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“…your ministry…is very demanding and very important since it expresses one of the 
works of mercy: to make the Lord’s presence visible in the prison, in the prison cell. You 
are a sign of the closeness of Christ to these brothers who are in need of hope.” 

Address of Pope Francis to Participants in the National Meeting of Prison Chaplains, October 22, 2013 

 

 

FALL 2016 

Dear Friends, 
 

Life is messy. It is full of difficulties and suffering. 
One person might have suffered greatly from 
abuse and fear, while another suffered less 
egregious offenses but still suffers – from lack of 
confidence or friendship or tenderness. 
 

“The blessing hands of Christ are like a roof that 
protects us. But at the same time, they are a 
gesture of opening up, tearing the world open so 
that heaven may enter in, may become ‘present’ 
within it.” 
 

 Above, Pope Emeritus Benedict describes the 
violent process of tearing, which can’t be easy. I 
have often said that I strongly dislike the cliché 
“God never gives us more than we can handle.” Of 
course He allows us to suffer more than we can 
handle. If He didn’t allow us to make our own paths 
and create our own sufferings, how would we ever 
realize that we need Him in order to survive? 

Suffering is often the portal that Christ uses to 
enter our lives.  

Christ suffered it despite His own innocence; His 
suffering was white and pure because of His lack 
of guilt for any wrong-doing. Despite our guilt, 
He is so good that He allows us to use our own 
suffering to invite Him in. And we are all guilty 
of sin, but God still allows us to be like Christ; He 
still uses our tarnished offerings of suffering to 
tear open the world to let Him in. 
 
Christ is always there to protect us. However, 
that doesn’t mean we won’t find ourselves 
walking through dark valleys and treacherous 
paths to find His light and goodness. We are 
called to bring others along with us on the 
journey of hope, through our example, 
friendship and prayers. 
 
Thank you for your service, 

Tamara Cesare 

President of CUL 
 



   

 

 

 

       
 

“All I can say is that if God could get to me, he can get to 
anybody. He gave me a hope and a future.” – Br. Jim 

 

  
 

Catholics United for Life 
 Our Mother of Sorrows 
Prison Ministry Program 

 

Our Prison Ministry Support 
Program is an effective way to 
distribute Catholic literature to 
inmates across the country. 
Our prison ministry associates 
receive mailings free of charge! 
These mailings include 
pamphlets, booklets, prayer 
cards, books and occasionally 
Bibles and catechisms as well. 
CUL is happy to partner with 
prison ministers to find a good 
use for materials that the 
printing industry calls 
“seconds.” These are items 
which are not up to retail 
standards but are still very 
useful for individual faith 
formation. In addition, we try 
to fill specific requests from our 
associates as often as we are 
able. 
 

WHAT WE CAN PROVIDE 
 Free mailings of Catholic 

literature 
 English and Spanish 

literature (when available) 

 Response to special needs 
based on availability 

 Monthly Mass offered in 
our Mother of Sorrows 
Chapel for the intentions 
and needs of our prison 
affiliates and the inmates 
in their care 

 

WHAT WE ASK OF YOU 
1. Complete the application 
2. Agree to the guidelines for 

the use of CUL materials 
3. Inform inmates that you 

are a CUL Prison Ministry 
Affiliate 
 

 
The Prisoner: An 

Invitation to Hope 
by Paul Everett 

 

For free copies of this book for 

your ministry, please contact: 

Theresa Smith at 

smith.mtheresa@gmail.com or 

270-325-3061  

Br. Jim Townsend 
1927-2011 

 
prayer time and the opportunity 
for spiritual reading. He would 
visit the children of the school at 
St. Mary’s in Herman, and they 
would always find a warm 
embrace and a welcoming smile 
among them. 
 

It was in the Hermitage that Br. 
Jim worked among the Secular 
Franciscans of Butler and found 
a charismatic community and 
another way to express his joyful 
praise of God’s goodness. 
 

He had a bout with colon cancer 
in 2001, which was a blow to his 
energy and stamina, but he 
would find a great opportunity for 
yet more tales of his colostomy 
and the various imperfections of 
medical apparatuses in its wake. 
 

Health problems did not stop Br. 
Jim from his ministry to 
Rockview, where he continued 
to preach at the annual retreat. 
His dedication to the inmates of 
Rockview inspired the prison to 
rename the “Monsignor Walsh 
Award,” which honors one 
prisoner at a banquet at the end 
of the retreat each year, the “Jim 
Townsend Award.” It was a 
special honor for Brother Jim, 
who had received that very 
award when he was a Rockview 
inmate. 
 

