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HOPE: Healing Opportunity Presence Empowerment 
 

 

 

HOPE Letters is a signature initiative of the All In Community ministry of the West 
Ohio Conference of the United Methodist Church. 

This manual was compiled by Reba Collins, All In Community Consultant for the 
West Ohio Conference of the United Methodist Church, based on the work of Rev. 

Dr. Amelia Boomershine and Mr. James Clay, co-developers of HOPE Letters. 

“May the God of hope fill you with joy and peace in believing so 
that you may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.” 

From Paul’s letter to the Romans 15:13 
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Introduction                   

HOPE Letters originated from Grace United Methodist Church in Dayton, Ohio, as a reentry pilot 
program. The program’s intent is to provide hope and guidance through regular mentoring 
correspondence to incarcerated men and women in Ohio’s state prisons. HOPE Letters builds 
faith-based relationships that ease the transition from prison to community and provides a 
supportive HOPE Letters reentry community for returning neighbors. HOPE Letters provides a 
restorative pathway for addressing mass incarceration at the grass roots level. The goal is to 
increase the likelihood that “inside” HOPE Letter mentees experience wholeness and meaning 
while incarcerated, and when released, will permanently reintegrate into the community as 
supported, restored, productive citizens. 

 

HOPE Letters was created and developed by Rev. Dr. Amelia Boomershine and Mr. James Clay. 
HOPE Letters is now a signature initiative of the All In Community ministry of the West Ohio 
Conference of the United Methodist Church. It is available to other non-United Methodist 
groups to adopt as a framework for mentoring by correspondence with the Ohio Department of 
Rehabilitation and Correction.  
 

This manual was compiled by Reba Collins, All In Community Consultant, as a framework for All 
In Community ministry for the West Ohio Conference of the United Methodist Church and for 
other non-United Methodist entities. 
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Our Why: “I was in prison…” Matthew 25:31-46     

“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him,  
 then he will sit on the throne of his glory.  
All the nations will be gathered before him,  
 and he will separate people one from another  
 as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats,  
 and he will put the sheep at his right hand and the goats at the left.  
 

Then the king will say to those at his right hand,  
 ‘Come, you that are blessed by my Father,  
  inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world. 
 For I was hungry and you gave me food,  
  I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink,  
  I was a stranger and you welcomed me,  
  I was naked and you gave me clothing,  
  I was sick and you took care of me,  
  I was in prison and you visited me.’  
 

Then the righteous will answer him,  
 ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food,  
  or thirsty and gave you something to drink?  
 And when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you,  
  or naked and gave you clothing?  
 And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?’  
And the king will answer them,  
 ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these,  
  my brothers and sisters, you did it to me.’  
 

Then he will say to those at his left hand,  
 ‘You that are accursed,  
  depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. 
 For I was hungry and you gave me no food,  
  I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink,  
  I was a stranger and you did not welcome me,  
  naked and you did not give me clothing,  
  sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’  
 

Then they also will answer,  
 ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick   
 or in prison,  
  and did not take care of you?’  
Then he will answer them,  
 ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to 
me.’  
And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.” 
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Purpose Statement & Ministry Principles       
We have learned about the profound positive impact of a letter upon incarcerated men and 
women from the testimony of those who have experienced incarceration, prison chaplains, and 
corrections professionals. Therefore, the first purpose of HOPE Letters is to give hope and 
guidance through regular correspondence to men, women, and youth who are incarcerated. 

Through correspondence, HOPE Letter’s second purpose is to build faith-based relationships 
that will ease the transition from prison to community. Most people who go into prison sooner 
or later come out, returning to the community. From previous experiences, we also know that 
the likelihood of successful reentry is greatly enhanced by positive, trustworthy relationships 
that can provide encouragement, direction, and support in accessing services to meet concrete 
needs such as transportation, housing, food, and employment.  

HOPE Letters third purpose is to provide an opportunity for a better future through restorative 
transformation. Both experience and research have shown that the transcendent values of 
faith, hope, love, and forgiveness, which lie at the core of Christian tradition, are essential for 
lasting personal transformation. Faith-based relationships increase the likelihood that the inside 
HOPE Letters mentees experience wholeness and meaning while incarcerated, and when 
released, permanently return to the community as more restored, productive citizens.  

