

We have a prison ministry acocunt now. It is administered by our parish, but it is not funded by parish monies, We exists totally on donations. It has been enough  to let me do things, such as travel, buy books and send letter, without reaching into my pocket. There were years when I was required to reach into my pocket and that really limited me. 

Right now I am scratcning my head about being more organized. I do believe in the "cross your path" method of ministry, but I have been doing this for a long time, and things are happending more fast now. I need to be more organized. I have made some effort to get into the pods more. I have blessed their living areas. I want ot be able to go to places and just sit down and talk with people. One time I brought in a feast after Pascha, with lamb and paschal bread and coffee, and they were in heaven. here is the thing they asked for the next time I bring in something -- salad! That is what everybody wants because they never get lettuce -- never. 

I am trying to figure out what I going to do next. I know that I am going to roll on down the highway tomoroe and the week after that, but there is more organizatoin needed,that I feel very inadequate to do, but its going to happen, because, with God's help, everythng ends up happening. 

Here is a little bit about being a volunterr in the Texas prison system. you get trained in order to become an approved volunteer. They will spend four hours telling you about security and contraband. In the last session I wa in, it was amphasized mant times to not fall in love with an inmate -- that is what they told us for four hors. Well, okay, I can handle that. 

In the Texas prison system, you must have someone who wants you to visit them. when you find about about this perosn, you contact the chaplain and arroange to visit. All I did was become a volunteer a volunterr chaplain. there are no requirements to do anything excpet be an Orthodo priest. 

I will give you a little bit of advice. Most of it, to be honest with you, is so that you would learn from my mistakes, and I have made a ton of them. One of them is that I was not consistent in going early on. I was working full time, and it is very hard to go on Saturday. Texas prisons do not want you to go on Saturday, and besides, it is hard to go three hours one way, and come back and serve service afterwards. If you can, be sure to be consistent. I did not write enough, I still donlt write enough. I find it easier to drive three hours, talk to them 2 hours, and drive back 4 hours, than to spend 2 hours writing a letter. I donlt know why, but that is the way I am and I hope that you would not be like that. For a long time I did not serve the liturgy. Just last week, I started serving the liturgy. May God help us to serve it on a regular basis, once a month in each prisosn. There were some good reasons why I coulld not serve liturgy in the beginning. I have done some missoin liturgies, not in prisons, but in various cities, where nobody coulde sing, and during certain parts of the liturgy, it was very hard. I wanted to have someone present who could sing, and I did not have good volunterrs. For yeras, I had peple who saif Ill be a volunterr and then they do not do anything. I went throught 6 people that said Ill do it, and were really exited, and they never got the trainti and nothing came ot it. Now I have volunteers, and it is a whole lot easier to serve liturgy when someone is singing, other than me. Also, I tusslded with the prison about alchohol. they have strict rules baout it. They would allow it, but not allow me to use it to commubne anyone. I thought this was weirrs - -I wold serve the liturgy and then give them commuion form the reserved sacrament. I was silly and stupid, and did not want to serve the liturgy and not commune them from the chalice, but from the reserved sacraemn. Well I am here to tell you, this is what I do. You must be flexible. It is not an artivle of faith that you must serve them from the chalice. It is stil the Eucharist. I am trying to tell you to make sure you are flexible. 

In prison ministry no day is the same, ever. Every day in prison ministry something happend that did not happen before, and it is usually kinda weired. You just need to deal with iot. 

Another mistake that I made was to not aggressively try to get funding. You know the tv preachers, the kind who say God will take me if you do not give me a million dollars. I have not seen them for years, but when I was woring in the ICU I saw them all the time, and I did not want to be that guy. I was just going to talk about the Goslep, and not about money. That was really stupid. Because you need money to do prison ministry, especially in Texas because of the long drives. I was not agressive getting money. and there were times I dod not go because I did not have money. Now, when I post domsething about proson ministry, at the bottome, I say something like "If you hae a heart for prison minsitry and want to senfd a donation, you can send it here". Be aggresice about getting money. Maybe yor parish will fund it. 

