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Reflections on Prison Chaplaincy by Esther Zeiset

One of the privileges of my many years of prison ministry is to work
closely with Chaplain Nelson Zeiset. I considered Nelson to be one of
the outstanding chaplains of our nation’s prison system. He has taught
me more than anyone else about how corrections works. Nelson
recently retired from 33 years of fulltime prison ministry and is now
pastoring a church. The Pennsylvania DOC will truly miss him in his
role as pastor and counselor. Thank you, Nelson, for your service to
God in touching inmates’ hearts for Jesus Christ. - Del Burkholder

A red-letter date
for me was June,
1994, when I was
hired by the state
to be a fulltime
employee at SCI
Mahanoy. In the
23 years since
then I’ve found
great joy and fulChaplain Zeiset’s family sometimes accompafillment in develnied him for services at SCI Mahanoy. This
photo (about 2007) pictures Nelson and
oping a church in
prison. Christian Esther, their daughters Emily and Renee, and
son Joel with his wife, Anita
inmates assisted
me in the services to the degree that they could be involved. Beyond
weekly services, they mentored fellow inmates in ways that I could not.
The numerical growth of the church at Mahanoy has been rewarding
but, even more so, the growth I’ve witnessed in the personal lives of
many men.

What are some of the highlights of your career?
I think back to those years and I am amazed at how God opened the
way for me to get involved in prison ministry. I first felt a call in 1973,
when I was 12 years old and heard Chaplain Martin Weber from
Atmore, Alabama share about his ministry, New Life Foundation (later
called We Care Prison Ministry). In 1983, when I was 21 years old and
married almost 2 years my
wife, Esther, and I left
Pennsylvania for a year of voluntary service in Alabama
where our first child would be
born. I’m not sure whether
faith or naiveté was strongest.
That year shaped our lives in a
way I could not have imagined.

What kept you from quitting chaplaincy work?
Whew! Yes, some days…Early in my ministry a friend advised me never
to quit on a bad day. That’s good, practical advice for any situation.
Prison ministry is laden with negativity. I heard unbelievable stories of
abuse and violence in counseling session. I was slapped with a few lawsuits that still have not been resolved. I was called names that I wouldn’t
repeat to anyone. And I received many threats of bodily harm and got
several death threats.

At the end of that year,
Chaplain Weber said he would
be happy to help me if I ever
Chaplain Zeiset and Chaplain Dobbs
wished
to pursue prison minbaptizing an inmate at SCI Mahanoy.
istry in another location. About
a year later I asked for his help in getting into Camp Hill Prison, near
Harrisburg, PA. By then I was volunteering with Jubilee Ministries in
Lebanon. God miraculously provided funds through a businessman who
offered to pay my wages so I could get more involved. Chaplain Weber
spoke with Camp Hill’s chaplain who agreed to meet me. He scrutinized me – a boyish-looking 23-year-old with no credentials - through
glasses perched on the tip of his nose, exhaled blue smoke from his
pipe, and said, “So you think you want to work here?”

BUT I felt called to this ministry. The call was confirmed repeatedly
through circumstances which got me into the work and an on-going
deep-settled peace that I was where God had placed me. I enjoyed the
challenge of helping men solve life-controlling problems and find freedom in Christ. Early on, I realized that success stories would be scarce
and that only the call to ministry and God’s grace to accomplish it would
sustain me.
What impact do you feel you’ve left on men in prison?
I think I filled a role that was missing from many of their lives. They
lacked male role models and found in me a father figure, a pastor, a
mentor, and a friend who talked tough with them but loved them
through their difficulties. I hope that I was faithful in preaching and
teaching the Word and presenting Jesus as the only lasting solution to
their problems. The men have also impacted me. They returned the
friendship, encouraged me, and prayed faithfully for my family. My life
has been greatly enriched by the privilege of being their chaplain.

From that time I worked at Lebanon County Prison one day a week and
at Camp Hill three days each week until a riot in October, 1989, which
destroyed most of the prison. In the following dark months of rethinking my call to prison ministry, I assisted Jubilee in expanding its focus to
include ministry at Retreat, Frackville, and Mahanoy state prisons. I
loved the challenge of helping chaplains in establishing programs.
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DEL’S

THOUGHTS

Random Ramblings
I love spring and early summer.
Compared to the deadness of winter there is a rebirth of life and
everything seems to flourish again.
Even in prison there is excitement
in the air. Juvenile lifers are going
home. There are less men entering
prison and in most of the institutions I get to there is a sense that
God has been moving in the
church. So with these encouraging
thoughts in the background, this
month instead of an article I would
like to share some random stories,
Del Burkholder
quips, and thoughts I have come
across and have shared on my short blogs.
As I looked for fresh illustrations for my 2017 messages here is one I
came across that I like. Years ago commercial fisherman had a problem
keeping cod tasty after catching. If they froze them they lost their taste.
If they left them alive in the tanks they became mushy and less tasty
because of the lack of movement. So they discovered by throwing some
catfish (the cods’ mortal enemy) into the tank, the cod in trying to get
away from the catfish, would keep swimming furiously and preserve
their taste. Whether we like it or not, sometimes God throws some catfish in our tank to keep us swimming, and keep us spiritually sharp.

