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A COLLABORATIVE PARTNERSHIP 

Marion Correctional Institution
Several years ago, Winebrenner  
alumnus Dr. Murthy Kola approached  
the Seminary about teaching courses at 
Marion Correctional Institution (MCI)  
in Marion, Ohio. For many years, Dr. 
Kola has been the chaplain at MCI. For 
the following four years, Winebrenner 
took a group of students through the 
Pastoral Training Institute curriculum. 
At the end there was a completion 
ceremony with much celebration!

Winebrenner is pleased to return to 
MCI in the fall of 2019 to once again 
teach courses. All students in both the 
previous and forthcoming cohorts were 
in ministry preparation. The Warden 
describes MCI as a “mini-city” because 
of the 2,000+ residents, plus staff. 

The Warden listed Winebrenner  
as one of the best things they  
have done to help residents  

with self-improvement. 

The program’s value, as expected, is  
that students gain a perspective for 
improving the whole person (a 
Winebrenner value). However, there  
is an additional component that fits 
hand-and-glove with Winebrenner’s 
values. The graduates of the first cohort 
are now leaders among other inmates, 
participating in “all the positive things” 
and leading other residents into similar 
choices. In short, Winebrenner went 

there to prepare servant leaders to 
bring transformation in the Church  
and world by participating in God’s 
ministry of reconciliation. That is 
exactly what happened! 

The resounding success is what takes 
Winebrenner back to equip men for 
service in God’s kingdom so they might 
bring transformation in their world.

Winebrenner’s current strategic plan 
includes: 1) developing communities  
of leaners through 2) collaborative 
relationships based on 3) the 
contextualization of theological 
education. 

Each of those three components are 
on display uniquely at MCI. They are a 
unique collaborative partner, as they 
are not a church or other ministry, and 
yet they have a desire to collaborate in 
a strong way.

Contextualization is also unique at 
MCI. While there are obstacles to 
teaching at MCI, there are always 

obstacles in any ministry endeavor. 
There are issues to overcome, but 
there are always issues to overcome in 
seminary education. Contextualization 
for those students looks different 
because of their unique living/ministry 
situation and the unique life-situations 
of those to whom they minister. 

Building a community of learners is 
also different. In the last cohort, 
Chaplain Murthy Kola met every week 
with the students to make sure they 
understood information from the class 
that week. Their ability to complete 
homework can be challenging because 
they do not always have access to a 
computer to type a paper. 

Our partnership with MCI is a great 
opportunity to bring about the 
blossoming and flowering of human 
hearts. This fall, Winebrenner will 
again equip the whole person at MCI  
in such a way as to bring community 
transformation.

Submitted by Dr. Coats, Academic Dean
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Kim Bookmyer is a rule follower. She 
does not like speeding, she does her 
best to meet deadlines, and she 
returns the cart at the grocery store. 
So when God called her to join and 
befriend a community of “rule 
breakers” at Marion Correctional 
Institution (MCI), it rocked her 
world…for the better.

In fall 2013, Kim was comfortably and 
happily taking classes at Winebrenner 
Theological Seminary. In her personal 
devotions that fall, she “happened” to 
be reading in Matthew where Jesus 
specifically names groups of people 
who are “the least of these:” the 
unclothed, the hungry, the thirsty, the 
stranger, the sick and the imprisoned. 
She fleetingly registered that she had 
interacted and cared for every single 
one of those groups, except for the 
imprisoned. And then she carried on 
with her life.

Meanwhile, her professor Dr. Linda 
Draper was praying very specifically 
that Kim would participate as a prayer 
partner in her class at MCI, not as a 
distant prayer partner from the 
comfort of home, but a physically 
present and know-able prayer partner, 
sitting in the room with the class of 
inmates. God did speak to Kim and she 
pushed past her natural fears and 
chose to trust God.

Before Kim ever set foot in the 
Institution, she made a conscious 
choice not to research the students’ 
offenses. “I wanted to look at them like 
brothers in Christ who are redeemed. 
They don’t know my past and I don’t 
know their past.” In her initial meeting 
with MCI students, she felt the 
presence of God in a powerful way. 
Their Spirit-filled demeanor and warm 
welcome gave her the courage to 
attend the class as a prayer partner.

Despite her commitment to the Gospel 
and to Winebrenner’s purpose at MCI, 

STUDENT KIM BOOKMYER 

A Rule-Follower’s Encounter with Grace
Kim still found herself questioning the 
reason for her presence in the prison. 
She confided in God, “I can’t believe I’m 
here. Help me comprehend why!” In her 
eyes, she was a poor candidate to truly 
connect with the students. Wouldn’t her 
“rule-following” nature keep her from 

accepting the students and extending 
compassion? Then God reminded her, 
“Kim, your goodness is but filthy rags to 
me.” That profound truth was a turning 
point for her. She was learning anew, in a 
very visceral way, that she needs the 
Savior as much as every single prisoner 
there. As she leaned into this truth, Kim 
was open to learning from the students 
and their journey together. She shares,  
“I experienced the family of God there. 
They took me in as their sister.” In fact, 
Kim would say they ministered to and 
supported her more than she did them. 
They prayed for her and her family with 
fervor and constantly followed-up, 
remembering her concerns with  
genuine care. 

