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if I get nothing else out of this, I just want to know who 
you are.”

His inner turmoil led him to investigate Buddhism and 
New Age, but it was the faithful presence of Christian 
visitors that got his attention. “Only Christians were 
coming to prison to love us, and when you are loved 
that way, you notice.” In short time, he came to Christ 
through his new Christian friends and was baptized. 

Juan studied the Word voraciously. He sensed a 
growing desire to serve God, but felt limited by his 
circumstances. Another inmate who had started a 
theology class by correspondence confessed to Juan 
that it was not of much interest to him. What a waste! 
Juan was filled with jealousy. He couldn’t “bug” his 
family for tuition, not after everything he’d already put 
them through. All he could do was wait and trust God 
for an open door. 

That door opened soon after. MCI Chaplain Dr.  Kola 
invited Juan to commit to a unique opportunity. 
Winebrenner Theological Seminary was offering their 
Pastoral Training Institute (PTI) in MCI itself, and 
generous donors were underwriting the tuition for up 
to ten MCI students. Juan committed on the spot. He 
knew it was God’s answer to his earnest desire. 

In his own words, Juan Martinez entered the 
Marion Correctional Institution (MCI) in Marion, 
Ohio as a “blasphemous agnostic.” He was angry 
at the world and at God. If God existed, He 
certainly did not like Juan. If so, He would have 
intervened in Juan’s life and kept him from the 
path that led to prison.  

On Juan’s first day in jail, he stood at the top of the 
stairs and stared down at a room of rowdy, cursing 
inmates. Facing 20 plus years in prison, he tossed  
up a desperate prayer, “I don’t know you God, but, 
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Two phrases summarize what the PTI experience 
meant to Juan:  “the how to’s” and “warm 
community.” While Juan had been studying the 
Bible extensively before PTI, the formal courses 
confirmed, organized, and explained theological 
concepts in a way that could be applied to 
everyday life and ministry. And the relationships 
he developed with his professors and classmates 
meant that the experience wasn’t “cold and 
detached.” They became a community of learners 
who pushed each other to achieve their very best. 
Now Juan had both the passion and the training he 
needed to lead and disciple others. 

Since his release from MCI this past June, Juan 
has taken time to pray and discern where he can 
serve Christ and apply his Winebrenner training. 
This February 2019, he accepted a full-time 
position as the Director of Communications and 
Development with Kindway/Embark Prison 
Ministry near Columbus, Ohio.  He emphasizes, “I 
just want to be where God wants me to be because 
I’ve spent enough time not being where God 
wants me.”

Foster 
Berkheimer 
loved work, people, 
and challenges. He 
had a mechanical 
mind and was able 
to fix anything. His 
“handiness” lent 
well to his 
profession in the 

service industry and earned him the nickname “Mr. Fix 
It.” Foster also had a knack for tackling problems and 
overseeing projects through to completion. God 
certainly used Foster’s unique gift set and leadership 
style, placing him time and time again in strategic roles 
for both civic and ministry organizations.

Foster was born and raised in the Churches of  
God, General Conference (CGGC) denomination.  
His wife, Dolly laughs remembering his unwavering 
commitment as Superintendent of the Sunday School  
at Bowmansdale Church of God in Pennsylvania.  
After the birth of their first child one Sunday morning, 
Foster could not resist heading straight over to the 
church and announcing the good news to the entire 
group! After all, the church was their family as well as 
their place of service.

An entrepreneur, Foster founded and built up F. M. 
Berkheimer Inc., the family’s air-conditioning and 
heating company. His considerable business acumen 
and relational skills made him a natural leader in his 
denomination. In 1981, he chaired the Capital Campaign 
for the Churches of God’s new administration building 
in Ohio, successfully heading the fund drive and helping 
steer the project through to completion.

Throughout their marriage, Foster and Dolly generously 
funded God’s work, including Winebrenner Theological 
Seminary (founded by the CGGC). In 1987, Foster was 
invited to join the Board of Trustees for Winebrenner, 
an opportunity that allowed him to further act on a 
major passion of his: the adequate and faithful 
preparation of pastors to fulfill God’s call on their lives. 

Foster blessed countless Winebrenner students–
pastors, missionaries and leaders–through his 
visionary leadership and generosity. His wisdom and 
encouragement spurred on his fellow trustees as well 
as the Winebrenner staff. He remained an invaluable 
trustee for the remainder of his life, and in later years, 
he held the honor of Trustee Emeritus. Reflecting on 
his faithful service to the Winebrenner community, 
Dolly shares, “He knew his role was to support and back 
the seminary’s president, and he did so with an 
unrelenting commitment to their mission.”

Foster Berkheimer, 1928 – 2018

“Mr. Fix It”
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The mission of College First Church of God in 
Findlay, Ohio is “to love people into a life-
changing relationship with Jesus, equip them 
with a faith in God that works in real life, and 
send them out to impact the world.” With their 
strong emphasis on local outreach, practical 
ministry training and world missions, it is no 
surprise that College First is a long-standing 
ministry partner and financial donor of 
Winebrenner Seminary.

