
FREELY

GIVING

64 · usafa.org

Kott ’85 finds calling in meeting the needs of Brazilian prisoners, homeless By Jeff Holmquist
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Four times a week, Marilyn 
(Garcia) Kott ’85 and her 
husband, Jim, visit over-

crowded prisons in São Paulo, 
Brazil. Their aim is to bring en-
couragement and hope to those 
people behind bars.

It’s all part of the couple’s uncon-
ventional retirement plan, since 
transitioning from the Air Force in 
2011 (Marilyn) and 2014 (Jim).

For the past three years, the 
couple has been assigned to São 
Paulo as a part of the Maryknoll 
Lay Missioners organization at 
work there. Maryknoll has con-
ducted overseas missions work 
for the U.S. Catholic Church for 
more than 100 years, and Kott has 
been aware of the organization 

since she was young.
“When I was about 10 years 

old, a priest gave a five-minute 
speech about Maryknoll at the 
end of Mass,” Kott recalls. “My 
mother was impressed and 
signed up to be a regular donor. 
It was a small donation, but she 
made a point of making sure that 
my brother and sister and I knew 
that our family was supporting 
people who were doing good 
things overseas.”

Maryknoll Magazine, the of-
ficial publication of the organi-
zation, also would come in the 
mail each month, recounting 
stories of missionaries in far-off 
places. It would further capture 
Kott’s imagination.  



As a young adult, Kott would sign up to 
financially support Maryknoll missioners 
around the world. She never expected to 
become one of the missionaries after a fulfill-
ing Air Force career.

Adventurous Spirit
The daughter of an Air Force pilot, Kott 
developed a passion for flying early in life. 
By the time she was in high school, she 
would discover the United States Air Force 
Academy and apply, with the hope of 
becoming a pilot.

“The Academy itself looked interesting to 
me, because it looked like such a challenge,” 
she recalls. “Neither of my parents ever told 
me that this was something that women 
couldn’t do.”

She would enter the Academy in 1981, 
just five years after USAFA began enrolling 
female cadets.

Following graduation, Kott would head 
to Laughlin Air Force Base in Texas to begin 
pilot training. She would be assigned to the 
C-130 and begin her flying career.

Cold War Memories 
Kott enjoyed a rather varied career during 
her years in the Air Force.

Her first assignment was in Guam, 
where she flew with the Typhoon Chas-
ers — the 54th Weather Reconnaissance 
Squadron. The WC-130 aircraft she piloted 
was equipped to fly directly into Pacific ty-
phoons and collect important weather data.

A short time later, Kott was sent to Ger-
many to fly the EC-130 Compass Call.

“The mission of this aircraft was to jam 
communications in the event of an active 
war between the East and West,” she reports. 
“It was the tail end of the really hostile envi-
ronment in the mid-1980s. The Berlin Wall 

hadn’t come down yet, and it still seemed 
possible that the U.S. and the Soviet Union 
could go to war.”

As the Cold War eventually ended, Kott 
was sent to Williams Air Force Base in 
Arizona to become a flight instructor in 
the T-38.

“This was my first assignment as a mar-
ried member of the Air Force,” she notes. 
“My husband is a C-130 navigator by trade, 
and he was also stationed in Arizona at 
Davis-Monthan Air Force Base at the time.”

After Williams was shuttered by the Air 
Force, the couple was re-assigned to Japan 
and became part of Air Force transport 
operations. 

“We spent the next five years in the 
Pacific flying cargo and personnel and also 
training for possible hostilities out there,” 
Kott says. “Our squadron was part of the 
mission that went into Cambodia, Vietnam 
and Laos … supporting a joint task force 
recovering the remains of Americans who 
were left behind after the Vietnam War.”

Several staff assignments would follow 
for the Kotts — first at Scott Air Force Base 
near St. Louis and then in D.C.

Following the 9/11 terror attacks, 
Marilyn and Jim would head to Califor-
nia to organize and train Rapid Global 
Mobility squadrons setting up temporary 
air bases around the world. 

In 2006, Kott would return to the C-130 
transport role at Little Rock Air Force Base 
in Arkansas.

“That was an opportunity for me to get 
back into flying,” she recalls. “I became 
part of the group that was one of the major 
force providers to C-130 airlift into Kuwait, 
Iraq and Afghanistan. That was my first 
operational experience with the global war 
on terror.”

In her next Air Force assignment, Kott 
was promoted to Operations Group com-
mander at Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar. 
She would spend months apart from her 
husband during that period.

“We were responsible for about a third of 
the air forces over Iraq and Afghanistan,” she 
says of her job. “It was just a super assign-
ment. When I was a cadet, I could have 
never predicted that assignment for myself.”

In her final military assignment, Mari-
lyn and her husband were transferred to 
Ramstein Air Force Base in Germany. She 
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would retire in 2011 and accompany Jim 
to Kosovo for his final Air Force two-year 
assignment as a U.S. defense attaché.

Retirement Plans
Following Jim’s retirement, the Kotts would 
spend a year and a half “goofing off,” relax-
ing and reconnecting with family. Then 
it was time to discover the couple’s next 
adventure.

Jim suggested that the couple apply to 
become Maryknoll missioners. Because of 
her longtime support of the organization, 
Marilyn was easily convinced.

“The longer we were in the Air Force, I 
believe our desire to serve became stronger,” 
she says. “We were still young enough, we 
were still fit and we were experienced at 
going into places we’ve never been before. 
It was natural for us to want to work next 
for the Catholic Church, and natural for us 
to want to go to the more remote places to 
do that.”