HOPE Letter mentors are asked to uphold the following principles during their season as a HOPE 
Letter writer:  

❖ Ministry of Correspondence ::  Does not require visiting inside prison or ODRC-approved 
volunteer status  

❖ Relationship Centered ::  Mentor for personal transformation and growth not for 
ministry growth 

❖ Community-based :: Develop a healing community for justice-involved persons within 
the outside HOPE Letter group 

❖ Contextual :: Adapts to needs of incarcerated persons within ODRC institutional setting 
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Options for Writing HOPE Letters         
HOPE Letters is a pathway to safely developing healthy mentoring relationships through 
correspondence with individuals who are experiencing some type of incarceration or temporary 
removal from the greater community.  The HOPE Letters Program was designed in partnership 
with the Ohio Reformatory for Women and the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and 
Correction’s Office of Reentry in 2018. Thus, the HOPE Letter’s process for engaging 
incarcerated populations reflects the policies and procedures for reentry mentoring with the 
State of Ohio’s Departments of Rehabilitation and Correction (ODRC) and Youth Services (DYS). 

Option 1: Churches and groups wishing to establish a HOPE Letter community can work with 
the All In Community Consultant for the West Ohio Conference and the ODRC’s Office of 
Reentry Faith-based Initiatives Coordinator to establish HOPE Letters correspondence at both 
male and female state correctional institutions. Currently, HOPE Letters is an approved at the 
Ohio Reformatory for Women and Dayton Correctional Institution for Women. A pilot program 
is underway at Madison Correctional Institution for men.  

Groups that wish to pilot a HOPE Letters Program at a different institution will need to work 
with the All In Community Consultant and the ODRC Faith -based Initiatives Coordinator to 
identify an institution. Then, the group will be required to submit a HOPE Letters Proposal 
(Appendix G) to the ODRC Office of Reentry Faith-based Initiatives Coordinator.  

Option 2: The All In Community Initiative of the West Ohio Conference is currently conducting a 
HOPE Letters Pilot Project with the Department of Youth Services (DYS) that meets DYS policies, 
procedures, and needs for faith-based reentry mentoring. Once the pilot phase is completed 
and evaluated, our hope is that more groups will be able to partner with DYS. 

Option 3: Churches and groups may use the HOPE Letters framework as a basis for developing a 
HOPE Letters program with local jails, community-based correctional facilities, and reentry 
coalitions. In doing so, the HOPE Letters group must use best practices for engagement and 
relationship building and must commit to maintain the HOPE Letters practices of: 

1. A clearly-identified selection criteria for HOPE Letter recipients that promote 
community and relational safety and health for all parties involved. 

2. A written understanding with the institution in which the incarcerated recipients reside. 
3. A strategic plan for equipping the HOPE Letters group to be reentry community 

mentors. 
4. An intentional effort to develop a community of healing to receive home HOPE Letter 

mentees. 

Use the Identifying Options Checklist on the next page to help your group identify the option 
that best aligns with you ministry goals and context.  
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Identifying Options Checklist: 

Use the basic questions below to guide a decision on which option to pursue for establishing a 
HOPE Letters group.  

Our outside HOPE Letters group will be made up of:   

___ Men  ___ Women  ___ Both 

We want to write people who are under correctional control in: 

___ State Prison 

___ Juvenile Detention (13-22 years old) 

___ Community-based Correctional Facility 

___ Local Jail 

___ Community Supervision   

We would prefer to write people who are: 

Faith Preference: _____________________ 

Returning home within this period of time: _______________________ 

Have participated in rehabilitative program while incarcerated: ___  Yes ___ No ___ Neutral 
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How to Establish a HOPE Letters Group        

Establishing a HOPE Letters group and engaging with any correctional institution takes time 
to form the group and develop a partnership with a correctional agency/institution. The 
process for establishing a group is outlined below.  

1. Decide which agency or type of institution your group wants to work with – State 
Prison (male, female, or both), Community-based Correctional Institution (CBCF), 
DYS, Local Jail, etc. Use the Identifying Options Checklist above to guide your 
decision-making process. 

2. Contact the All In Community Consultant, Reba Collins, at 
allincommunity@wocumc.org to express your interest in starting a HOPE Letters 
Group.  

3. Contact the appropriate person to set up a time to meet and discuss a possible 
collaboration. If working with a state prison, your contact is Reba Collins at 
allincommunity@wocumc.org. or Dr. Mike Davis at mike.davis@odrc.state.oh.us.  

4. United Methodist Churches can contact All In Community Consultant, Reba Collins, at 
allincommunity@wocumc.org  for assistance in approaching DYS or a local 
correctional institution, if needed.  

5. Start praying for HOPE Letter writers within your congregation/organization and 
recipients inside the institution you’ll be working with.  

