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MARION CORRECTIONAL INSTITUTION 

Students and Alumni Minister to a COVID Ravaged Prison 
In the fall of 2013, Winebrenner Seminary began teaching 
courses inside Marion Correctional Institution (MCI), which 
is a medium-security state prison about an hour from 
Winebrenner Seminary. Eight students graduated from the 
program in 2017 and a second cohort began in fall 2019. 

Our current MCI students were a mere two weeks away from 
completing their second class when COVID arrived and a 
visitor ban was put in place for all Ohio prisons. The 
students, professors, and volunteers grieved the loss of 
in-person contact and the disruption of their class rhythm. 
Then the unthinkable happened, COVID began to 
sweep through the MCI community like a fire. Just 
consider these *statistics (as of 7/28/2020): in a community 
of over 2500 inmates, 2,017 have contracted and recovered 
from COVID, 10 have pending test results, 26 remain in 
quarantine, and 13 have died. One of our Winebrenner 
students shares his experience while in quarantine: 

This MCI student is certainly not alone in his commitment 
to be God’s light in the midst of COVID. Immediately, our 
Winebrenner alumni and students began to pray and 
minister to the other inmates around them. Through 
comforting words, Scripture, and the salvation message 
these surrendered souls reached out to a community in 
crisis. Not only was fear and unease on the rise, but 
inmates were experiencing loss on all sides: loss of control 
with a high likelihood of contracting COVID, the death of 
fellow inmates, the death of loved ones (outside MCI), and 
the loss of routines and activities. 

“Things were very rough for me for a while. I had an awful 
bout with Covid-19. I was down for almost a month and 
wasn’t too sure that I would make it through. Yet the funny 
thing is, I can’t remember a time in my life where my worship 
was more pure. It’s hard to explain, but it was the greatest 
month of my life. I knew God was with me every day and I 
would spend each day in its entirety with Him with no 
distractions. It was truly the best/worst time of my life.  And 
through it all, He brought me through confirming that we 
serve a God who is well able. 

Now he is taking me on this journey showing me the hurts of 
His people and calling me it be a light to the lost. It’s not 
been comfortable or convenient but it is rewarding knowing 
that the Lord our God has a heart even for the lost and is 
using me the same way He used others to reach me. I am 
aware that I am blessed and I intentionally live to be a 
blessing to others for His Glory.” Anonymous

In response to the shocking spread of the disease at the 
prison, Winebrenner’s MCI prayer team met by Zoom for 
about an hour every week to cover that community in 
prayer. We also joined our alumni and students in Spirit, 
asking the Father to give them power, wisdom, and 
compassion as they ministered to those around them. Our 
Winebrenner community continues to pray for the full 
recovery of all MCI inmates and staff. We are also trusting 
God that we will proceed with classes when the visitor ban 
is lifted. To receive weekly prayer requests, you can email 
hinklek@winebrenner.edu.
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“God has used my life experience 
and my pain to teach others and 
especially to help others through 
counseling.” 
This in a nutshell is why Nicole Walker 
pursued her Master of Arts in Clinical 
Counseling (MACC) degree. Thanks 
to the incredible healing God has 
achieved in her own life, Nicole now 
wishes to come alongside others in 
their pain and offer the incredible 
comfort, revelation, and 
transformation she knows is available 
through the power of the Holy Spirit.

This summer, Nicole was in the home 
stretch of Winebrenner’s intense 
MACC degree, which for her, includes 
an internship at a social service 
agency in Toledo, Ohio. Prior to the 
arrival of COVID-19, Nicole enjoyed 
meeting with clients one-on-one in 
person and she facilitated two group 
sessions, one for anger management 
and the other for domestic violence. 
Once COVID-19 reached Ohio, most 

2020 GRADUATE NICOLE WALKER 

Caring through Telephonic Therapy
clients were not comfortable coming 
into the facility, even with strict safety 
protocols in place. In addition, the 
majority of the clients did not have the 
technology to meet via video conference. 
As such, “telephonic therapy” became 
Nicole’s only connection to her clients. 
She divulges, “We were all unsure how 
to do this!” Her education had trained 
her to watch body language and facial 
expressions, and she herself relied on 
body posture and empathetic move-
ments to communicate compassion. 
Take all those cues away and you have a 
very different kind of counseling 
experience! 

One blessing in disguise was that those 
who were formerly in her group sessions 
now qualified for one-on-one 
counseling. This shift allowed Nicole to 
go deeper with each individual than she 
normally could in a group setting. She 
explains that she employed the same 
techniques over the phone that she used 
in person, encouraging clients to engage 
in mindfulness, deep breathing, 
reflection, etc. She had to work “harder” 
to discern what was happening in a 
person’s life, but she made the most of 
the situation.  

Nicole definitely grieves for those 
clients who were “at risk” when the 
pandemic hit. Add a pandemic to their 
already tumultuous lives and a once a 
week telephonic session was simply not 
enough. Naturally, people were 
concerned about their safety and their 
finances. How would they pay for 
counseling, which they desperately 
needed to meet the requirements of 
their probation? A few clients’ anxiety 

levels increased to the point that they 
were leaving her voicemail messages 
every day. 

After graduation from Winebrenner, 
Nicole hopes to specialize in trauma. 
Because of her own difficult childhood, 
she feels led to help adults who are still 
in bondage to the traumas they lived 
through in their youth. Her second 
passion is mental health in the African 
American community. Nicole has 
witnessed firsthand the stigma and 
embarrassment associated with mental 
illness and wishes to educate the 
African American community on what 
mental illness is (and is not) and how it 
can be properly treated. She has deep 
gratitude for her church and for 
Winebrenner, both who are seeking to 
address this gap and yet, she realizes 
there is much work to be done.Nicole counsels a client from her 

make-shift home office. 

