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Kairos gives hope, faith to mmates

i=1o0 2 prison he was in college.
He accompanied his parentson a
“prayer and share” at Union Cor-
rectional Institution located in
Raiford in the northern reaches of
the state.

It was just the beginning of
Kairos, an ecumenical prison
ministry modeled after “Walk to
Emmaus” or “Cursillo” retreats
that began with the help of Father
Hodges' father in 1976. Currently,
Kairos (Florida) is in 34 medium/
maximum security prisons, two
juvenile facilities/prisons, and has
four programs on the outside for
women with incarcerated loved
ones. The program is in 37 states,
nine countries and has more than
30,000 volunteers.

“I remember so clearly going
into a chapel at Raiford and sitting
at a table with these men dressed
in blue who were inmates,” Father
Hodges recalled. The experience
was so meaningful he went back to
college and declared criminology
as his major. Even as a priest, the
desire to work with people in pris-
on never left him. Father Hodges.
continues to participate in Kairos
every six months, now at Lake Cor-
rectional Institution in Clermont.

The most recent retreat took
place May 17-20 at the Central
Florida Reception Center in Or-
lando. On a Thursday afternoon,
42 inmates walked in, not know-
ing what 10 expect. They were tall,
short, young, old, unified only by
their light blue shirts and pants
with a white stripe down the side.
They were greeted by nearly 40
volunteers who prepared for more
than two months for this meeting.
The team included parishioners
from nine diocesan parishes: Di-
vine Mercy, Merritt Island; Holy
Name of Jesus, Indialantic; St. Au-
gustine, Casselberry; St. John the
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denominations with prayers and retreats. (COURTESY)

Evangelist, Viera; St. Isaac Jogues,
Orlando; St. Margaret Mary and
Sts. Peter and Paul, Winter Park;
and Our Lady of Grace and 5t. Jo-
seph, Palm Bay.

“Kairos is the most epic re-
newal in Catholicism,” said Car-
los Benitez of St. Margaret Mary
Parish, advisory leader for the
retreat. “It’s the ultimate. Within
four days you see these hardened
criminals who have these precon-
ceived notions of us going in there,
being some goody two shoes, tell-
ing them about right and wrong ...
and we go in just modeling God’s
love and compassion and they're
changed.”

Deacon Tom Flavell of Qur Lady
of Grace Parish agreed. “They (the
inmates) come in as a stone wall.
They don’t show emotion. They
keep their distance. They don’t
want to get close to anybody. At
the end of the weekend, they’re a
different person.”

The ministry did not come eas-
ily to Deacon Flavell. In formation
he struggled with the idea of “Iwas
in prison and you visited me” (Mt
25:36). “T just didn’t think I could
do that. I'd never been in a prison,
never been exposed to it and, as
part of formation, I was praying
that God give me strength and
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show me somehow that I could go
inthere and visitsomebody. Then,
one of my family members was
incarcerated. So, it made it pretty
easy to go in after that.”

“The very first Kairos I worked
there was a gentleman at my table
that was in prison for 10 years and
hadn't had a visitor in those 10
years,” Deacon Flavell recalled.
“They don’t feel like anyone cares
about them. They don’t feel the
love of anyone. So it’s nice to know
we can show them that someone
does care and that God still loves
them, no matter what they may
have done.”

“What makes this such a pow-
erful thing is the self-discovery,”
explained Deacon Gary Hessen of
St. Joseph Parish. “Some of them

have never prayed in their life nor
bave theyreally thought what their
life is about. Some have never felt
loved. In this retreat, the men im-
merse themselves voluntarily for
an experience of God they've nev-
er had before.”

One of the key toals to help the
men open up are cookies. Volun-
teers bake roughly 20,000 cookies
for the weekend. The inmates who
applied for Kairos know there will
be plenty of treats. Food gets them
in the door, but they walk away
with much more. They leave with
wounds that have begun to heal
and scars that have begun to fade.

“They come in the second day
and they're beginning to trust;
the walls are coming down,” ex-
plained Deacon Hessen. “They’re
beginning to experience a trust
they've never experienced in their
life before. The third day, they
know which coakies each guy likes
and they're passing the tray to
each other and asking, ‘Would you
like this one? I know you like this
one here.' That’s the power of this.
... They're in this together. They
find friendship and doors open to
personal holiness.”

The change is most palpable
during open mictime. The May re-
treat was volunteer Mike Segura’s
first. He was in such “awe” of what
he witnessed that he wrote down
several comments made by the in-
mates;

» ‘“Came in lost and broken.
We found agape love, fellowship,
God working, Jesus, peace, fam-
ily, love, a new way of thinking/

could be ok of God's grare =
others™

and angry. We fon
gquersall” £

» “Best experience of my ke
I've had a life dedicated o savery,
nowI feel hope.”

+ “Icame devastated, my soul
was gone. ... Learned to listen,
learned to love again, have com-
passion. I've seen God's grace and
love for his creation ... even me.”

After each Kairos, volunteers re-
turn for “prayer and share” twice
amonth to help guide the men so
they can live out faith behind the
walls where volunteers cannot go.

“The impact is this constant re-
minder that God is not done with
us,” noted Father Hodges. “That
there is a mercy in Christ Jesus
that supersedes the poorest choic-
es'we make in our lives. And that
mercy is poured out onto every-
one and we have the opportunity
to receive it, So to see men, young
and old, who've made really poor
choices, who may have life sen-
tences, to see them still be hopeful
that somehow God is still working
in their lives amidst this institu-
tion ... that’s what the kmgdom of
Godis.”m

For more information, visit kairos
prisonministry.org or kairosfl.
org. Look for upcoming articles on
Kairos (outside) and Kairos Torch
in future editions of the Florida
Catholic.
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