6. Arrange for a HOPE Letters Information Session and invite church/organization 
members to “come and see.”  

7. After initial information session, ask for a commitment from those present. 
(Appendix C) Groups need to consist of at least four persons of the same gender. 

8. Customize the HOPE Letters Proposal (Appendix G) that introduces your group to the 
potential partnering correctional institution and submit to the appropriate 
correctional agency contact. 

9. Arrange for an initial HOPE Letters Training with committed group. 

10. Develop a strategic plan for training and equipping the HOPE Letters group for the 
first six months of ministry. (See next section for trainings.) Depending on the 
experience within the group, you may want to add other topics and areas for 
training. 

11. Establish a consistent meeting time and location for the group. Plan to meet 1-2 
times a month on a regular basis, even if you are not writing letters yet. It’s okay to 
take a month off, as well, when needed.  

12. Use your monthly meetings prior to writing for training, connecting with local reentry 
organizations/service providers, and bible studies on justice-involvement ministry. 
We recommend Barking to the Choir by Father Gregory Boyle (see Appendix F for 
circle process curriculum) and Outrageous Justice by Prison Fellowship to start.   

mailto:allincommunity@wocumc.org
mailto:allincommunity@wocumc.org
mailto:mike.davis@odrc.state.oh.us
mailto:allincommunity@wocumc.org
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13. If the group has had limited exposure to the institution with which they will be 
engaging, it is recommended that they arrange for a tour of the facility, if 
geographically possible. 

14. Start identifying who is your group’s “circle of influence” in the community that 
might be of assistance to HOPE Letter recipients once they return home. Continue 
developing these relationships, as well. 

15. While waiting for approval, group members can “practice” by writing letters to 
people known to those in your church/community: 

a. Invite your congregation to submit names of their family and friends who are 
incarcerated. Write a letter of encouragement to them as a church family 
friend. (Please do not use HOPE Letters stationary at this time, but do use the 
churches address.) 

b. Work with a local reentry coalition or other “residential” agency to write 
residents a note of encouragement from the church. (Please do not use HOPE 
Letters stationary at this time, but do use the churches address.) 
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Institution Partnership Processes & Practices:     

HOPE Letter groups commit to be good partners with correctional institutions. This includes: 

• Open and regular correspondence between the HOPE Letters Group Leader and the 
institution’s designated liaison.   

• Following all institution-specific policies and regulations and support its rehabilitative 
and reentry practices.  

HOPE Letter group mentors recognize that the staff at correctional institution have the final 
authority over who will be selected for the HOPE Letters program and how HOPE Letters will be 
implemented. As such, HOPE Letter groups should request an exploratory meeting with 
correctional institution’s leadership through the ODRC Faith-based Initiatives Coordinator to 
discuss HOPE Letters implementation for state prison. For other correctional institutions, it is 
recommended to start with the chaplain or religious life coordinator. Below are general 
requests that HOPE Letter groups should consider when working with a correctional institution.   

1. Institution Liaison. Correctional Institutions provide an institutional liaison who will 
coordinate the HOPE Letters selection process and will provide names of residents to 
the HOPE Letter Group leader. In addition, the institution liaison will facilitate any 
necessary correspondence or correction to the group through the HOPE Letters Group 
Leader.  

2. Selection Process Based on HOPE Letter processes at Ohio Reformatory for Women and 
Dayton Correctional Institution, it is recommended one of the following options be used 
for identifying and engaging residents as HOPE Letter mentees: 
a. Self-selection. Institution liaison posts HOPE Letters flyer and information for 

residents to self-select for participation in mentoring by correspondence. Institution 
liaison, then, screens potential participants and generates mentees list for HOPE 
Letters Group leader to pair with mentors. Mentors initiate correspondence 

b. Pre-selected. Institution liaison generates a list of potential mentees based on 
county of return and length of remaining sentence. Lists are screened for safety and 
additional criteria. Institution liaison gives list to HOPE Letters Group leader to pair 
mentors and mentees. Mentors write introductory letters to initiate interest in 
HOPE Letters. 

3. Selection Criteria. HOPE Letter groups should consider the following criteria in selecting  
HOPE Letter recipients: 

a. Men/Women who anticipate release in eighteen to twenty-four months; 
b. Men/Women who expect to return to County/City/Geographical Area following 

their release; 
c. Men/Women who have demonstrated responsibility for their own 

rehabilitation/reentry by working with a case manager to develop a 
rehabilitation/reentry plan; and 

d. Men/Women who are involved in religious life inside the correctional institution 
or who have demonstrated interest in the Christian faith. 