In the ongoing ministry, no day is ever the same just rll with it, just be flexible. You will not be compromiseing your faith by being fleible. People have wanted confessoin, even though they were not Orthodox. I treted it as counseling and did it! Anybody can come to our services. Of course I only comm ue those who are Orthodx, and I have never had any problem concering this. 

That prayer for patience, that we are about to say (this was during Great Lent, when we say the prayer of St Ephraim), is a very dangerous prayer. That prayer is answered every day in prison ministry. I have gone down to the Hughes unit 8 different times and not seen my guys, for all kinds of reasons. In one case, the place literall locked down as I was driiving in the parking lot. another time there were not enough gaurds, so that there was o gaurd in the chapel. Another time the chaplain was sick, and other time, the chaplain had not done the proiper paperwork that must be done before each visit. 8 times I have driven three hours and turned around and gone home, and seen nobody. You need to learn to be paiend. 

Its good to have a volunteer to be with you. It it not nesessry when you teach, but a volunteer is almost indispensible for liturgy. It is so much easier and more prayerful to serve liturgy when I do not need to do all the singin, or endure creative singin when I cannot sing, such as during the Great entrnace or Epiclesis. I say this, but I have learned to be flexible here too. I serve liturgy on a fixd schedule in every prison I visit, once a month. If a volunteer comes with me, it goes more smoothyl, but with or without one, the liturgy gets served. 

If you write to prisoners, use a PO box or the church address, but not your home address, because they consider this to be a security violation. Of course, my home address is in 10,000 places on the internet, but as long as I use a PO box, I am folloing their rules. 

There are all kinds of limittons in prison ministry. Time limits. I get an 8 to 10 slot. If my guys are late, because of count, my alloted time does not change. Once in a while, the chaplina will give me a little extra time. 

If you bring stuff in you must get permission for everytnig. You need to follw the rules I am not a rules follower. I was always in trouble in grade school, because I did not like to follow stupid rules, There are a lot of stupid rules in the prisoen but I follow every one of those stupid rules, because,if I do not follow them, they wont let let me go, maybe forever, if they think it is serious enough. 

The only rules tht Ifollow without fighinth are Christian rules. God's law makes sense to me. As long as something makes sense, I follow it. Or, if its a stupid rule, but there is a good reason to follow it, I do that too. So, follow the rules. The consequences for not following the ruels are too dire. You will nto be allowed to see your prison flock if they catch you breaking the rules. 

Hers a little bit about my personal experience. I gues I should have put this in my advice. I did not do this in the begining as much as I should of. Pry for everyone, but name, every day. I have keep complete recods of everyone I have encountered, and I pray for them every day. 

When you go, let them talk. Don;t just present something. Let them talk to you. I have been ready to present to them something really good, and done none of it, because they needed to talk. The reason why is bcause you might be all they have. I have serveral guys I see. I am the only human being outside of prison tht care if they are alive or even knows if they are alive. That amzes me. I cannot wrap my mind around this -- that nobody ccares baotu them outside of prison. Their family has disowned them or they are all dead, and I am the only person, the only human being that interacts with them on a regular basis. So, sometimes, they need to talk. 

Here is a typical visit. Its never typicl. Its loud. Its hot. Until I started serving liturgy, I did a lot of bible study, and topical things like Theophany, the Creed. I served molebens with them. The akathist is relly good because it is an easy memoldy. I have given them communion and confessoin, and answered a lot of questoins and now am serving the liturgy. 

Another piece of advice is "dress for success". Dress like this. They recognize me as somebody different. I am not the Roman Catholic guy. I am the Orthodox guy, and they recognize that. I go to similar prisons with 3500 people, and when I walk around people recognize me. They might not know me by name , but they wave to me, and they know ab9ut the guy who comes aroud in a black robe twice a month. I think thats important. 