Word of Jim’s “conversion 
story” found a new outlet 
when a Lutheran minister, the 
Reverend Paul Everett, visited 
the Hermitage and found the 
witness so compelling. Everett’s 
book, The Prisoner: An Invitation 
to Hope, was published in 2004 
and has been cited and quoted 
in innumerable homilies, high 
school religion classes and, yes, 
in prisons. 
 

Br. Jim’s health declined over 
the remaining years, and he was 
placed in the order’s nursing 
home. On June 12, 2011, 
 
 

  
Brother Jim Townsend 
Jan. 27, 1927-June 11, 2011 
 

Temporary Profession: 
February, 6. 1973 

Perpetual Profession: 
February 9, 1976 

 

It is a dramatic story. 
 

Jim’s was not an easy 
childhood. He was born in 
Bristol, PA, on January 27, 
1927. His mother was 
chronically ill and spent most of 
her time in a bed in the 
downstairs parlor of their home. 
His father, Patrick, was not a 
man who showed much affection 
and tended to treat his oldest 
son harshly. Perhaps as a dad, it 
was easier to treat the other four 
children more kindly. Jim was 
not a boy who took discipline 
easily. He himself would frame 
his childhood as marked by a 
rage against and an envy of his 
younger brother, Bob. Whatever 
the cause, Jim was always 
getting into trouble: stealing and 
fights were common. It wasn’t 
any wonder that he entered a 
reform school at 8. 
 

Returning from reform school at 
age 10, he was not welcome. 
His mom was to die within two 
years and his father sent him to 
an orphanage for the control and 
discipline he himself couldn’t 
provide. But only a few months 
later, Jim was sent back home 
for stealing money. 
 

At the age of 14, Jim entered the 
Marines as World War II began, 

thanks to his father’s ready 
signature on documents 
attesting to his being of age, but 
he continued to battle his 
demons and was court-martialed 
for hitting an officer while in 
training. Finally, he was sent to a 
juvenile detention center in 
Camp Hill, PA, on charges of 
assault, battery and attempted 
rape of a young girl. 
 

Jim moved to Pittsburgh 
because of a parole officer he 
respected, one of a very few 
“father” figures who would be 
there at important points in his 
life. Getting a job at Allegheny 
General Hospital, he met his 
future wife, Alice Moss. They 
married in 1947 in a small 
Methodist Church in Pittsburgh. 
Soon Alice became pregnant 
with twins.  
 

The couple moved to Ohiopyle, 
PA, to work on the farm of a kind 
police officer who witnessed 
Jim’s talent for working hard and 
completing a job. Unfortunately, 
however, 19-year-old Jim’s 
drinking only allowed his rage 
and irrational jealousy to 
surface, and on November 13, 
1947, he shot and killed his 
expectant wife with a deer rifle in 
the kitchen of their home.  
 

He was sentenced to life in 
prison, and was initially 
consigned to Western 
Penitentiary. 
 

A network news magazine 
story might end there: a story 
of the tragedy and despair of a 
violent man brought to justice. 
Jim was filled with hatred and 
rage, and only wanted to die. His 
first act in prison was to get into 
a fight. But God was just 
beginning to shape Jim’s story, 
and later Jim would often refer to 

God as “Slick,” because He 

would eventually capture the 
captive’s heart. God’s justice is 
mercy, and that fact had yet to 
reveal itself. 
 

Jim had heard that living 
conditions were less severe in 
Rockview State Penitentiary in 
Bellefonte, PA. He immediately 
planned to excel in outward 
good behavior and get his ticket 
out of “the Penn.” On his transfer 
to Rockview, he became the 
custodian of the chapel and 
would later work in the 
chaplain’s office. This was the 
first time he had to interact with 
prisoners on a personal level, 
hearing their stories and hearing 
so much of his own in them. 
 
Everything “came together” for 
Jim at Rockview. It was there 
that he met another mentor and 
confidante, Fr. Richard Walsh. 
Having joined the Order of 
Secular Franciscans as a further 
attempt to “play the part” of the 
good prisoner, he was obliged to 
receive the Sacrament of 
Reconciliation regularly. It was in 
confession at Rockview that he 
finally bared his soul and 
brought his shadowy past before 
the Lord. He found a “brother” in 
Fr. Walsh who heard his story 
and brought God’s forgiveness 
and compassion. Slowly, over 
the years, Jim discovered and 
surrendered to the amazing love 
of God—and he became a new 
person. 
 
After 20 years as a prisoner, Jim 
was paroled for his good 
behavior and returned to 
Pittsburgh, PA. He maintained 
his connection to the Secular 
Franciscans, and through a 
member of the local fraternity, 
he met his first Capuchin friar, 
Fr. Lester Knoll. Fr. Lester 

worked in the vocation ministry 

centered at St. Francis Friary 
in Pittsburgh.  
 