 

 H O P E  L e t t e r s  M a n u a l  ( R e v i s e d ,  M a r c h  2 0 2 0 )  P a g e  11 | 44 

 

3. New Mentees. As mentees are released from the correctional institution or choose to 
discontinue their participation in HOPE Letters, new mentee requests will be made by 
the HOPE Letters Group leader to the institution’s liaison no more than once a quarter.    

4. Ministry Supplies. HOPE Letter groups can request that HOPE Letter mentees be 
allowed to receive one sheet of blank, black & white HOPE Letters stationary per mentor 
letter to facilitate correspondence between mentee and mentor. 

5. Correspondence Support. HOPE Letter groups can request that HOPE Letter mentees be 
provided one free stamp at the institution’s expense to facilitate correspondence 
between mentee and mentor. 

  



 

 H O P E  L e t t e r s  M a n u a l  ( R e v i s e d ,  M a r c h  2 0 2 0 )  P a g e  12 | 44 

 

HOPE Letter Group Dynamics           
HOPE Letter groups maintain the following dynamics to ensure healthy relationship boundaries 
for both mentors and mentees:  

❖ Groups of 4+ People of the same gender :: Groups may be co-ed as long as there are at 
least four men and four women in the group.  

❖ Meet 1-2 Times a Month :: Group decides how many times per month they will meet, 
but no more than twice a month.   

❖ Hold Each Other Accountable :: Letters to and from mentees are to be shared and 
healthy relationship boundaries are to be maintained at all times. 

❖ Develop Ministry Competency ::  Trainings and strategic community engagement are 
key components for creating a welcoming, supportive community for justice-involved 
persons.  

❖ Be Good Partners :: Groups must follow ODRC Policies and Procedures for 
correspondence and group leaders maintain regular check-ins with correctional 
institution liaison. 

 

HOPE Letters Best Practices            
Corresponding with an incarcerated person whom you have never met is not the same as 
corresponding with a best friend or grandchild. Here are best practices so that HOPE Letters is a 
safe and beneficial experience for everyone.  

• Gender Boundaries. Women write women and men write men. Exceptions may be 
made when writing youth at a Department of Youth Services facility. This is on a base-
by-case basis. 

• Writing Boundaries. Use the mailing address of the church or other neutral territory, 
not your home or business address. If available, you can use HOPE Letters stationary. 

• Personal Boundaries. Never tell your inside HOPE Letters recipient private information, 
such as you family members’ full names, where you work, what your birthday is. Never 
send material or monetary items to your HOPE Letters recipient.  

• Consistent Correspondence. Think of your letter writing as a spiritual discipline. Write 
on a regular schedule, no more than one to two times/month. Lift up your mentee in 
prayer. 

• Be Mindful of Your Impact. Consider the impact of your words on your mentee.  
Specific topics for writing are discussed at HOPE meetings. Do not ask why your mentee 
is incarcerated.  
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• Know and Comply with Agency Policies. Be familiar with the current policies of ODRC 
regarding mail and follow them (for example, only use blue or black ink and only white 
paper). There may be additional policies for your institution. If you don’t comply with 
ODRC and institutional policies, your letter may be returned. Limit your contents to 
letters, single fold greeting cards, and blank stationary. (See Appendix B for examples.) 

• Write Legibly. Print or type your letter. Cursive may be hard for your mentee to read.  

• Cultivate Patience. Commit to corresponding for at least a year. Your correspondent 
may not reply quickly. If for any reason you do not want to continue writing, give 
advance notice and tell your group facilitator. Don’t just stop writing. 

• Keep a Copy. Because a month, or months, sometimes pass between correspondence, it 
is helpful to keep a copy of your letters. The group leader may, also, keep a binder with 
the group’s letters for future reference and to train new group members on appropriate 
correspondence techniques.  

• Keep Your Personal Information to Yourself. Do not give your last name, address, 
phone number, social security number, or any other identifying information (like a 

picture of your house). There is a reason this is covered twice in best practices. 😊 

• Attend Monthly HOPE Letters Meetings. No one writes alone. Attending HOPE Letter 
meetings for on-going support and guidance in this ministry is critical for accountability 
and preparedness. 

Do not… 
For your safety and efficacy of HOPE Letters ministry, mentors may NOT: 

❖ Serve as ODRC volunteer in same institution as HOPE Letters. 