Nicole connects with her MACC 
professors and classmates online.
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For hospital chaplain Dawn Balduf, the coming of COVID-19 has created 
both heart breaking challenges as well as unexpected opportunities. In 
addition to her part time Assistant Pastor work at St. John’s United 
Church of Christ, Dawn serves full time as a chaplain at Mercy Health - St. 
Charles Hospital in Oregon, Ohio. Before the pandemic, Dawn spent most 
of her time with patients, at their bedside for a conversation, a word of 
encouragement, and prayer. 

COVID-19 disrupted this simple and yet profoundly meaningful practice. 
For the health and safety of both patients and staff, physical contact 
between a patient and his or her chaplain became restricted. Whereas 
Dawn used to engage in bedside visits and doorway conversations, she 
now reached out to patients by telephone. While it is not the traditional 
way of caring for the patients, patients still found solace in her words, the 
tone of her voice, and in their shared prayers. 

Dawn also initiated calls to the families and cared for them over the 
phone. While the medical teams provide clinical updates, Dawn and her 

ALUMNA DAWN BALDUF, HOSPITAL CHAPLAIN 

Leading with Compassion during COVID 

Dawn graduated from Winebrenner in 2017 with a Master 
of Arts in Family Ministry.

fellow chaplains worked to create an emotional and spiritual bridge between the patients and their loved ones. 

Dawn shared that while she knew the precautions were necessary, it caused her heartache to watch a family lose a loved one in an 
environment where physical interaction was limited. “One of the hardest things I’ve done is to use the Zoom (video) platform 
when a patient dies,” she said, noting that the teams did the best they could for the patients they served. “We get everything set 
up, get the family on Zoom, and a nurse or an aide takes the equipment in. The family can see them and talk to them. This was a 
completely new experience for all of us.” In such poignant moments, Dawn prayed, “Lord lead me. Help me know how can I 
minister to people who are hurting and confused and fearful.” Dawn is humbled to receive cards and phone calls from family 
members who are ever so grateful that they could see their loved ones as they passed away. 

Dawn and her colleagues understood that they were working during an unprecedented time in health care. As the pandemic grew 
and cases began to arrive at St. Charles, Dawn admitted she became “edgy.” Although provided with appropriate guidance and 
materials to stay safe, each day she prayed for strength. She frequently took prayer walks, placing a (well-sanitized) hand of 
comfort on those in her path: the housekeeping staff, nurses, therapists, and aides. She empathized with them and prayed for 
protection and the comforting presence of the Holy Spirit. 

The pandemic has reminded Dawn just how complex pastoral care can be. “I don’t know what I would do without my training from 
Winebrenner Seminary. A minister needs that core from the social sciences combined with ministry skills to do what I do now.” 
Certainly, God is using her many gifts–active listening, empathy, compassion, and perseverance–and is enabling her to be His 
voice of love and comfort, even in the midst of trying circumstances.

OUR MISSION 
Winebrenner Theological Seminary equips leaders for 

service in God’s Kingdom.
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Support the Equipping of Christian Leaders

• Give online at winebrenner.edu/give
• Give by mail using the enclosed envelope
• Indicate your desire to make a Planned Gift using 

the enclosed envelope

Katerina Hinkle 
Director of Advancement 
950 North Main Street  
Findlay, OH 45840 

419-434-4274 
hinklek@winebrenner.edu 
 
winebrenner.edu 
www.facebook.com/winebrennerseminary

Reach UsPartner with Us

Volunteer 
Learn how you can make an impact for eternity as 
part of our volunteer team.

Pray 
Join us in praying for laborers for the harvest. 

Alex Rompilla graduated from Winebrenner in 2017 with a Master of Arts in 
Church Development and a passionate desire to build bridges between 
communities and faith-based services. Today, he works as a tech consultant to 
meet his living expenses and then in his “free” time, he offers his energies and 
skills to churches and faith-based organizations. 

One of Alex’s ongoing initiatives is a backpack ministry for homeless people 
who are transitioning from one region to another. In partnership with churches, 
he gathers necessities and invites individuals to fill the packs with what they 
need on their journey. He also comes alongside churches who wish to physically 
venture out into the community with much needed nourishment, the offer of 
prayer, and the Christian message of hope. Such outreach has brought about 
huge spiritual growth for church members. Physically walking the streets of the 
community allows Christians to see God work and enables them to interact 

ALUMNUS ALEX ROMPILLA 

Being Jesus to People during COVID

with people who might never set foot in a church building.

Alex embodies compassion for the suffering and this has not wavered during this pandemic. He observes that those who were living 
pay check to pay check, now find themselves without any income at all. Abuse, suicide and depression are rising and people are 
anxious, angry, and hurting. When Alex offers to pray, people are asking for the basics: health, protection, and financial stability. 

Alex remarks that the pandemic has blown open the need for ministry that takes place outside the walls of a church building. He 
explains that if the only ministry the Church knows depends on our church buildings, how can we minister when churches are forced 
to shut down and people’s needs are at their peak? He expresses his fear that the Church is missing a God-given opportunity to 
spread the Gospel: “This pandemic has just opened up this whole new fertile ground and churches are going back to the way they 
did things before!” 

Alex urges us to engage with people outside the church, in their environment. He exhorts believers to tackle the issues people are 
facing right now. Just as he asks himself every day, “How do we be Jesus to these people, today?” To learn more about the many 
facets of Alex’s ministry, head to givetheworldhope.org. To hire Alex as a tech consultant (and thus support his ministries), contact 
him at alex@cyberministries.org

Alex prays with people as they pick up 
food during the pandemic.

https://portal.icheckgateway.com/Winebrenner/
https://winebrenner.edu/
https://www.facebook.com/WinebrennerSeminary/



