My Jail and Prison Ministry Story
Bob Jordan
PO Box 1530

Prisoners For Christ
Woodinville, WA 98072

From time to time I’m asked how I began in jail and prison ministry. To date I’ve been behind bars as a volunteer for over thirty years. My story requires some background. 

All through elementary school, middle school, and high school I had virtually no experience at all with church life, the gospel, Bible reading, prayer, and the fellowship with the saints. None of this was in my life. Throughout that time I had never read the Bible, never talked with a pastor, never had a missionary over to my home, never knew any songs of the faith, never understood anything about anything regarding the Christian faith. I had been baptized as a boy (probably age 7 or so) and that was about it. My family attended church on Easter, put fifty-cents in the offering plate, and that was the end of that. We did this a few years, then stopped going even on Easter.
My first year in college is when the concept of paying attention to anything in the faith arena first confronted me. The short story about my conversion included my girlfriend (now wife) becoming a Christian. Over time this led to my own conversion. I wasn’t searching for God, the meaning of life, or answers to life’s unknowns. But I was confronted with the gospel in a college gymnasium, and the speaker, Andre Kole, presented a short discourse from Matthew 24:6-7 And ye shall hear of wars and rumors of wars: see that ye be not troubled: for all these things must come to pass, but the end is not yet. 7 For nation shall rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom: and there shall be famines, and pestilences, and earthquakes, in divers places. 

Andre Kole then went on to describe how in recorded history, there had been a dramatic increase in earthquakes, wars, international strife, famines, and the like. It was during this part of his talk, that for me time just stood still. I was mesmerized. Suddenly in the twinkling of an eye I recognized three things – The Bible was True, God was Real, and I didn’t know who He was. I went forward but didn’t really know what I was doing, and the altar workers didn’t do a very good job leading me into the kingdom (it was unorganized), but I wanted God in my life and it began that night. I wanted what was real and for me, now, God was very real. My spirit was made alive toward Christ. Now was the time for discipleship, though I didn’t know it.
Due to a series of circumstances I left college to come back home to Seattle and began employment at an aerospace company as an assembler, and I also began going to college in Seattle. Previously in college I had done poorly, getting average and below average grades, goofing off, not being focused, and not putting in the proper effort. Messing around and generally squandering time was more appealing than anything else at the time; that all changed when Christ came into my life.

One of my high school friends, Scott, had become a Christian, and it was astonishing to me. He had been pretty rascally and he had a transformed life. He and I began to attend his church together. Another of our friends from high school, Grant (not his real name), was in a personal crisis, his marriage was failing and he had been released from the military as a conscientious objector. We invited him to church. None of us really knew much about the Christian faith, proper behavior, or even the fundamentals of how and what to have faith in. In my case I had zeal without knowledge.

The summer after my conversion, and after having attended my friend’s church for a season, I met with the pastor to go over the multiple pages of questions I had about the Christian faith. While in his front room he received a phone call and took it in another room. He came back and told me that Grant had been picked up in Spokane by the police. His wife had been shot multiple times and killed. Grant was being held on murder charges. This was a shock. Grant was a pretty docile guy. He and his girlfriend (later his wife) were thought to be a ‘perfect couple’. They had been a pair since middle school and were inseparable. Something went wrong after their marriage and the end was tragedy.

It was during this time at my friend’s church that I realized how much about the Christian faith I didn’t know. For instance, the small neighborhood church posted its budget for all to see. I saw the multiple thousands of dollars for things like rent, utilities, salaries, equipment, etc. and was flabbergasted. In all seriousness I asked on the way home with those in the car where the church got its income, was it from the government? No they said, it was from the giving of the congregation. This stunned me – how could this small neighborhood church membership, of probably 100 members, possibly provide this much money? If each person gave fifty-cents, that wouldn’t cover much at all, and that’s what I thought everyone did, because that’s what I saw as a boy.