Standing with Kim through all of this was 
her husband John and their children. In 
her moments of doubt, John encouraged 
and prayed with her. It was definitely 

challenging and John became her 
Barnabas. She declares that her new 
friends at MCI have forever changed her 
and her family. The Bookmyer family’s 
understanding of redemption and their 
own relationships with God have been 
radically transformed. The Spirit’s fruit 
in the students’ lives and their 
incredible, supernatural love for others 
is so tangible that they couldn’t help but 
be changed themselves. “They lived 
grace out before us!” Kim asserts.

Reflecting on his own growth, Kim’s 
husband shares, “Take the Apostle Paul. 
He held the coats of those who stoned 
Stephen. He was blinded and after 
encountering God, had a choice to live. 
That is the man who went on to write 
60-70% of the New Testament. The MCI 
prisoners made a series of bad 
decisions. Because of true repentance, 
they are living a life that is not defined 
by those decisions, but rather by who 
God says they are.”

Kim had no idea the rich blessings God 
had in store for her when Dr. Linda 
Draper gave the challenge to minister at 
MCI. In fact, Kim’s initial commitment to 
be a prayer partner for one trimester 
rolled into a four-year ministry. She gave 
more of herself in every way possible, 
more than she could have imagined 
when she read Matthew 25 back in 2013.

Kim and her family have attended MCI 
Christmas and Easter programs and of 
course, they proudly witnessed the very 
first MCI cohort graduate. They have 
been involved in caring for students as 
they complete their sentences and 
transition back into society. And they 
have passionately committed a portion 
of their giving to help launch the second 
cohort of Winebrenner students at MCI.

Kim graduated from Winebrenner this 
past August 2019 with her MAFM 
degree and John is Chairman of the 
Board for Winebrenner Seminary.

Kim is pictured fastening the clasp of the necklace 
gifted to each student at the completion ceremony. 
Joining her is prayer volunteer Doug Rosendale. 
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From the Desk of

Dr. James 
Sweeney 
Jesus’ familiar parable of the 
final judgment (Matt. 25) 
indicates that the Son of Man 
will separate people among the 
gathered nations like a 
shepherd who separates sheep 
from goats. In the parable’s 
imagery, the sheep stand for 
the righteous and goats for the 
unrighteous. Both groups are 
judged according to their 
deeds toward the “least of 
[Jesus’] brothers and sisters” 
(25:35-36). 
In response to the statement, 
“I was in prison and you visited 
me,” the righteous ask, “When 
did we see you … in prison and 

commonly less sympathetic to 
the sixth than to the prior five. 
After all, in conventional 
thinking, if someone ends up in 
prison, isn’t it deserved? Yet 
from the perspective of God’s 
grace we are all undeserving, 
for we have all fallen short of 
God’s glory (cf. Rom. 3:23). 
Indeed, anyone who sins is 
already in a form of spiritual 
imprisonment and needs to be 
set free (cf. John 8:31-36). 
My experiences at Marion 
Correctional Institution (MCI), 
Marion, OH, have reminded me 
of Jesus’ challenging words and 
that God’s grace is available to 
all without partiality. I became 
involved at MCI initially during 
a “Spiritual Formation” 
Conference on June 14, 2014, 
where I taught two workshops. 
Following that, I taught a cohort 

of nine men in connection  
with Winebrenner’s Pastoral 
Training Institute. We were 
together for Old Testament 
Foundations (Spring 2015), 
New Testament Foundations 
(Fall 2015), and Personhood of 
the Minister (Summer 2016). 
My experiences with these 
men confirmed to me the 
importance of theological 
education for those in prison. 
The men I worked with desired 
to be equipped for more 
effective ministry to their 
peers. I was pleasantly amazed 
to learn from them just how 
much ministry takes place in 
prison. I’m grateful to God for 
having played a small part in 
their equipping.
Dr. Sweeney, Director of the 
MDiv program, Winebrenner