As early as the 1950’s, College First was 
graciously hosting classes for the seminary. 
Many of the seminary students and their 
families attended College First, gaining valuable 
ministry experience as volunteers. Further, the 
senior pastors regularly took Winebrenner 
students under their wings, mentoring them in 
such areas as preaching, leadership and overall 
church ministry. In fact, Winebrenner’s current 
President, Dr. Sleasman, served as Director of 
Wednesday Night worship in the late 1990’s 
under the guidance of Dr. Larry G. White, Senior 
Pastor. Truly, College First has been a safe and 
robust growth environment for many future 
pastors and ministry leaders.

Not surprisingly, some Winebrenner graduates 
remain closely linked to College First. For 
example, their former Senior Pastor William 
Reist and current pastors Will Miller and Dave 
Welker all graduated from Winebrenner. Pastor 
Matt Ginter, Director of Christian Ministries at 
the University of Findlay, once served part-time 
at the church, and College First is actively 

College First Church of God A Collaborative Partnership

invested in Matt’s campus ministry through giving 
and volunteerism. Furthermore, College First 
missionary, Gordon Avey, received his preparation 
at Winebrenner as a Master of Divinity student. 
Other College First members have either graduated 
from, or taken classes at, Winebrenner. Truly, 
quality Christian leaders have emerged from the 
ongoing partnership between College First and 
Winebrenner Seminary.

As the interim senior pastor for College  
First and a longtime adjunct professor at 
Winebrenner Seminary, Dr. Don Dennison 
understands well the need for seminaries  
and churches to work together. He states that 
College First is committed to “developing a  
new generation of leaders.” He explains that 
there is a shortage of pastors and that the track 
of full-time seminary education is not 
necessarily the path that a lot of ministers can 
pursue. This is why the church wants to be a  
part of providing and supporting innovative 
educational opportunities.

College First and Winebrenner also share a 
passion to support the Haitian Church. College 
First has a sister church in Haiti, praying for 
their health and growth each Sunday and 
sending teams to give assistance with specific 
projects (January 2019 team pictured below). In 
addition, the church helps fund a daily lunch 
program for several hundred students at a 
children’s school. Since 2016, Winebrenner has 
also invested in Haiti, teaching week-long 
courses to Haitian pastors (see article on page 
3). Church of God churches provide the pastors 
and Winebrenner Seminary determines the 
curriculum for the program.

Whether here in the U.S.A. or overseas in Haiti, 
College First and Winebrenner Seminary 
exemplify a partnership founded on Kingdom 
values – one rooted in unity, shared resources 
and innovation.
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From the Desk of
Dr. Kathryn 
Helleman

In May of 2017, I had the privilege of 
teaching theology at the Project Help 
compound in Borel, Haiti where 
Winebrenner provided training 
courses for pastors through a 
denominational grant. Courses were 
instructed by Northwest Ohio pastors, 
many of them Winebrenner graduates, 
along with Winebrenner faculty and 
administrators.

The Haitian pastors attending the 
classes serve congregations with very 
limited resources, in settings where 
even the basic necessities of food, 
water, and shelter are not guaranteed. 
The faith commitments of the pastors 
and lay leaders were deeply moving, as 
well as their wholehearted 
participation in class. The engagement 
with a culture and language not my own 
reminded me that English is not the 
only language of the Gospel, nor can it 
reach all people groups effectively. I 

experienced the truth that we 
believers are bound together in the 
Spirit and can share our lives in ways 
that transcend the limitations of 
translation. 

This year, Winebrenner will return to 
the Project Help compound to offer 
additional courses to the Haitian 
pastors’ group. This partnership 
directly aligns with our mission to 
equip leaders for service in God’s 
kingdom. Both parties in this exciting 
collaborative relationship benefit from 
the cross-cultural, contextualized, 
community of learners. Together, we 
effectively steward the shared 
resources—fiscal, practical, and 
spiritual—entrusted to us.

In the Gospel of Luke, we are 
reminded, “Give, and it will be given to 
you. A good measure, pressed down, 
shaken together and running over, will 

be poured into your lap. For with the 
measure you use, it will be measured 
to you.” (Luke 6:38) While theological 
education in North America has 
challenges, we are in many ways rich in 
what has been entrusted to us. The 
Winebrenner commitment to share 
the riches of theological education 
with our Haitian brothers and sisters 
represents a good measure that will 
run over and enrich the lives of Haitian 
congregations and communities. In 
turn, the wholehearted commitment 
and deep faithfulness of the Haitian 
pastors represent a good measure that 
will run over and enrich the lives of 
Winebrenner community members 
who participate.

Dr. Helleman is the Director of 
Institutional Assessment and Planning 
at Winebrenner.