So giving was one of my first areas of faith. I was taught that people willingly gave ten percent of their income, and even more in offerings. So off I went in my new faith walk. The first time I put folding money in the offering I about fainted, whether in the body or out of the body I do not know. The first time I put in $20 I knew I was totally in and sold out to the kingdom! The first time I put in a three-figure amount I thought I could run for Pope! But I was learning how it works in the kingdom of God.
There were other learning experiences also. I remember asking in the car on the way back from another church service about what was the difference between the Old Testament and the New Testament. If you don’t know you don’t know, you need to be taught! I remember realizing that Jesus was crucified at the same time as the Jewish Passover, and I thought that was quite the serendipitous coincidence! 

The first time I had gone to my friend’s church I was pretty much expecting what I had seen in my very limited church experience in the past: the service would be sixty minutes on the nose consisting of a few short songs and there’d be a sermon I wouldn’t understand and that would be that.

Well, this was a Pentecostal church, and there is no such thing as a one-hour Pentecostal church service. We sang songs for what seemed to be an eternity. It wasn’t sufficient to sing a song once, or twice, or even three times. We sang them all five times at least. When the words to the song would flash up on the overhead I knew we were in for another long go of it. When a song had lots of words in mini-font to make it fit I’d groan inwardly, because I knew we’d thrash each one five times and it’d take an age.

Now I was raised to respect others. In the first Pentecostal service I went to I was in pain, pain from lifting weights the day before and my arms and chest had sharp pains from muscle exertion. I was wearing a coat and tie, the shirt neck-size was too small, the tie was cinched up tight to look decent, it was over 100 degrees in the church (or so it seemed), and I was suffering. I didn’t have a wristwatch on and the clock on the wall was behind me. Since it would be rude to turn around and see what time it was I kept looking straight ahead. But we kept singing and singing and singing and singing and I thought the preacher was only going to have about 90 seconds to preach the message so we could get out in one hour.

Well then on what would be the last song everyone, who are already raising their hands like some radicals broke out into spontaneous praise, all on their own, and they were all talking over one another, some shouting, some singing, some praising, and all indiscernible and I didn’t know what was going on. Then when that was done a man began to speak in an unknown language. Others sat down, and I looked as best I could out of the corner of my eye to see who was talking and what he was doing. I thought he was from another country. I didn’t want to stare at him as that would be rude, but I observed that he had somewhat darker skin, so surely he was a foreigner speaking in his native tongue. Well, when he finished there was some more praises (why I didn’t know) and then the pastor says “I believe I have the interpretation” and he goes on to speak out in English. Man, was I confused. Why didn’t the other guy just speak in English? Why was the pastor interpreting anything? Of course there was more praise and worship and I was really flummoxed. Again, if you don’t know, you don’t know…and I was so new to everything I just didn’t know!
So after this Pentecostal experience I kept visiting with the pastor and he answered a lot of my questions. I liked that. I wanted answers. He was good at answers and I was good at questions. There was a lot that I would learn and I was in learning mode.
Grant ended up at the King County Jail, and Scott and I went there to visit him. He wound up at the Monroe Reformatory, and Scott and I put together a band of brothers to go in and play sports there. We worked this out with their activities coordinator, a good man who facilitated our sports activities for many months. In the winter we’d play volleyball in the gym since it was too wet and muddy on the field. In the fall we’d play flag football, and in the spring and summer we’d play softball. We never won at softball, we never lost at flag football (we played like a team and I was the QB), and we pretty much split at volleyball.

It was while playing sports that I began to get a desire to more directly minister to inmates. I thought it would be good to one day share the gospel directly; as it was we shared off to the side between innings or on the sidelines as best we could, but it was far from formalized or organized. That first summer playing softball I was out in right field between innings and it was a very hot day. An inmate was sitting in the outfield, between me and the first baseman, for a quick rest. On his back was a full sized tattoo of a skeleton from the sternum up: a skull smoking a cigarette, wearing a coat and tie. I looked at that tattoo and I immediately thought of the helplessness of people.

Then, as in the gymnasium, time stood still. I was mesmerized again. I looked to my left and saw men milling about, some close and some far away. I looked ahead and saw men in the bleachers, walking and talking, and a presence seemed to envelop me. The voice I heard in my spirit was that I would be involved in ministry to men in prison. I had been a Christian for little more than a year and I was being called into jail and prison ministry. This would be a lifetime calling.

