
 

 

 
The 1st ever Wings Party in a Level 4 prison was the Christmas Party at the Southern Correctional 
Facility that was held on December 20, 2014, in Las Cruces, NM.  Special thanks to Gregg 
Marcantel, NM Secretary of Corrections, Jerry Roark, Director of NM Adult Prisons, and Warden 
Melissa Ortiz, who had the courage to trust Wings leaders with the first prison gathering in the 
United States of Level 4 inmates, their family members, their children, and many volunteers.  The 
comments below validate that lives were touched and families strengthened and uplifted. 

Special thanks to Berni who felt the call to find 200 dozen homemade cookies to give to each of 
the men in the Level 4 facility, and who also found cookie bakers to bake an additional 200+ 
dozen cookies for the party, the staff, and to give to other inmates. Thanks also to Prison 
Fellowship, OSL Collaborators, and all the cookie bakers from Albuquerque and Las Cruces. 

There were 19 inmates who invited family members to come to the party, but ultimately 9 inmates 
attended the party with their children and adult family members.  There were 20 volunteers who 
came from at least 15 different churches and were from the Albuquerque area and Las Cruces. 

Ann Edenfield Sweet, Wings For LIFE International’s Executive Director/Founder, and Wings 
Assistant Director Kristy Franchini had first talked to every inmate in Level 4 when they visited the 
prison Nov. 19.  Ann shared briefly about her husband in prison and how Wings was an 
“extension” of Angel Tree.  She also shared about a song called “Legacy” and challenged the 
men to think about what they wanted their legacy to be.   

Ann and Kristy held an inmate orientation/training for all the men who would be attending the 
party on Friday afternoon, Dec. 19. There were 19 men who attended the training.  The training 
went well and it was fun to watch the men who were new to Wings start to break out of their shell 
and participate as Ann led them in some of the songs and actions that would be used during the 
Nativity Story.  

On Saturday morning the prison staff were prepared for us and quickly processed the team 
members into the prison.  Three hugs plastic tubs were filled with the packages of 1 dozen cookies 
for each of the 200 men in Level 4, most of them who would not be attending the party. Team 
members carried in additional supplies. 

Most of the craft and dinner supplies had been delivered to the prison prior to Saturday.  So 
quickly the volunteers went to work preparing the overflowing plates of homemade cookies, 
paper bags filled with dinner supplies and “angel decorating materials”, and the craft team set 
up the cookie decorating areas, prepared the frosting and sprinkles, Christmas cards, and 
cheerio/pretzel necklace making materials.   

As soon as the preparation was completed, Ann Edenfield Sweet held a volunteer training to go 
over all the guidelines for the party.  Family members started being processed into the prison and 
they too were part of the orientation.  After orientation, Ann led the family members and 
volunteers in mixer games where people started to get to know one another, and family 
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relationships were already being strengthened.  Everyone gathered together around the cheerio 
necklace tables and enjoyed talking to one another and discovering favorite Christmas traditions, 
finding out birth cities, and other information about one another. It was a fun, interactive time. 

Once the men entered the gym, the Chaplain officially opened the party in prayer.  Ann, several 
volunteers, and some inmates and children helped lead the joyous Christmas music. More children 
joined the leaders and were given bells to ring during “Jingle Bells” and some of the fun songs.  
“Joy to the World” filled the gym, and it truly was a VERY joyous place. We all enjoyed the 
music so much.   

Next the gym was transformed into a Live Nativity.  Mary, Joseph, and “baby Jesus” were chosen 
and dressed in costume. Dad, (Joseph), had never held his baby before, so this was an especially 
joyous time for him. Next shepherds and “little sheep” (all the younger boys) were outfitted.  The 
girls and their dads were angels.  The “wise people” included those who were clergy in the 
audience, and we also had male and female “wise people”.  The “head star” and “other stars” 
were picked. One of the two rules at a Wings Party is that “everyone participates”, so everyone 
in the audience became “twinkling stars”, “angels” who sang out Alleluia, and baaed with the 
sheep.   

Everyone participated in the Live Nativity, the story of the birth of Jesus.  Although there were a 
lot of smiles and fun, participating in the story allowed participants to actually think through how 
it must have been 2,000 years ago.  It was a very meaningful Bible drama. The Chaplain closed 
this special time and helped us to focus on why Jesus’ birth is so important to us today. 