GUEST

The book of Ecclesiastes records Solomon’s sad account of having everything but squandering the opportunity. A while back in a meeting with a
friend we reflected on the deaths and illnesses of mutual friends and we
agreed that in our younger years we neglected gratefulness for God’s blessings. It has been said, "In times of prosperity men ask too little of God. In
times of adversity, they ask too much." Let us always remember to count
our blessings!
The 119th chapter of Psalms is the longest in the Bible with 176 verses. One
of the nuggets of truth in it is the 127th verse, “I love your commandments
above gold, even fine gold." A successful life is to love the ways of God over
the ways of man. It can be said the idea is not to get us into heaven, but to
get heaven into us.
"Yesterday is a canceled check; tomorrow is a promissory note. Today is
ready cash ... spend it wisely.”
A Sunday School teacher asked a little boy what God does. His reply was,
"One of God's main jobs is making people. He makes them to replace the
ones that die so there'll always be enough people to take care of things on
our planet. He only makes babies, not grownups, because they are small
and easy to handle."
Sometimes in dealing with hard people we wish they would have remained
as innocent children. Jesus said in Luke 18:16,17 that to come into God's
kingdom we must come with the disposition of a child.
Till we meet again in the Master’s Service,
Del Burkholder

CHAPLAIN:NELSON

ZEISET

The Road from Rejection
Rejection. We all have experienced it and we all hate it. It feels terrible.
Rejection from others is painful enough but what do we do when we feel that God has rejected us? Do we
follow Job’s wife’s advice to “curse God and die”? (Job2:9) Do we curl up in a fetal position and have our
own pity party? We have the right, don’t we?
Joseph, the Old Testament character, experienced rejection. His brothers banished him from the family.
They wanted no connection with him. He clearly was not wanted. They thrust him into the hands of
strangers for 30 pieces of silver. That was his value. He was just a business transaction. He no longer
belonged to his family. He was torn from it. Gone and considered dead. Never to see them again.
In the crushing experience of rejection from his family he likely also felt rejection from God. Hadn’t God
spoken to him, revealing plans for his future? It probably didn’t feel like good planning on God’s part as
Joseph rode with a caravan of heathen Ishmaelites who intended nothing but evil for him. How could God
allow this? Had God rejected him as callously as his brothers had?
Chaplain Zeiset
Joseph was still smarting from a hefty dose of rejection when he met Potiphar’s wife. She recognized that
leads a service at SCI Mahanoy.
he was handsome and heaped daily attention on him. She opened her arms wide for him. Finally, someone
counted him of worth! Rejection sets us up to fall for anything.
But Joseph remembered God in the face of temptation and when he did not respond to Potiphar’s wife’s deceptive acceptance she rejected him and had
him thrown into prison. Rejection. Again. “Where is God?” he might have asked. Is it really worth living for God if He doesn’t come through when needed? We too often have it all figured out when God should come to our aid, and when He doesn’t we question whether it is worth living for Him.
This wasn’t the last experience Joseph had with rejection. In prison, he met Pharaoh’s butler who eventually was exonerated. At Joseph’s request, the butler assured him that he would appeal to Pharaoh on Joseph’s behalf. Joseph must have had his hopes up high. The butler had connections and could get
Joseph out of prison in no time. But the butler forgot. Rejection. Again. It seemed no one cared; not even God.
In the midst of what appeared to be rejection from God the writer of Genesis recorded how God was blessing Joseph. Do you think you would have seen
God blessing? When we get caught up in our emotional stuff it is almost impossible to see God in our presence. Amazingly, Joseph never lost his focus on
God. He maintained his integrity, his morality, his faithfulness, and presumably a good attitude.
continued on page 3
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EDITOR’S