Jim had been inspired in 
prison by the story of the 
Trappist Thomas Merton and 
his change of life that led him 
to the monastery. By 
degrees, to his own surprise, 
he felt a tug toward religious 
life. Finally he opened his 
heart to Fr. Lester. The latter 
thought it best to take one 
step at a time. This was no 
ordinary vocational 
recruitment! But eventually, 
after much prayer and 
discernment on both sides, 
Jim was allowed to give it a 
try. He entered the 
Capuchins as a postulant in 
1970.  
 

Making his first profession of 
vows in 1973, Br. Jim was 
assigned as director of 
maintenance at St. Fidelis 
High School Seminary in 
Herman, PA, where workers 
were welcome. He prided 
himself on a well-waxed floor 
and clean cars. He found 
prayer to be a constant place 
for solace and for peace, and 
he could enjoy a good story 
shared by his brothers as 
much as a rosary prayed in 
the chapel. He supervised 
the student work program, 
and though the students did 
encounter the details of Jim’s 
“story” at some point in their 
years at St. Fidelis, they 
would only remember and 
know the friendly and 
humble friar who treated 
them with respect and 
kindness. 
 

The community 
acknowledged God’s grace 
and call that had been 
operative in his heart for 20 
years. Returning to the 
novitiate to direct the work 
program of the novices in  

 

1975, Br. Jim made his 
perpetual vows as a Capuchin 
there in 1976. 
 

Br. Jim spent 40 years of his life 
as a Capuchin friar. His 
assignments would run the 
gamut of the Province from east 
to west. He was part of the first 
fraternity to minister in the 
Diocese of Cleveland at the 
Conversion of St. Paul Shrine 
downtown. The Poor Clares of 
Perpetual Adoration there 
remember him as a man of work 
and prayer. He was also a man 
they relied on if they felt any 
danger or if someone wandered 
off the streets and into the 
church. 
 

He continued to touch the men 
in formation as a model and as a 
brother. Whether he was with 
the postulants in Cleveland, the 
novices in Annapolis, MD, the 
temporary professed friars in 
Washington, DC, or the high 
school students in Herman, PA, 
Br. Jim was an educator. He led 
people of little experience in the 
“world” to know about a God 
who was “nuts” for sinners. 
 

Br. Jim loved sinners, too. 
Very early in his religious life, at 
the invitation and urging of his 
friend, Fr. Walsh, Br. Jim would 
regularly go back to visit 
Rockview Penitentiary to talk to 
his “fellow prisoners” about his 
experience with the Lord. It is 
said that he brought the hardest 
of hearts to tears as they heard 
their stories reflected in his and 
hoped for the kind of “salvation” 
that he had experienced. 
 

Perhaps Br. Jim’s own favorite 
years were those in which he 
lived on the staff of the 
Capuchin Hermitage, begun 
near Herman, PA, in 1989 and 
concluding in Wheeling, WV, in 
2001. It was during these years 

that he thrived. He loved his 

he died at Vincentian Home 
with the novices at his 
bedside. 
 

His good friend and 
confidante, Fr. Lester, spoke 
at his funeral of the Prodigal 
Son and of Jim’s own fear of 
trusting in a loving Father who 
might receive him despite his 
reckless living and the 
suffering he had caused. 
Trusting his Father took a 
lifetime, but in finding Him, Jim 
showed us all a thing or two 
about mercy and redemption. 
The love and support Jim felt 
from his Capuchin brothers 
over the years enabled him to 
become ever more convinced 
that God really did love him 
just the way he was: he was 
an Irishman who liked to 
exaggerate a bit in story-
telling, and he was a hard 
worker who took pride in a 
polished floor. 
 

He was buried in the friars’ 
plot of St. Mary Cemetery, 
Herman, PA. We can only 
imagine the people who, 
through the books and the 
stories, are yet to learn of 
Jim’s experience and share 
the story with others. Perhaps 
they will come upon his final 
resting place and continue to 
find there a testimony to God’s 
Goodness and Mercy in the 
witness of a man who, so 
unexpectedly, was their most 
grateful recipient. 
 
 
 
 

 

Source:  
 
 "Br. Jim Townsend, 1927-
2011 (Necrology)," Annals: 
Capuchin Province of St. 
Augustine (ed. 2011) 

 
Adapted from the necrology 
and used with permission 

 
To view the full necrology 

please go to: 
http://www.capuchin.com/in

dex.php/2011  
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