When Dr. Murthy Kola 
approached Winebrenner in 
1995, it was with a desire to 
further his professional 
development and his 
research into his unique field 
of ministry: the Ohio prison 
system. He completed his 
doctoral dissertation titled 
Rage in the Cage: Making 
Sense of Grief and Violence 
Among Incarcerated Juvenile 
Delinquents, and in August 
2005, he graduated with his 
Doctor of Ministry degree. 
At his graduation, neither Dr. 
Kola nor Winebrenner could 
have known how God would 
grow their relationship into 
an ongoing partnership. Not 
only did Dr. Kola receive 
Winebrenner’s Distinguished 
Alumni Award in 2015 and join 
the team as an adjunct 

professor, but he and the 
Seminary also began to 
dream and plan how the 
school could be a part of 
God’s work within the walls 
of Marion Correctional 
Institution (MCI) where  
Dr. Kola worked as Senior 
Chaplain. 
Certainly, God had already 
provided opportunity for 
Bible study and Christian 
community within the 
Institution, through their 
internal Department of 
Religious Services, local 
church volunteers, and 
para-church ministries. Dr. 
Kola wondered, “What if the 
prisoners themselves 
became the ministers?”  
What if there were many  
“Dr. Kola’s” who did life with 
the prisoners, day in and day 

out, ministers who innately 
understood the tremendous 
pressures and challenges 
faced by the incarcerated? 
What if God educated them 
to lead and disciple their 
fellow-men? 
And so fall 2013 launched the 
very first cohort of MCI 
students in Winebrenner’s 
Pastoral Training Institute. 
Today, these (now 
graduated) students are 
ministry leaders in their 
spheres of influence within 
the MCI community. Two 
have served their sentences 
and now serve Christ in the 
“outside world.” The rest 
will share Christ and care  
for their fellow inmates for 
many years, if not for life. 
They truly are lights in  
the darkness.  

Dr. Murthy Kola is a ministry 
pioneer and a champion for 
“the least of these.” He 
challenges “acceptable” 
definitions of who can pursue 
theological education and 
who is qualified to minister. 
And thanks to his firm belief 
in the transforming power  
of the Gospel, MCI has 
become fertile soil to raise 
up multiplying servants  
of Christ.

ALUMNUS DR. MURTHY KOLA 

A Call to Serve the Incarcerated

visit you?” (25:36). The king 
answers, “Truly I tell you, 
whatever you did for one of the 
least of these brothers and 
sisters of mine, you did for me.” 
(25:40). Of the six needy groups 
mentioned (the hungry, the 
thirsty, the stranger, those 
needing clothes, the sick, and 
the imprisoned), people are 
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To support Winebrenner’s  ongoing work for the 
Kingdom, you may give online at winebrenner.edu/
give/ or mail your gift to the above address.

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

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

Reach Us

Donate

THE MISSION 
Winebrenner Theological 

Seminary equips leaders for 
service in God’s Kingdom.

A recent study found that 2.3 million* individuals are currently incarcerated in the United States. What is the Church’s response 
to this astounding statistic? Who will share the Gospel with these men and women, and then who will stand with them as they 
grow into multiplying disciples of Christ? Theory alone is not enough. These men and women need tangible, authentic 
relationships with believers. Winebrenner Seminary cannot go on in this work alone. 
The Seminary absolutely needs churches and individuals who will partner with them as they educate and minister to men and 
women in the prison system. I join Winebrenner in praying and calling for Christians who are grounded in the Word, surrendered 
to the Holy Spirit, and humble enough to trust God in this unique ministry environment. To begin a discussion about your 
possible involvement, call Winebrenner’s Academic Dean, Dr. Bruce Coats, at 419-434-4200. 

Doug is pictured on page two with Kim Bookmyer. He too was an “in-class” prayer partner for three years with Winebrenner’s first cohort of MCI 
students. * https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/pie2019.html

VOLUNTEER DOUG ROSENDALE 

Partnerships, the Key to Program Success

Q COMMONS 
A national movement, the goal of Q Commons is to equip Christians on how to thoughtfully engage our cultural moment. Winebrenner is 
hosting for a third year in a row on Thursday, October 24, and the theme for this year’s event is “Create a Better Future.” Winebrenner’s 
local speakers will tackle the issues surrounding theological education and ministry in the prison system. Former prisoner and PTI graduate 
Juan Martinez (featured in our March 2019 newsletter) is one of our speakers, along with MCI Deputy Warden of Special Services, Nicolle 
Wampler, and Dr. James Sweeney, the Director of our Master of Divinity program here at Winebrenner.

MENTAL HEALTH & THE CHURCH 
One in five people who visit or attend your church has a mental illness. On Saturday, November 9, Winebrenner will host a half day 
seminar to explore how the Church can understand, embrace and respond to the uniqueness and gifts of those of us with mental illness. 
Keynote speaker Dr. Stephen Grcevich is a child and adolescent psychiatrist, President and Founder of KeyMinistry.org, and author of Mental 
Health and the Church. The sessions will equip church leaders to further their care for families with mental health concerns.

CHRISTMAS OPEN HOUSE 
All are invited to celebrate the coming of Christ and all that God is doing through Winebrenner Seminary the evening of Tuesday, 
December 3rd, 5:30 to 7:30 pm. Join us on campus  to hear students and staff share amazing stories of how God is at work. 

Winebrenner Happenings for Fall 2019