In 2016, Winebrenner Seminary  
and the Great Lakes Region of the 
Churches of God, General  
Conference (CGGC) began sending 
instructors to Haiti to provide 
theological education and ministry 
training to our fellow ministers 
there. The Haitian students are able 
to attend the week-long classes 
thanks to a generous grant from The 
Foundation of the Great Lakes 
Conference (CGGC) and designated 
donations coming through Wine-
brenner. The instructors have been a 
mix of CGGC pastors from the Great 
Lakes region as well as Winebrenner 
staff, and the curriculum has been 
guided by Winebrenner’s Academic 
Dean. To date, six week-long 
sessions have been offered, 
attended by a group of 18-23 students 
per session.

Recently the instructors gathered in 
Findlay, Ohio to share stories from 
their teaching experiences and to 
dream about the future of the 

program. When Pastor Paul Rutledge 
from Risingsun Church of God taught 
in 2018, it was his first time out of the 
U.S.A. He had the privilege of 
teaching on youth ministry, 
something very near and dear to his 
heart. What really struck Paul were 
not the differences between the 
Haitian pastors and himself, but the 
deep similarities. After a week of 
doing life with his hosts and the 
students, he remarked that the 
Haitians are “living life the same way 
we are.” Paul observed, “While our 
cultures and languages differ, we 
ministry leaders are asking the very 
same questions: ‘Who is going to pay 
for this and will anyone show up?!’”

Many instructors remarked on the 
eagerness and deep attentiveness of 
the students themselves. Dr. Earl 
Mills, Regional Director, Great Lakes 
Region CGGC, taught with Pastor 
Rutledge in 2018. He recalls that the 
pastors would travel for hours from 
their regions to arrive in time for 

class. They listened attentively to 
every word and at the end of their 
long days, actually would request 
homework. The next morning, the 
homework would be completed in 
full. Each day, the pastors hungrily 
received the teaching and role 
played their new skills with 
diligence. The Haitian pastors’ 
discipline and sincere fervor 
humbled the instructors. 

Winebrenner is currently making 
plans for two courses in 2019. Dr. 
Bruce Coats, Academic Dean, is 
prepared to teach his “Hermeneu-
tics” class and the seminary’s Dr. 
Kathryn Helleman and Dr. Karen 
McGibbon wish to team teach 
Winebrenner’s formation class 
“The Ministerial Person.” As the 
group of instructors dreamed 
together this month, they readily 
embraced a vision of continuing 
the partnership with the  
Haiti Conference.

Winebrenner Community of Learners Extends to Haiti
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Our staff pray together weekly, and as part of our 
community, we would be honored to pray for you 
in confidence. You may submit prayer requests 
via the above contact methods.

Dr. Brent Sleasman, President 
950 North Main Street  
Findlay, OH 45840 

419-434-4201
brent.sleasman@winebrenner.edu 
www.winebrenner.edu 
www.facebook.com/winebrennerseminary

Reach Us

Prayer Support

“You should be an Army Chaplain!” While Rob 
Wolpert may not have heard God declare those 
words in an audible voice, he nonetheless 
received the command loud and clear. That 2013 
conversation with God would radically change 
his life.

Rob was still an unbeliever when in 2011 he 
entered Bowling Green University as an officer 
in training for the Army. He shares that his 
interest in the Army was motivated by “personal 
glory” and a desire to live the American dream. 
Then his second year on campus, he came to 
Christ through the influence of Cru, an on-
campus student ministry. When Rob began to 
serve His new Master, God gave him “new 
marching orders:” to work for the glory of His 
Kingdom as an Army Chaplain.

Because the military’s chaplaincy program 
requires a Master of Divinity degree (or 
equivalent), Rob searched for a suitable 
seminary following his graduation from BGSU. 
He chose Winebrenner thanks to our 
commitment to theologically sound teaching, 
our reputation for academic excellence, and a 
collective “thumbs up” from his Christian 
friends. He finished the M.Div. program in three 
years, taking one semester “off” to attend the 

Army’s three-month Chaplain Basic Officer 
Leader Course.

Rob’s Master of Divinity degree has brought him 
a huge step closer to becoming an Army 
Chaplain. Apart from the theological education 
itself, he notes “critical thinking” and 
“listening” as two of the most valuable skills he 
acquired while at Winebrenner. Rubbing 
shoulders with students and leaders from varied 
backgrounds and traditions challenged Rob to 
actually engage in others’ stories and to 
understand the reasoning behind their differing 
doctrines and practices.

His professors also taught him to listen for the 
subtle clues that people offer up in 
conversation, clues that reveal a person’s core 

values, unspoken desires, and painful struggles. 
These foundational skills have prepared Rob to 
work with military personnel who come from 
very diverse backgrounds and who are likely to 
face intense circumstances.

Rob came to Winebrenner knowing what the 
complex military environment would require of 
him: a high level of maturity, emotional health, a 
deep understanding of Scripture, and 
dependence on the living Word. He graduates 
this August 2019 not merely with a degree in 
hand, but with the confidence that he can move 
forward on strong spiritual and professional 
foundations.

STUDENT SPOTLIGHT

Rob Wolpert

THE MISSION 
Winebrenner Theological 

Seminary equips leaders for 
service in God’s Kingdom.