This time of playing sports in the prison came at a time when we were no longer going to the Pentecostal church, but rather a Christian and Missionary Alliance Church. This was a very large church and it was from here I drew many men to play sports in prison, in addition to some guys from work and others I knew from high school.

My time at the C&MA church proved pivotal. God again was leading me and providing godly leadership in my life when I needed it and how I needed it. A visiting evangelist, Ravi Zacharias, came to our church for a week of meetings. I was still very young in the faith, less than two years old, and this evangelist locked me into the kingdom. He preached on that first Sunday morning and then I was at the altar, crying, to receive prayer. He came and prayed for me. He was to be there all week, so I invited everyone I could, my best friend, my mom, my dad, other friends, all to come hear this evangelist and get saved. I got their early to get a front row, or nearly front row, seat for everyone. The evangelist preached, but it was me night after night at the altar, crying, receiving ministry from the brethren. My guests just sat in their seats; nothing happened; no one got saved or even went to the altar for prayer. I was heartbroken for that, but God was at work in my life.

We continued to play sports at the Monroe Reformatory. At the same time my friend Steve and I began memorizing Bible verses together, one night per week. We also listened to teaching tapes on the Baptism in the Holy Spirit. After the Ravi meetings we wanted all of God we could get. We went to every Christian meeting we learned about. If a Christian radio personality who was doing meeting in Seattle we went. David Webber of the Southwest Radio Church, Charles McHatton of Gospel Echoes, and others I can’t readily recall but we went. We wanted the Baptism in the Holy Spirit.

Steve had a friend he knew from work, Randy, who was a fireball for Christ. Steve asked what Randy’s church believed regarding the Baptism in the Holy Spirit and his church was all for it. Randy invited Steve and his wife to come to church. Steve asked if he could bring a friend (me) and Randy said of course. We wanted to come and get filled with the Holy Spirit. So we all drove down together to their church, a fellowship of believers meeting in the basement of a Lutheran church on Sunday evenings. 

Now I had been prayed for before to receive the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speaking in other tongues, but never entered in, for who knows what reason. So when we got to the church the leader said “tonight you will be filled with the Holy Spirit.” Well that sounded pretty bold to me but I was ready. Inwardly I knew that if someone would only lay hands on me I’d enter in. Don’t ask me why, I just knew if they laid hands on me I’d enter in.

So the service got underway. We learned that this church had a jail ministry to the King County Jail. When they said that, my wife Leslie and I looked at each other and smiled. God was leading me into the fulfillment of the desire of my heart – to minister directly to men in jail. So the service concluded and everyone was raising hands and praising the Lord just like at Scott’s church. Then the leader announced that we will now all stay right where we are and pray for the four guests to receive the Holy Spirit. What this meant was that no one was going to come and lay hands on me, and my heart just sank. So they prayed and I prayed and nothing really happened and then the prayer service was over and it was time to fold up the chairs and clean up the place.

So after doing that, I reached for my coat then one of the younger men comes up to me and says “start praising the Lord.” My initial reaction internally was “what are you talking about? the service is over, God is gone, it’s time to go home” but then I realized that this man might know something I didn’t know and I was intent on pressing in to the kingdom and so I just did what he said, and I lifted up my hands and began praising the Lord, in English! He then told me to speak out in tongues, and I kept speaking in English, saying, while praising, that I didn’t know how to speak in tongues… Well, about this time the other brothers at the church, who hadn’t left, and knew that God hadn’t left either, came over and began laying hands on me and praying. I knew that I knew that I knew that something good was going to happen.
My friend said to pray in tongues, but I was praying in English; he said to now pray in tongues and to not think in English. Then, with the brothers praying and rejoicing, I got what can be best described as a vision of Heaven. The dam busted open and out it came, like rivers of living water, and I entered into the Baptism of the Holy Spirit in all its glory and power and awesomeness! Steve was next to me and he entered in too. For a good ten minutes we just praised the Lord in our heavenly language. Hands were still on us, other men were rejoicing and slapping their legs rejoicing and it was a high time in Jesus!