Next the inmates went with their children to do crafts.  Volunteers were there to assist as needed, 
and everyone loved decorating the cookies, making special Christmas cards, and making more 
cheerio necklaces.  While the inmates had alone time with their children, Ann, and other ministry 
leaders, had time to share about the history of Wings, the Angel Tree Program, special programs 
in the prison, Kairos, the Crossings Units, OSL collaborations, and the Chaplain talked about prison 
programming and reentry initiatives. It was a meaningful and special time for everyone. 

Soon the gym was turned into a giant dining room.  Pizza arrived and circles of 10 people 
enjoyed the pizza, plenty of delicious homemade cookies, and punch.  Lively discussion was held 
at each table.   

Family photographs were taken during dinner.  Family photos are one of the real lasting 
highlights of the party, because for once the incarcerated loved one is in a photo.  The photos are 
treasured by both inmates and family members. 

Then the favorite part of each Wings Party arrived.  A bag of Christmas paper, ribbon, tinsel, 
and recycled “junk” was used to decorate one “Angel” from each dinner group.  Everyone 
participated in decorating their special “Angel”, generally the inmates in the group, and soon the 
gym was filled with gorgeous “Angels” with wings and halos of all sizes. Great fun was had by 
all and everyone participated in the final “Alleluia” cheer. 

The party closed with everyone holding hands in a circle around the gym.  Bernie shared what it 
meant to her to be able to find cookie bakers who literally prayed over every cookie.  Ann asked 
everyone to bow in prayer and she reminded everyone that Christ came to live on earth to be an 



example for each of us and that Jesus also died for each and every one of us. It was a special, 
uplifting party, where joyous hearts joined together for great fun and fellowship.   

As everyone left the party, church flyers, Guideposts magazines, and books and materials from 
Operation Starting Line collaborators materials were distributed to everyone. Christmas had 
come early to Southern and Level 4 and all participants at the 1st Wings Christmas Party at 
Southern. 

The following comments came from the inmates, their children, adult family members, volunteers 
and prison staff. Their words describe how meaningful the party was for everyone.  Duplicate 
comments were not repeated.  

 

I came to the Wings Party today because: 
1. I love having the opportunity to bring my children to spend time with their father. 
2. It was a great time to spend with my family. 
3. My son is at this facility. 
4. It’s the only way that we can spend time with our son without the glass between us. 
5. I wanted to spend time with my family. 
6. Wings gave me the opportunity to see my father for Christmas. 
7. I got an invitation and it was exciting to go to the gang unit. 
8. I am a Board Member of Wings and believe in this work. 
9. I volunteered to help. 
10. I wanted to see my husband and bring his daughter also. 
11. I wanted to see my son and get a hug. He always gives the best hug. 
12. I wanted to see my uncle and have a fun time. 
13. I wish to help bring some fun into what might otherwise be a Christmas without. 
14. To not only celebrate Christmas but to spread the joy with family. 
15. To see family.  
16. It brings the families together for a good purpose.  
17. See my son and I was curious about Wings.  

 

The highlights of the party for me were: 
1. The joy of seeing the smiles and happiness in my children and their father, uniting in such a way, and 

meaningful play with each other. 
2. I am thankful for quality time because time is precious. 
3. The ways that they worked with people. 
4. To have the opportunity to hold my 6-month-old daughter for the first time. 
5. It’s a great chance to spend time with your family, especially for level-4 inmates. Holding my daughter 

today was the greatest Christmas present I could have asked for. 
6. A person who has made a difference in my life is my mom. 
7. This was the greatest present for Christmas I could have gotten because I got to hold my daughter for 

the first time.  
8. My son spending time with his 6-month-old daughter. 
9. Participating in the activities with my family. 
10. Making and frosting cookies with my dad. 
11. Costumes and games. 
12. Pizza and all the homemade cookies! 



13. Laughing, smiling, and being able to be happy with loved ones. 
14. Watching the families interact with each other and the Wings staff. 
15. Making cookies and necklaces. 
16. The food and the play.  
17. The nativity story. 
18. Spending time with my uncle and learning what Christmas is really about. 
19. It is fun to learn about Jesus’ birth and spend time with my family.  
20. I love my family and this was a good chance to spend time with them. 
21. Meeting the inmates and sharing laughs. 
22. Eating dinner together.  
23. Sharing stories and learning about Christ’s birth.  
24. The inmates enjoyed it a lot. 
25. Family time and having fun. 
26. Nativity story, singing, cookies and pizza.  
27. Making cookies with my son. 
 