REMARKS

Read and Heed
The user guide for my Amana range lies buried in a kitchen drawer. I pull it out occasionally when I need help
in setting the oven to delayed baking for a Sunday dinner. Somewhere in that drawer there is also the manual
for my food processor. Sometime I may need to find out how to use that other thingamajig blade. My camera
manual is there too. I’ve never paid it much attention although, standing on the rim of the Grand Canyon last
fall and wondering how to capture its wide vistas, I wished I did have that knowledge.
Several years ago I set out to make a wooden park bench for the benefit of our grandchildren. I looked at several patterns. One was too clunky. Another too ornate. None were sized for little people. So I made my own
design. As I went. Measuring. Cutting. Throwing aside what didn’t fit. Blessing what did. It was a piecemeal
experiment, for sure, and it took a full four days until I got that bench assembled on its miraculously steady
legs.
Last month my granddaughter’s birthday request included clothes for her favorite doll. I sewed doll clothes
before – way back in another era of time when my daughters offered their dolls multiple times for measuring.
Esther Zeiset
Then I cut and sewed and ripped. I threw away and started again. And every now and then I turned out something satisfactory. But now, with my granddaughter living 40 minutes away I didn’t have easy access to her doll for on-site fittings.
So I bought a pattern. And I made an amazing discovery.
The clothing fit. No alterations needed. I didn’t have to guess at neck measurements and sleeve cuts. I did very little ripping. The project didn’t
take near as much time as when I winged it. And it turned out better.
It’s one thing to shun owner’s manuals, directions, and patterns. I’ve managed just enough scraps of success to keep sliding by on our own wit,
experience, pluck, and happenstance. (But then I come home from church – again – to find that the savory pot roast I anticipated is still cold!)
My trial and error approach has resulted in a lot of mistakes, much time squandered, and many resources wasted.
The great tragedy is when we throw aside the Bible, God’s manual for living life successfully. It is the best-selling and most widely distributed
book in the world. But it may also be the most neglected. We charge through life on our terms. We do it our way. We snub God’s principles
and imagine we know a better way. And suddenly, we look back over a life strewn with mistakes, bad choices, damaged relationships, and ask,
“How did I get here?”
It doesn’t have to be that way.
2 Timothy 3:16,17 describe God’s manual for living: “All scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction,
and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be competent, equipped for every good work.” Bible commentator Warren Wiersbe
breaks down the verse in this way:
- teaching - what is right
- reproof - what is not right
- correction - how to get it right
- training in righteousness - how to stay right
God intends that His Word infuse us with competence and to equip us for the work He’s given us. His instruction manual is worth the read.
But only if we also heed it.

The Road from Rejection continued from page 2
How about you - would you have thrown in the towel? Would you have stopped trusting people? Would you have lost all confidence in God? Joseph
didn’t.
Why not? I don’t know, but I have a few ideas.
One, he didn’t have an entitlement mentality. Joseph realized that God owed him nothing, absolutely nothing.
Second, he had a relationship with God. He had experienced God. Back in his hometown he had connected with God. God spoke to him. He was aware
that God had a plan for his life. Even when he didn’t understand all his circumstances he trusted that God had everything in control, that God knew what
He was doing.
People will reject you. Guaranteed. God will never reject you. Guaranteed. Do not live by your feelings. Live by the truth of God’s Word. The writer of
Hebrews reminds his audience that God said, “I will never leave you nor forsake you” (Hebrews 13: 5). If you cannot trust God, where can you go?
May we realize that God owes us absolutely nothing but through Christ He gave us everything. Now that’s acceptance! Build an intimate relationship
with God so when discouraging times come - and they will - you will know where to go to be cared for and loved. God is a loving Father. He always has
your best interests in mind even when you don’t understand. He is always in your corner.
May we be channels of God’s acceptance. We all can give it. We all want to experience it. We all love it. It feels really, really good.
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If you are an inmate and would like a free copy
of Del’s popular book on spiritual warfare,
“Soldiers of the Cross”,
you may request a free copy by writing
Streams of Life Ministries
PO Box 727
Brownstown, PA 17508

If you would desire to financially support Streams of Life Ministries work
in prison and churches, you are welcome to give,
as you are able. All donations are tax deductible, and will
be followed with a receipt to the donor.
Checks can be made payable to: Streams of Life Ministries
PO Box 727
Brownstown, PA 17508

To contact Del Burkholder Ministries or Streams of Life Prison Ministry
717.859-5519

If you would like to be taken off the Streams of Life newsletter mailing list,
please let us know by emailing delspeak@dejazzd.com or writing to
Streams of Life Ministries, PO Box 727, Brownstown, PA 17508

PO Box 727
Brownstown, PA 17508

Del Burkholder Ministries Inc. (DBA Streams of Life) is a 501(c) 3 non-profit organization. Del Burkholder
Ministries receives no county, state, or federal funding. It relies totally on the gifts of churches, individuals and
businesses for its support. All funds received are used for the expenses of the ministry operations.

Due to prison
policy, we are
not allowed to
send to anyone
else but the
requesting
inmate.

www.DelBurkholderMinistries.com

delspeak@dejazzd.com
www.DelBurkholderMinistries.com

