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Baltimore City Detention Center. 
John leads this ministry with the 
support of his wife, Cathy, and the 
help of his five kids, Stephen, Susan, 
Emily, Hannah, and Elizabeth.

We asked John a few questions 
about his life and ministry, and we 
hope you will be blessed to read his 
answers as he tells you in his own 
words about how God led him to 
work with inmates in Baltimore.

How did you become a Christian?
I grew up in a good Christian 

home where the entire family 
attended church regularly, my father 
read the Bible to us daily, and all of 
us read the Bible on our own daily. 
At the age of nine, after listening 
to an “Unshackled” radio drama, I 
realized that I was a sinner and that 
Jesus suffered and died for my sins, 
not just for other people’s sins.

Did you ever have any doubts 
about your faith?

Although I never stopped the 
Bible reading and church atten-
dance, I adopted some godless 
philosophies, such as belief in evo-
lution, that undermined my faith. 

After graduation from high school I 
worked for a while, but longed for 
a deeper relationship with God and 
knowledge of how to witness to 
others.

I decided to enroll in a one-year 
program at Word of Life Bible 
Institute. This year of intensive study 
helped me sort through and cor-
rect some of the things that had 
undermined my faith and begin to 
think Biblically in all areas of my life. 
The Christian service that was part 
of the program caused me to grow 
deeper in my faith. I was especially 
interested in learning how to explain 
the Gospel of Christ’s death and 
resurrection to people who do not 
know Christ.

After completing Bible college, 
what was the transition into full-
time missionary service like?

After one year, the school teach-
ing job that I worked after graduat-
ing ended because of low enroll-
ment. I did a variety of jobs to sup-
port my wife and children while still 
considering missions opportunities 
and looking for a way to move out 
of the city to a more rural setting.

John Plasterer always wanted a 
house and a hobby farm out in 
the country to give his kids the 

same childhood that he’d enjoyed. 
But he says, “God had better plans.”

Instead, God enabled John to 
follow his passion for farming by 
“sowing the seed of the Word” as 
a full-time missionary to both the 
adult and juvenile inmates of the 
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Why SMI?

Our decision to join 
Samaritan Ministries 
was prompted by our 

insurance company’s decision 
to expand family plans to cover 
“domestic partners.” We looked 
around for something more 
Biblical and were delighted to 
find Samaritan Ministries. 

Not only does Samaritan not 
support immoral behavior, but it 
provides a practical way to dem-
onstrate the love of Christ by 
sharing in the medical needs of 
other believers. This is especially 
important to us now because it 
is consistent with our prior deci-
sion to rely on God rather than 
government. 

Voluntarily refusing govern-
ment handouts is a testimony 
to many of the men in and out 
of the jail. Reliance on govern-
ment programs brings people 
into bondage to and depen-
dency upon ungodly people. 
Many people violate the rules or 
their conscience just to receive 
some government benefit. 
Government benefits also tend 
to stir up people to covet other 
people’s wealth. Everyone wants 
more from the government than 
they have paid for in taxes.

When I needed hernia surgery, 
I had three men from my church 
tell me about the unsuccessful 
surgeries they had. I was very 
grateful for the freedom to 
research and choose the kind of 
surgery that was best, and travel 
to a clinic for a better price. The 
notes and gifts received after 
my recent hernia operation were 
also a great encouragement. 
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During a time of unemployment, 
I sought out some of my mentors 
in street evangelism and worked 
with them for a day of ministry. 
That day was so invigorating that I 
began working on starting a street 
evangelism ministry in Baltimore and 
teaching children in Bible clubs and 
neighborhoods using a chronological 
approach. 

God had closed the door to many 
of the mission opportunities I had 
pursued, but providentially opened 
the door for the street evangelism 
endeavor by enabling me to gradu-
ally transition from my job into full-
time ministry. I was able to reduce 
the hours of my work week to four 
days, and later to three days per 
week, and still provide for my family 
financially while beginning the inner 
city children’s work.

The transition to full-time ministry 
came when several church groups 
asked me to assist them as they 
planned to come to Baltimore on 
a mission trip to conduct a week-
long outreach in a neighborhood. I 
sought the direction of the elders of 
my church, because I had come to 
the conviction that any career min-
istry worker should in some way be 
an outgrowth of and accountable to 
a local church, since that is the God-
ordained structure of ministry.