Correction officials should continue to allow Wings Parties in Prisons 
because:  
1. This gives the inmates a huge reason for positive behavior and building good character. 
2. To show prisoners that there are beautiful things in life. 
3. It allows families to connect with their loved ones and connect with others with the same problem. 
4. Thank you for giving me the blessing of my dad for Christmas. 
5. Families need to be together. 
6. Inmate family support. 
7. The joy of seeing the kids and their dad’s enjoyment. 
8. It brings family members together in a positive way.  
9. It is so very needed. 
10. It gave me the opportunity to be with my loves ones. 
11. It’s an amazing gift and a very special thing. 
12. Thank you for bringing my family together.  
13. The success the program has with the inmates and families. 
14. Keep the programs going. 
15. Enjoying Wings. They were all very awesome, also got to see my brother. 
16. It is a positive influence for everyone. 
17. It brings kids together with their dad.  
18. Thank you for giving me this opportunity to share this with my family. 
19. We could spend time with a loved one in prison.  
20. Thanks for letting me see my uncle during the holidays. 
21. Thank you for allowing us to spend time together as a family. 
22. I’ve been doing good and the people from Wings blessed us inmates to come.  
23. It gives us inmates a reason to do good.  
24. You’ve blessed me by seeing my family and kids, God bless you all. 
25. It’s good for rehabilitation for the people and officers.  

I would like to thank Prison Fellowship, Guideposts Magazine, OSL 
Collaborators, all the cookie bakers and other sponsors by saying:  



1. May the Lord continue to bless the correction facilities with your wonderful programs. Thank you so 
much. God bless you.  

2. I appreciate this special time for Christmas with our son and his daughter, and I hope this would 
happen all over New Mexico facilities.  

3. Thank you for this wonderful opportunity. 
4. Thanks to the staff. 
5. You are greatly appreciated for all you do for the program, families, and inmates. Continue doing 

good work! 
6. Thank you for all that you do. Without you this would not have been possible. 
7. I am thankful for my life. 
8. Well done and Merry Christmas 
9. You guys made it a wonderful time with family. 
10. Thank you so very much for a great visit.  
11. Thank you for giving the great gift of time.  
12. Everything. 
13. It’s good to change of scenery.  
14. I am very grateful for everything that has been done for us.  

I drove one-way to come to the party:  
65, 30, 20, 270, 340 miles 

 

Additional Comments:  
Thank you so much for bringing such a wonderful event to these men's lives. Several of the men also, 
commented to me the number of years it had been since they had even seen their families, much less hold 
them. Before they entered the gym, I had them sign the 'photo waiver' and ALL of them were trembling 
with excitement/anticipation. I believe we had the correct men to pioneer this- it was truly a joy to see the 
interactions. Thank you so much for everything you do and the love that you share. It was a pleasure to 
have met you and assisted with this. 

Merry Christmas to you & yours! 

Kathleen, Deputy Warden 

 
I always enjoy being around you both seeing and feeling your excitement and compassion for 
incarcerated families.  I had never heard much of your story that you shared on Sat.  It is no doubt that 
"you have come into the Kingdom for such a time as this." just as Esther, in days of old, was for her 
people.   

Honestly, I only came to observe.  I really didn't come to get involved. Nevertheless, I thank you for 
involving me, in the little that I contributed to your Wings Party.  It was a joy working with you and I do 
look forward with anticipation to the next time.  Now, I know what to expect!  The ice has been broken and 
the first Level IV Wings Party in the nation has been accomplished with no incidents. 

May your Christmas be blessed and your New Year be filled with grace and peace! 

Rev/Dr.Ron L. Adams, DMin.Chaplain, Southern New Mexico Correctional Facility  



 

Thank you.  Although I was hoping for more participation. I’m glad they had a good time. I received a call 
shortly after it was over from Deputy Warden Lytle, he said it went well. Looking forward to possibility to 
have more for these guys.  

Please thank all your volunteers for me. Without you guys a lot of this cannot be done. It came at a very 
good time. We are trying to bring in different things into the prison system and build the family ties.  

I hope you, your family, and your extended family with the volunteers have a Very Merry and Safe 
Holiday Season.  

Thank you again. Looking forward to working with you next year…… 

Melissa Ortiz, Warden 

 

A father later said to me, “This party will change hundreds of thousands lives!”  I wish he had said more, as 
I’m not exactly sure what he meant by that, but God does, and I guess that’s all that matters. 
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