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In my preaching, teaching, catechetical shaping and prison evangelism in the banana fields and prison of Changinola, Panama I became even more deeply aware of how my priesthood is a calling to support others in their own call to uphold the lifelong- and life-transforming vows of baptism.  This is a holistic mission for me in that I hope to always strive to pastorally sensitive ministry, affected by the movements of the Holy Spirit with the community. It was an extraordinarily diverse community in which I was worshipping and through a faith shared by the men, women and children of the parish, we found our rhythm worshipping with indigenous, Afro-Antillean and Latino peoples in Spanish and English together.  In song, dance and prayer the community taught me even as I led the worship, not in spite of the abject poverty and suffering surrounding us, but in the midst of it.    

Mine was truly a collaborative effort as I worked with the Coordinator for Diocesan Education, Walter Smith, who is also the Director of the Panama Project, to plan the prison ministry and to gain a greater sense of the community’s needs. I hope to continue to work with Walter in his shaping of the educational materials for parishes, especially in regards to the potential for visiting missionaries and seminarians taking part in the Panama Project of ministry formation.  Bishop Julio Murray made himself available to me the several times I visited Panama City and he invited me to sit and talk.  He shared his dreams for his community and welcomed my feedback and suggestions for how to care for those he is called to shepherd with the few resources he has.  He graciously invited me to be his Chaplain and with his attractive mix of humor and dignity gave me a memorable personal experience of the graceful gift of the Episcopacy.  My supervisor, Rev. Glenda McQueen was greatly helpful in assisting me with translation both linguistically and culturally when I needed the help.  She was involved in all aspects of my ministry from my liturgical training and pastoral care ministry, to the indigenous outreach ministries to the prison and jail work.  We complimented each other well and from the first day had a great relationship of collaboration and mutual support. I had never been entrusted with so much liturgical and pastoral responsibility and her confidence in me did much to make up for my lack of experience.

I started the prison ministry with a weekly bibles study in the parish.  I also presented weekly workshops on the issues in and around the incarcerated and the unique struggles they face.  We did several fact finding trips to the jail to find that the material needs of the incarcerated were as urgent as the spiritually.  So along with beginning a weekly bible study, hymn singing and prayer ministry, I worked with the ECW of the parish to start a small business enterprise in the community so as to create a means of support for the incarcerated of Changinola.  Because the state does not reliably provide for the inmates’ food, clothing and medical needs, we recognized that the Church had a real opportunity to care for the inmates by helping them to learn enterprise and self-sufficiency.  This sort of enabling ministry was a great model for the parish, whose own financial needs made “hand outs” to the inmates impossible.  We brought community members in who taught sewing and knitting and them set up a rota of parish members to regularly collect the craft material produced by the inmates and sell them to tourists for a profit that went to the inmates for further investment into their enterprise as well as their personal needs. 

I also began and continue to work on a prison ministry and social justice manual for the Diocese of Panama based on one I had compiled for the Catholic Diocese of Richmond when I was its Assistant Prison Ministry Coordinator.  It contains practical sections on how to get started in prison ministry, how to involve all members of the parish, the needs of the incarcerated, as well as a guide to the services and resources available in and throughout Panama for the formerly incarcerated.  There is a special section on drug and alcohol addiction counseling and treatment because drugs are indeed at the root of so many of the lifestyle choices which have brought people to incarceration.  Unfortunately, that is a section which requires little change between manuals for the US and Panama.  

The people of Northern Panama, especially the Christian community, know the value of shared ministry and generosity of life and love and it was inspiring to me in my ministry.  Though survival was often at issue, it was not the principle motivator of the church’s ministry.  Whether serving alongside the alter guild, reaching out to the incarcerated or gathering clothes and necessities for flood victims- I consistently witnessed the dignity and abiding love with which the community cared for others.  Baptism is as much an affirmation of the unique life of the Christian community as it is a welcoming of a brother or sister into Christ’s body. A teenage girl at La Iglesia de La Tranfiguración, with whom I walked through her baptism and confirmation, looked to her priests, her parents and Church members to model the transformative significance of baptism made manifest by the Holy Spirit in the life of the community. Because the community holds her becoming as a Christian, as a woman, and as a member of the Church in the deepest regard, she was eager and anticipatory of her membership in Christ’s Church.  This is a challenging commitment to all of us who are constantly living into our baptism and one which I hope to model and live openly and honestly into as a Christian and a priest, for by our baptisms true life is found and true community shared.  

I led several in the community in a weekly bible study and prayer circle.  It was done in the context of the prison ministry and as we followed the lectionary we found that no matter what the context of the readings, they were inspiring to our work and hope for our incarcerated brothers and sisters.  I tried all summer to instill in the community an understanding of the work of the parish, whatever the ministry to see it as integrated to the life and worship.  We made a concerted effort to extend the boundaries of our understanding of what is the parish, sharing the sacraments with the inmates, repeating the sermons from the previous day’s worship with them on our Monday visits and sharing in the pains and joys of the communities life.  The fabric of our community’s life was strengthened by the addition of others’ to it, rather than weakened, as some might fear with the idea of extended the limited resources of the church.  

When times arose that my Spanish failed me in my efforts to preach extemporaneously, I found that the community, even the youngest amongst us were eager to lend their help in my seeking out the words to convey the good news.  There was so often a hand offered to me in solidarity as we would be crossing precarious footbridges or slipping along muddy jungle paths, because my hosts anticipated my needs as a guest.  Servant ministry is a way of life that was taught to me in Panama and it is an example to all of us who are called to be leaders. I am deeply grateful for the gift of humility that freed me from the pitfalls of the detrimentally false sense of superiority that can impair the work of foreign missionaries.  I believe that my deep dedication to responsible and intentional ministry in multi-national contexts served me well and I am strengthened in my call to share this ministry to others. All of this is to say that during my time in Panama my understanding of the central role of modeling in the Christian life which is the responsibility of all leaders, especially priests, is an immeasurable and necessary gift in the building up of God’s kingdom.

I am so thankful for the gift that EEES gave me in making this past summer’s ministry possible.  It was so valuable for me to seek out the Latino ministry opportunities to which I am called.  With the deepened confidence and assurances that I have in this ministry, I am hoping that I will be able to help the Diocese of Virginia in its commitment to serve our Latino brothers and sisters in our own country.  I am also very encouraging of my classmates to enter into prison ministry and have organized a presentation on the subject, bringing in members of the Connecticut social justice community to speak to the unique needs of the populations around Yale.  I am forming deeper ties with Latino and African Americans in my community as a result of my time in Panama.  It was a life changing experience to be so deeply immersed in the Afro-Antillean and Latino culture that I am sure my perspective on communities of color will never be the same.  The mission to Panama has affected the trajectory of my ministry, one which has always been directed at the marginalized of God’s world.  I hope that in these few pages you have gotten a sense of the great ministry that your grants encourage in all of us seeking to do the work of God amongst God’s people.  With sincerity and gratitude, I am yours,


Whitney Zimmerman 