I left my part-time job to pursue 
this opportunity, not knowing if it 
would be just for the summer or 
longer term. Some other Christians 
had heard about my work and began 
supporting it while I still worked a 
part-time job. Once I was working 
full-time in this ministry, God’s peo-
ple supported me to a greater extent.

That was March 1999, and I have 
been able to remain in full-time 
evangelistic ministry since that time. 

What is a “chronological 
approach” to teaching the Bible, 
and why did you decide to use it?

I learned from tribal missionaries 
that starting with teaching the story 
of creation, the fall of man, and the 
other Bible history stories clearly 
defines who God is and why the 
promised Savior was needed. I have 
since learned that this chronological 
approach works well with all people, 
even highly educated adults and 
people who have been exposed to 
nominal Christianity but have no real 
faith or relationship with God. 

In teaching chronologically, I try 
to follow the example of Jesus on 
the road to Emmaus, Who started 
with Moses and all the prophets 
and expounded to the disciples all 
the things concerning Himself (Luke 
24:27).

How did God lead you into  
jail ministry?

My involvement in jail ministry 
began as a Bible study. Ironically, 
I had called the jail and, after a 
long run-around, I was told they 
had enough people doing ministry 
already. Not long after that, a chap-
lain called our church from the same 
jail, asking me to visit an inmate 
from the neighborhood around our 
church and invite him to come to 
church upon release. 

When I arrived, I discovered I had 
already met the man from my street 
ministry; he had lived in a drug 
house near our church. He never 
did come to our church, but the 
chaplain invited me to begin a Bible 
study in the jail.

That first Bible study gradually led 
to all the other activities that today 
are a full-time jail ministry.
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Member Letters

My wife and I have found Samaritan 
to be an answer to our prayers in 
many ways. First, we feel blessed 
that we can help others who have 
medical bills each month. We are 
usually in good health, but unfor-
tunately, have found ourselves with 
needs also. I was blessed that I was 
able to have cataract surgery and 
that it was successful, and now I can 
see so much better. I thank God for 
having His hands on me during the 
surgery, and I thank Him for the help 
from others. 

Frank Cox 
Firestone, Colorado

Our daughter, Rachel, responded 
well to antibiotics and recovered 
quickly from pneumonia. The shares 
we received met the financial need 
but the notes attached were pre-
cious to us. It is humbling to know 
God’s people have been lifting our 
family up in prayer. We shared the 
notes with Rachel and our other five 
children as proof that the effective 
fervent prayer of a righteous man 
avails much (James 5:16). We feel 
blessed to have been on the receiv-
ing end.

Stephanie Hutchison 
Riverton, Wyoming

It is a great blessing every time an 
envelope is opened! We are incred-
ibly blessed by the Godly people 
involved in this ministry. The encour-
aging words and financial provision 
are a sweet gift from the Lord!

We are so thankful for all the 
Samaritan members and staff who 
make this ministry possible.

Jenny Wilkinson, 
Dalbo, Minnesota

As I started that first Bible study, 
I discovered that, in spite of what 
I was told, there was a need for 
more Bible studies. Some officers 
asked me to visit their dorms, too, 
and within weeks I was visiting each 
of the five dorms in that 
building every week for 
Bible study.

Was it difficult to leave 
children’s street minis-
tries?

On several occasions in 
those early years, I discov-
ered that an inmate in my 
Bible study was the father 
of a child I knew from my 
ministry in the projects. 
This gave me peace in tran-
sitioning out of street and 
children’s ministry, because 
I was reaching street peo-
ple in the jail and reach-
ing children by restoring 
fathers to their homes as 
godly leaders.

I have since observed 
that the inmates who come 
to Christ in repentance and 
faith nearly always are bur-
dened about their families 
as a first priority for getting 
things right. 

Besides the need for Bible stud-
ies, what was another need you 
discovered among the inmates?

Nearly all of the men who came 
to the Bible study needed Bibles. 
The jail authorities permitted me to 
bring in Bibles each week and some 
devotional reading materials to leave 
with the men. Many men were say-
ing that they had already been there 
for six or eight weeks in the booking 
and intake building with no access to 

Bibles or teaching. This is regarded as 
a transitional area and therefore very 
few classes are offered there, but I 
asked permission to distribute Bibles 
to the incoming inmates.