We joined that church and were there for eight years! Steve and I started going to the jail with the church team. Sunday mornings or weeknights, we were there at the jail. My progression in jail ministry was entering a new phase. Shortly after our first visit a new pastor came, Rev. Rollie Capes. The first thing he did was have our Bible teacher bring a teaching series on Christian Doctrine. This was a very good move and gave a lot of us younger guys the opportunity to learn how the kingdom of God worked. I can report that 30 years later all of us younger guys are still serving the kingdom of God, all are going to good churches, all are involved in ministry. That’s a pretty good testimony for this neighborhood church that was pastored by a wise man, who saw the value of the congregation knowing the fundamentals of the faith!
In time I learned about forming teams for jail ministry; I leaned how to pray for inmates, how to teach a Bible study, how to preach, how to prepare notes, how to conduct a jail service. I was emboldened by what the Lord was doing and by what I was learning. I was growing in God, I was growing in my knowledge of ministry, and I was really enjoying myself!

We eventually moved to a church in the north end of town, closer to where we lived. We joined a startup church, and I founded a prison ministry there. Now I was the leader of a church-based jail ministry to the Snohomish County Jail. This too proved to be pivotal to my ministry experience. 

This jail had a format of ministry that included one-on-one ministry in the modules, or wings, of the jail complex. I recruited many men from my church and we went in each week to minister. One Saturday night per month we conducted a chapel service, doing two or three back-to-back services. We had worship, testimonies, and preaching. The pivotal part was that we were able to develop relationships with inmates due to the weeknight one-on-one ministry. It was here I learned about the men and about what questions were on their minds. It was here I began writing out messages to hand out to the men. You see, I’d get the same question over and over and answer it each time, one-on-one. This led to writing out hundreds of lessons, standardized in a format that covered the front and back of one page, to be used and handed out inside the prisons in answer to the more common questions. These lessons multiply and leverage our ministry efforts since men can read them after we’re gone, share them with others, and continue to grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Over the years thousands of these lessons have been passed out. Others on my team did the same thing. God was using us, ordinary volunteers, to advance the kingdom of God behind prison bars.  

Another pivotal thing at the Snohomish County Jail was our chapel format. Because I could visit with men one-on-one in the modules, and because they came to the chapel services, I could ask them what they liked about chapel services and what they didn’t like. What I found out was that they were weary of salvation messages over and over again, and that they wanted teaching. This led to a style of services with emphasis on teaching doctrine, faith, principles, and discipleship, but ending on an evangelical note, so as to train the Christians but also gather in the lost. Had I not listened to the inmates about this many Christians would have been getting milk when they needed meat.
In time our startup church folded. I now saw that a church-based jail ministry had some real pitfalls. If the leadership changed, ministries might suffer. Also, if the church folded, then the ministry would cease. This led me to seek out a para-church organization, one that focused on jail and prison ministry and would not be impacted by local church events. It was during this time of searching, after having been in prison ministry first with sports then with two other churches for now over a dozen years, that the Spirit of God led me to Prisoners For Christ Outreach Ministries. 

The day I met Greg Von Tobel, president of Prisoners For Christ, was another milestone in my jail and prison ministry experience. Greg shared his vision for expanding into the Snohomish County Jail, and I shared my desire to be a part of focused ministry. I was with my associate from the church that folded, and both of us joined PFC on the spot. Up to this point I had ministered to the inmates at the King County Jail, the Snohomish County Jail, the Monroe Reformatory, and a single visit with another team at McNeil Island. That was the extent of my jail and prison ministry exposure. All of this training turned out to be preparation for new responsibilities.
In no time at all order I was out visiting new jails and priosons, traveling with Greg Von Tobel as much as I could. He’s a tremendous leader who would teach me a great deal. PFC hosted a semi-annual new volunteer training day, which was excellent. In time I began teaching the course Greg had been teaching and we added more courses. Pretty soon we were recruiting other teachers as we expanded our curriculum. Today we teach multiple courses and have many teachers. This is all a part of ministry growth and personal growth.
Over time I joined the PFC Board of Directors, first as a participant, then as Secretary, and then in my present role as Chairman of the Board. My service on the board began with assisting the finance committee, seeking to simplify reporting as I had learned in industry, and also to facilitate strategic planning, another skill learned in industry. Now I have input on virtually every facet of the ministry.
Working with PFC led to pioneering new ministry sites, such as our work at Clallam Bay Correctional Center on the Peninsula, or our adult Eastern Washington week-end missions campaigns. It’s a joy to train teachers and preachers and to put people in the saddle of ministry. 

