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Prison Chaplaincy in the Netherlands
A Case in Denominational Working

______________

• Our context

• What we learn from participating in our 
Research Group
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_WHAT WE LEARN_____________

Our context
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_OUR CONTEXT_____________

Penitentiary principles law (1998) art. 41

1. A detainee has the right to freely practice and live his religion or 
belief, individually or in community with others. 

2. The governor shall ensure that sufficient spiritual care is available 
in the institution, which is as much as possible in line with the 
prisoners' religion or philosophy of life. 
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_OUR CONTEXT_____________

7 Sending Authorities from the 7 so-called ‘recognised’ 
denominations send prison chaplains with a ‘charge’;
sent by their denomination, apppointed by the government

Protestantism 
Roman-Catholic Church
Judaism
Humanism
Islam
Buddhism
Hinduism
(Easter-Orthodox)
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_OUR CONTEXT_____________

Prison Chaplaincy Service (“Dienst Geestelijke Verzorging”)

• Dual & equal: directed by State (administration) and ‘Church’ (content)
• Denominative working: choice of denomination of detainee is decisive
• Integral: all services to be taken from the chosen denomination
• 7 services:

• Intake
• Ambulatory presence
• Individual conversations
• Group discussions
• church services, prayer services and reflection meetings, etc.
• Special meetings (related to an incident, for example a suicide, a broader religious or social 

theme or special religious celebrations)
• Assistance in crisis situations
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_OUR CONTEXT_____________

Added value and frictions
• Detainees receive support from their (religious / cultural) background
• Universitary training program developed for the denominations
• Explicit relations with society (churches, mosques, etc  => volunteers)
• ‘Examplary’ cooperation

• integral versus non-integral working:
- “multi-religious belonging”
- lack in providing some services by some denominations

• If needed referral to other denomination
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_WHAT WE LEARN_____________

What we learn from participating in 
our Research Group
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_WHAT WE LEARN_____________

Reflection on our identity: 

• Are we spiritual care givers  or are we representatives of our 
tradition?

• What is spiritual care (in prison)?
• What is our title?    pastor/pandit/rabbi/etc. or: chaplain

An ongoing discussion in our group….
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_WHAT WE LEARN_____________

Knowledge about each other’s background

• Also knowledge about (differences) in other’s concepts of the 
responsibilities of a (prison) chaplain

• Also growing awareness of our own background

• We wonder: is the choice of cases to present to the Research 
Group influenced by our denominational background? 
(desire to profile)
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_WHAT WE LEARN_____________

Growing awareness of our personal way of working

• Stimulated by the strict format
• Stimulated by the interdenominational research group
• The format does stimulate reflection about our 

profession/professionality, and enhances professionalization
•
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_WHAT WE LEARN_____________

Awareness of the uniqueness of prison chaplaincy compared to 
chaplaincy in other fields

• ‘safe area’, professional confidentiality
• Not reporting, not (offically) participating in treatment plans
• Denominationally working – in many of our contacts the 

(religious/world view) background plays a role
• On the other hand: openness to all detainees
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_WHAT WE LEARN_____________

Finally:
- Preparing this presentation was already a learning experience 

for the three of us
- A question that comes up regularly: does the format format 

Case Studies (with its focus on individual contacts) fit our 
work in prison? 
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