When I was finally granted per-

mission a year later, an officer said, 
“Oh, we have not had Bibles here for 
about a year.” I carried in one box 
full of Bibles; men in a dorm came 
over and took them so quickly that 
sometimes two men grabbed the 
same Bible. The officer there said, 
“You can’t come in here and give 
out Bibles unless you have enough 
for everyone; it might cause a fight.”

The following week I returned 
with three large boxes of New 

Testaments on a luggage carrier and 
gave out all of them. I returned the 
following week with three more 
boxes of New Testaments, and the 
same officer that had told me to 
bring in enough for everyone told 

me to stop bringing in so 
many Bibles. Eventually I 
discovered that about 100 
Bibles per week was suffi-
cient for the constant flow 
of inmates into the institu-
tion. God raised up donors 
to supply this constant 
need for Bibles.

I have often been blessed 
to find men who have 
read through the entire 
Bible while incarcerated, 
sometimes in a matter of 
months. It is also a bless-
ing to discover men who 
have come to faith in Christ 
as Savior through read-
ing things, and sometimes 
through other inmates. 
The Bible reading coaching 
from my parents at home 
and the chronological Bible 
teaching I learned to use in 
my Bible clubs proved very 
effective in encouraging 
those reading through the 
Bible. Chronological teach-
ing also equips the believers 

to defend the faith against errors 
propagated by other religions. 

What is some of the fruit you’ve 
seen through jail ministry?

It is especially encouraging to me 
to see men transformed by Christ 
who have been labeled as hopeless. 
There are several individuals who for 
years had been constantly in and 
out of jail who have been out walk-
ing in freedom for years because of 

Christ. Others have re-established 
family relationships that had been 
shattered.

Prison and jail ministry was noth-
ing I ever imagined I would do; I just 
took advantage of the opportunities 
as the Lord brought them to me. 
God has enabled me to fulfill my 
desire for farming through sowing 
the seed of the Word, and I have 
come to understand that a hobby 
farm in the country would have 
been a distraction.

Has it been difficult raising your 
family in Baltimore?

Although at times the undesirable 
aspects of the city and the evil I 
witness in the jail wear on me, the 
Lord has given me peace in this set-
ting. My children help as well in the 
ministry, filling the gap wherever 
help is needed. Presently my daugh-
ters do almost all of the work with 
my student database such as record-
ing grades and assigning and mailing 
courses. 

 I have also experienced God’s 
hedge of protection about myself 
and my wife and children as we 
have been relatively untouched by 
the evil that surrounds us. When 
news headlines reported a federal 
investigation in 2013 that exposed 
a conspiracy between officers and 
gang members in the Baltimore City 
Detention Center, many people 
asked if I felt safe there. My motto 
has been Psalm 116:6-7, “The LORD 
preserves the simple; I was brought 
low, and He saved me. Return to 
your rest, O my soul, for the LORD 
has dealt bountifully with you.”

God has also blessed our relation-
ship with many of our neighbors so 
that our children learned to serve 
people in ways that they might not 

have learned in a more rural setting.

How might Christians start serv-
ing prisoners in their local area?

Every jail has opportunities for 
churches to come in to minister 
to inmates. Jails and prisons are 
required by law to make “reasonable 
accommodation” for the inmates’ 
free exercise of religion. Many jails 
have strict rules about bringing in 
books and pamphlets, but nearly all 
jails and prisons will allow inmates to 
receive Bibles and attend some kind 
of religious service. 

If you attempt to teach or dis-
tribute Bibles there and are turned 
away, be patient and persistent. 
Correctional institutions, by neces-
sity, take on a culture like little 
totalitarian societies. Anyone serv-
ing there should keep in mind that 
these institutions exist to attempt 
to manage unruly people. The rules 
in correctional institutions often 
seem strange or unreasonable to 
outsiders but usually exist for very 
good reasons. 

If the jail or prison administrators 
are being unreasonable, the inmates 
have ways to defend their rights 
such as filing grievances, but volun-
teers should pray for the authori-
ties and refrain from bucking the 
system. 
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