The couple signed up for a three-and-a-
half-year assignment and promptly asked to 
be sent to Maryknoll’s Cambodia mission, 
in part due to their previous Air Force as-
signment in Japan that introduced them to 
the Southeast Asian culture.

“At the time, they didn’t need people in 
Cambodia,” Kott remembers, “they needed 
people to go to Brazil. One thing we learned 
in the Air Force was to be open to where 
someone wants you. It didn’t take us very 
long to make that decision.”

In October 2015, the Kotts arrived 

in Ossining, New York, for Maryknoll 
orientation. Three months later, they found 
themselves in São Paulo, trying to decide 
what type of work they would focus on over 
the next three years.

While attending language training (they 
knew no Portuguese) and getting settled 
into their new home, the Kotts agreed on 
two “works of mercy” — visiting prisons 
and caring for the homeless.

Regular Routines
During a typical week, the Kotts visit a 
women’s prison to meet with English-speak-
ing foreigners who are incarcerated there. 

“If someone just wants to talk about their 
week or about their family, we are there for 
them,” Kott explains. “If they want to pray 
or receive liturgical support from the Catho-
lic Church, we are there for them as well.”

The couple also visits three men’s prisons, 
offering everything from religious services, 
English classes and Restorative Justice ses-
sions to regular personal visits.

“Some of the prisoners are rejected by 
their families,” she notes. “Sometimes we 
serve as substitute family, since not all pris-
oners receive visitors.”

A Big Job
The Brazilian prison system can be a 
depressing place to visit, Kott admits. 
One facility — Pinheiros prison — was 
designed to house 572 men but currently 
1,414 are incarcerated there.

“Generally, the men and women have 

ACROSS: Marilyn (Garcia) Kott '85 
during her Air Force pilot days.

BELOW: The Maryknoll missioners 
provide religious services to 
prisoners in a Brazilian prison. Marilyn 
and Jim Kott have been serving in 
the ministry for the past three years.

NEXT PAGE: Jim Kott and 
Marilyn Kott (at right) greet several 
individuals who find themselves in 
the situation of homelessness on the 
streets of Brazil. (Photos submitted)

enough to eat, they have water and they 
have shelter,” she reports, “but the condi-
tions are pretty substandard. And men with 
mental deficiencies are mixed in with the 
general population.”

In addition, the Brazilian justice system 
is painfully slow, contributing to the over-
crowded conditions, Kott says. Prisoners can 
oftentimes be held in prison for six months 
to a year before being officially charged with 
a crime.

As a result, the prison ministry can appear a 
bit overwhelming at times, she admits.

“I get down on my knees to pray more now 
than I have in a long time, probably not since 
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I was a child next to my bed,” Kott says. 
Despite the apparent hopelessness of 

the situation, Kott says many prisoners 
find joy and peace through the minis-
try. Prison guards report that men and 
women are usually much calmer and 
filled with hope after these visits.

“I would like to think that people have 
hope because we bother to show up,” she 
says. “We just do what we can … God is 
going to do the rest. We see people help-
ing each other, and we see people figuring 
out how to deal with the time that they 
have on their hands. There is an attempt 
to live with dignity.”

Kott says she hopes the regular Maryk-
noll visits also pay off in the long run.

“In addition to providing that slight re-
lief in the here and now, I believe that our 
work helps the men and women on release 
day and beyond,” she explains. “Anything 
positive that comes from our visits — a 
stronger faith in God, more practical skills 
or knowledge, a more optimistic view of 
the world — will put them in a better 
position to succeed on the outside. And to 
never return.”

Kott says prisoners are almost always 
grateful for the regular visits and for reli-
gious services and sacraments offered. The 
prisoners also are generous during the visits.

“They welcome you with hospitality and 

they share what’s there,” she says. “They 
offer a glass of water, even though they 
only get water a few hours a day. They 
offer us the stool to sit down on, even 
though that means many of them stand.”

Caring for the Homeless
Also on a weekly basis, the Kotts work with 
a parish group that assists people who are in 
the situation of homelessness.

“Our work is providing comfort. We 
give them a place to get something to eat, 
be inside, get a shower, talk to somebody,” 
she says. “City social workers come in and 
offer the ability to get to the doctor, or to 
help with registration paperwork. Whatever 
they need.

“The teamwork, problem-solving skills 
and self-confidence I gained at the Academy 
and in the Air Force prepared me well for 
this work,” she admits. “We’ve learned not 
to worry too much about what we can’t do 
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and focus instead on what we can do.”

Next Steps 
Kott says the couple hasn’t decided 
exactly what the next chapter in life will 
bring after the commitment with Maryk-
noll expires in May 2019.

“In addition to spending time with our 
aging parents and siblings and cousins, we’ll 
look for the need in our home communi-
ties. We might find ourselves working in 
homeless or prison ministry again. My 
mother and father taught that a person 
should give to their community, to their 
alma mater and to their church. I think 
those are good starting points to frame our 
future — we can discern our way ahead 
from there. I’m sure the Almighty will 
continue to guide us.” 

To follow Kott’s adventures, visit her 
blog at marilynmaryknoll.wordpress.com.

“OUR WORK IS 
PROVIDING 
COMFORT. WE 
GIVE THEM A 
PLACE TO GET 
SOMETHING TO 
EAT, BE INSIDE, 
GET A SHOWER, 
TALK TO 
SOMEBODY.” 