I recommend that you do not ask what they are in for. I never have. I think we have learned as priests not to be curions. Why be curios? People are already going to tell you all kinds of difficult, hard stuff. I know so much stuff, and I cannto un ring the bell. We all know stuff that is really hard. Mntal illness, drug addiction, suicide, all this stuff is in my head. I do not need more stuff unless someone offers it to me, and them it has crossed my path at that point. you can look up every Texas prisoner and find out wheat they did. I think that is a bad idea. I have never done it and I have told my guys I have not done it. If they want to tell me, thet will tell me. Some have nd some have not. I am not there to find out stuff about them. I am there because I want to be their friend. I want to be their pastor. 

I recommend that you write them using jpay. come. It is available all the country for prisons. Somebody is makign a tone of money with iot, but it is very useful. You can get material to them within a day

one other thing. this stuff is really hard. Some of the guys talk to me about stuff, and the prison environment is really horrible. I am not talking about the violence. After a while, they get adjusted to the vioence and if they are careful, they can go years without having even one remotely violent incident. But the overall environment is full of people that are mentailly retarded, mentailly ill, and sexuay just so ridiculously immature, doing sexual acting out every day that just boggles the mind. and they tell me this stuff, that they encounter. And I leave the prison sort of shaking, thingkin I dont want to hear this stuff ever again, but they sometimes need to tell me. So, its hard. Prison ministry includes people telling me about their difficultied in prison, and hearing some of it is hard. But I always come back. and if you start going you wil always come back too. 

Let me end with a few stories, since what is prison ministry without a few stories, I do not have any eal exciting stories. I will leave the real exciting story for the end. It is one Fr Gerasim told me, and that is a pretty cool story. 

The first baptism, I did not bring a scissors because the prison would not let me. I did not make any other arrangements, and at the time of the tonsure, I sufddenly realized this. One of they guys there told me, 'that;s not a problem, I get a razor blade." Ok. He looked on the floor, and said "theres one" and he picked up a razor blad for the floor. the prison issues thiese little thin razor blades that do not cut beards very well, 

and they are laying around all over the place. They will not let mebring in a scossors and they have razor blades on the floor. 

There are onlt times when I was a little uneast in prison. 

One time, a big guy, abnout 6 foot 4, and a man who looked like he could handle himself, who came reguarly, even though he was not Orthodox, because he loved our sessions. He asked me to come to confessoin. So I said, fine. We were in a small room alone, and he started talking to me, and strted getting very angry about what he was talking about. So, since I know all this relective litening stuff, I say: "It sounds like you are angry". He saif Im not angry, and I saif the tone of your voice sounds angry. He stood up, and I thought he was going to come right at me. I remember literally standing up and holding the charin and thinking I was going to be like a lion tamer and scream, and hold him off until help would come. He actually did not threaten me at all, but just stomped out of the room. And them, wht did I do. This is where you need to be flexible. I did not do anything wrong. All I said was it sounds liek your are angry. Thts it. But I wrote him a letter and I apologized. I fell on my sword. and he wrote back and said, thnk you so much, and that he was not ever going to come back, but because of my apology, he kept coming. He has gone to another prison now, but I still write to him. 

another time, I was going to a builfing to see a guy, and I was alone of the walkway, and som guy runs towards me. I had no ide what he was runing to me for. When people move fast in the prison, you kind of do not know what is going to happen. You are not suppoede to move too fast in the prison. an so, I am crouched, and thinkin, "Its about to happemn!" and he literally stopped right by my nose. Have you every seen those baseball pictures, where the manager and the umpire are arguing, and the manger turns his hat backwards so they can get right next to each other. that is what it was like. His nose was right next to my nose and he said to me very urgently: "Are you a Wiccan!" and I said, Well, I m not a Wiccoan, because Wiccans do not wear this (and I pointed to my cross), and he started talkign to me. an it just so happened that the man was incredibly depressed and suicidal first he started talking to me about docrtine, what;s your doctein. SO I said ok, Ill tell you my doctrine, but it went ot what was going on in his life, which was rterrible. I wrote to him several times and see him on a regular basis. I donlt see him int eservice, but when I see him in the halls, we visit a bt, and he seems to be doing better. 