At age 48 I began going on foreign missions trips. This was a new phase of ministry, one that required raising funds, something I had never done before. Here the Lord taught me much, and is still teaching me. I went from newbie to International Group Leader, and as of this writing am about to embark on my sixth international campaign, and the fifth as team leader or team leader trainer.
There was a day when I knew next to nothing about the kingdom of heaven. Today after having been a part of the kingdom for over thirty years I am now able to train and instruct. Before, I didn’t know the difference between the OT and the NT, today I teach doctrine because someone taught me. Before I didn’t know how the Bible worked, but now am able to teach others how to teach and preach from the scriptures, as someone once taught me. God has done a work and for that I am eternally grateful. 

My testimony includes going into jails and prisons virtually every month for all of these years. To this day I never tire of it, never wish I could do something else, never look for a way out. I remain enthusiastic about ministry, for this is what God called me to while standing on the softball field at age 19 those many, many years ago. I never grow tired of seeing a man walk into a service, who has been crying and his face is puffy, and I preach joy into his heart and I see him smile. I never grow weary of pounding away about the goodness of God and having men come up to me afterward and say God spoke something to them and they are grateful for our team being there. I never grow weary of watching God reach down into the depths of a lonely prison and redeem a man unto Himself. I never grow weary of ministry to people, as opportunity presents itself, and seeing them respond to the gospel of grace.

Another blessing is being one of the officers with the Washington Chaplains Association for a number of years now. More and more opportunities for service come, and fruit is borne. This is one way to see if a vision is God-breathed or not – what is the result over a protracted period of time. Is it increasing, is it prospering, is it producing fruit and does it have the approval of other good men and women in the ministry. To God’s glory, he has chosen to take someone like me, never an inmate himself, but one with a heart toward the inmate, to make a difference behind bars locally, across the state, and around the world. 

I joined PFC and my present church in the same week. Greg Von Tobel directed me to Cedar Park Church, where I am today. At Cedar Park I’ve had other ministry opportunities – to lead a Bible Study, to be on the Drama team, to serve as an interim pastor of sorts for a number of months while a pastor was being sought at one of our branch churches. Though all of that improved my perspective on ministry and challenged my creativity, it remained clear in my soul that ministry to prisoners is my first and principle calling. It’s what I love. I love the inmate. I love the volunteer. I love the work of the ministry.
The Lord wired me to be applications oriented. I admire the theorists; they have their place. But for me it’s “what is the application?” I’m that way in my career as an engineer, and I’m that way in my work in the ministry. I want to do it, I want to teach others to do it, I want to see the gospel changing lives, and I do, and have done so, for over thirty years. My favorite passage in the Bible is all about applications, and I close with this from Matthew 24:34-40 Then shall the King say unto them on his right hand, Come, ye blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world: 35 For I was hungry, and ye gave me meat: I was thirsty, and ye gave me drink: I was a stranger, and ye took me in: 36 Naked, and ye clothed me: I was sick, and ye visited me: I was in prison, and ye came unto me. 37 Then shall the righteous answer him, saying, Lord, when saw we thee hungry, and fed thee? or thirsty, and gave thee drink? 38 When saw we thee a stranger, and took thee in? or naked, and clothed thee? 39 Or when saw we thee sick, or in prison, and came unto thee? 40 And the King shall answer and say unto them, Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me.  I say Amen!
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