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PBMR Turns Twenty 
When four 

Missionaries 
of the Precious 
Blood first proposed 
opening a Precious 
Blood center in 
the Chicago’s 
Back of the Yards 
neighborhood in 
2002, there was no 
blueprint. Fr. David 
Kelly, C.PP.S., one 
of the center’s four 
founders and still 
its director after 20 
years, is the first to 
admit that. It was 
more of a dream 
than a plan.

The four priests 
had been talking 
about it for a long 
time, yet it was 
still difficult to put 
into words. The 
center would be 
a place where youth from the 
neighborhood could gather, a 
safe place, a sanctuary.

Fr. Kelly had been ministering 
in that neighborhood with the 
Archdiocese of Chicago’s Kolbe 
House for years, reaching out to 
people in Chicago jails. He knew 
about the trouble that erupted all 

“In a lot of ways, what we are 
today is not that far off from what 
we envisioned 20 years ago.”
                    — Fr. David Kelly, C.PP.S.

Ministry in Chicago Offers Mentoring, Mercy

People of the PBMR, including Fr. Dave Kelly, 
back row center, celebrate its 20th anniversary 
this summer.

too often in the neighborhood. 
He and other Missionaries of the 
Precious Blood—Fr. Kelly, Fr. Joe 
Nassal, Fr. Denny Kinderman 
and Fr. Bill Nordenbrock—were 
proposing to open what Pope 
Francis would later characterize 
as a field hospital, a place 
of hope.
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Some of their fellow Mission-
aries were skeptical. How many 
people would this serve? Unde-
termined. How would it be fund-
ed and staffed? On a shoestring. 

The Precious Blood Ministry 
of Reconciliation opened nearly 
20 years ago without fanfare. 
While Fr. Bill and Fr. Joe helped 
shape the ministry, Fr. Dave 
and Fr. Denny took to the 
streets. They walked around 
the neighborhood and talked to 
anyone who would sit with them. 

“We knew we had to be 
invited. We weren’t going to tell 
the community what it needed,” 
Fr. Dave said. “So we walked 
around. We sat with a whole lot 
of people.”

Before long, the center moved 
into the second floor of a church-
owned school building on the 
corner of 52nd and Elizabeth. 
And there it remains.

The Missionaries define 
and embrace reconciliation as 
their main mission, carrying 
it out in many ways. Through 
the Precious Blood of Jesus, 
they strive to reconcile people 
with each other, people to their 
God. From this sense of mission 
came the name for the center: 
The Precious Blood Ministry of 
Reconciliation, or PBMR.

Many people who doubted 
if the PBMR could make a 
difference are now true believers. 
The PBMR’s staff has grown 
from those first four to 32 people 

plus volunteers, many from the 
neighborhood it serves. 

Fr. Kelly, who started the 
ministry by walking around the 
neighborhood, has had to learn 
to be an administrator and a boss. 
He now works with a 12-member 
board that meets quarterly and 
helps determine the course of 
the ministry. 

“In a lot of ways, what we are 
today is not that far off from what 
we envisioned 20 years ago,” 
Fr. Kelly said.

Fr. Kelly is frequently invited 
to speak about the PBMR and 
its ministry. He is recognized 
throughout the Chicago region 
as one of the leading experts on 
restorative justice. 

Likewise, Missionaries of the 
Precious Blood from around the 
world point to PBMR as a place 
where their spirituality is 
lived out. 

“When we first started this 
ministry, some people may have 
thought, ‘You’re priests, why 
aren’t you in a parish?’” 
Fr. Kelly said. “But with time and 
storytelling, we’ve tried to help 
people make the connection be-
tween the work we’re doing and 
the spirituality we embrace. As 
Precious Blood spirituality came 
alive here, as we started 
to allow it to unfold in our work, 
Precious Blood people said, 
‘Wait a minute, this is what 
we’re about.’”
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Fr. Dave Kelly, C.PP.S., who celebrates the 40th anniversary of his ordination 
this year, is often called upon to explain how daily life and ministry happen at 
the PBMR. Following are his own words.

PBMR ministers to those on the margins of society, 
but we don’t just stay on the margins. The margins are the margins 
for a reason. We need to go to the margins all the time: Jesus went to 
the lepers, and he brought them back home. He brought them back to 
community. We need to go to those places where people feel isolated 
and alone, and bring them back.

Our core values are hospitality, 
hope and healing.
We create a space of hospitality. 
A population that is not always 
welcome at other places is welcome 
here. Radical hospitality is not very 
easy. A lot of them come with a lot 
of trauma, a lot of pain. We want 
them and their family members 
to feel, “you’re good, you’re 
safe here.”

We tell a young person,
“There is a place in this world for 
you.” So many feel that they don’t 
matter, that they are invisible. They 
may have been abandoned by their 

parents. They may be in despair. We try to create an atmosphere that 
lets them know, you can have a family, you can get a job. That’s the 
hope part. That’s why we do what we do. 

Often, we are talking with people who are in conflict. 
And when people are in conflict, we always lead with values, rather 
than issues. Issues can divide you, polarize you. If you lead with 
issues, you’re going to go into a camp. I suggest to you that we 
all share common values. Often, we need to ask, “what’s important 
to you? What do you hold and cherish?” then after we talk about 
the values we may share, we’re safe enough to talk about some of 
the harder issues.

How Does 
Ministry
Happen
At the 
PBMR? 
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Over the years, the PBMR has launched many programs to help 
young people and families in its neighborhood, including job 

training, summer work for youth, tutoring during the school year, and 
support for those coming home after incarceration.
•  From its inception, people from the PBMR have ministered to 

incarcerated youth. The stories that they hear there and the 
desperate needs that they see help inform the work of the center. 
Fr. Dave Kelly puts it this way: “My work in the Cook County 
Juvenile Detention Center has been a constant commitment through 
the years. It has been a 
cornerstone of learning for 
me, and for what I am able to 
bring to PBMR.”

•  Mothers Healing Circles, 
initiated by Sr. Donna 
Liette, CPPS, are offered 
to mothers, grandmothers, 
family members and friends 
of those who have been killed 
or injured by violence, and 
those who are imprisoned 
because of violence. Many 
experience hope and healing 
in this circle of sisterhood.

•  Mother Brunner Home and 
other housing options in the 
neighborhood.

•  A large and thriving community garden, where Sr. Carolyn Hoying, 
CPPS, can usually be found with the garden crew.

•  Opportunities for young people to find artistic expression, including 
painting, drawing, photography, writing, and now music, through 
PBMR’s Precious Records Studio. A large unused space at the center 
has recently been converted into a recording studio that trains youth 
in audio production practices and techniques.

•  Events for the community, where people of all ages and 
backgrounds can support each other and get to know each other.

To learn more about PBMR and its anniversary celebration, 
visit pbmr.org.

Programs at the PBMR

Sr. Carolyn Hoying works in the 
PBMRs community garden.