❖ Engage in HOPE Letters and ODRC volunteerism without obtaining prior approval from 
ODRC  

❖ Use HOPE Letters to maintain contact with previously known persons  

❖ Use HOPE Letters as supplement to current prison ministry efforts 

❖ Correspond with mentee outside of group’s activities   

❖ Send money, stamps or other items of value  

❖ Put money on mentee’s account for anything (phone calls, music, envelopes, etc.)  

❖ Get involved in your mentee’s legal affairs.  

❖ Take sides either way if mentee is having problems with the ODRC staff 
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Training & Equipping for Effective Ministry     

HOPE Letters is more than writing letters. It is a way to development life-changing relationships 
with vulnerable and marginalized populations. At the same time, vulnerable and marginalized 
populations often have experienced trauma, disconnection, and scarcity and are, therefore, 
prone to using manipulation and coercion to protect themselves from future pain and harm. 
Working with criminal justice-involved persons and correctional institutions requires specialized 
training and equipping to ensure healthy, helpful boundaries are established and maintained 
for all parties involved. Any HOPE Letters group must commit to equipping its members for 
ministry. It is recommended that the following trainings and equipping opportunities are 
included in all strategic plans for HOPE Letter groups: 

HOPE Letters Basics (required) – Provides the why, what, and how of HOPE Letters from HOPE 
Letters co-developers James Clay and Rev. Dr. Amelia Boomershine, the All In Community 
Consultant, and/or other HOPE Letter Leaders. This training is required for all HOPE Letter 
groups. This training can be requested through All In Community Consultant, Reba Collins at 
allincommunity@wocumc.org or (513)262-0184. 

Faith-Based Mentoring (required) – Offers an online webinar on state correctional institutions’ 
policies and procedures for correspondence and tips and guidance for faith-based mentoring in 
general. This training may be done online, or in-person, or both. It is recommended that this 
training be done at the first organized HOPE Letters meeting. If a HOPE Letters group is not 
engaged with a state prison, then, the institution of choice will need to provide the training’s 
general content. The Faith-based Mentoring Webinar can be found at: 
https://www.westohioumc.org/conference/webinars  

Healing Communities (strongly recommended) – The foundational training for mentoring 
ministry with criminal justice-involved populations used by All In Community. This is a 
restorative justice model that includes the whole community. All In Community has several 
certified trainers. including HOPE Letters leaders. 

Peacemaking Circle Processes (strongly recommended) –The Peacemaking Circle is a well-
established and effective restorative justice approach. It is widely used in building communities 
for healing and wholeness. It is highly recommended that the Peacemaking Circle become part 
of the HOPE Letters’ meeting activity. 

Gender Specific Reentry Challenges (strongly recommended) – Men and women experience 
incarceration and reentry differently. This training helps HOPE Letters groups understanding 
the challenges their recipients will face and helps them become better mentors.  

Shame Resilience, Empathy, and Healing – Shame is one experience we all share. Incarcerated 
people, in general, experience significant shame and stigma. This training addresses shame and 
provides pathways for mentoring towards resilience and healing.  

Local County Reentry Coalition & Resources – In addition to establishing a relationship 
between the HOPE Letters group and the correctional institution, a third relationship with the 
local reentry coalition or reentry service providers is necessary. These community agencies 
provide support and the heavy lifting that is necessary for a successful return home.  

mailto:allincommunity@wocumc.org
https://www.westohioumc.org/conference/webinars
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HOPE Letters Group Development            
As HOPE Letters groups develop within their own context, groups leverage the creative gifts 
and abilities of their members to create an accountable and supportive community. During 
monthly meetings, group members will lead each other in writing projects and discussions. The 
HOPE Letters group serving Athens, Ohio, sent greeting cards that comply with ODRC policies. 
(See Appendix A.) 

Another way HOPE Letters groups are contextual is through the growth and healing each 
member does within the group. It is highly recommended that groups use the Peacemaking 
Circle Process to explore their own feelings and experience with justice-involved persons. 
Peacemaking Circles also create safer spaces for HOPE Letter group members to be vulnerable, 
experience healing for wounds of the past and present, and grow in their own self-awareness 
about answering the call to Matthew 25 ministry.  

Below is a brief explanation about Peacemaking Circles from Grace UMC by HOPE Letters co-
developer, Rev. Dr. Amelia Boomershine.  

Peacemaking Circle Process      
The Peacemaking Circle is a primary practice of Restorative Justice. Peacemaking circles are 
inspired by Native American talking circles. They structure a way for people to engage in 
conversation that allows each person an equal opportunity to speak without fear of 
interruption, and to listen without feeling pressure to respond. 

The form and the process create a safe, non-hierarchical environment for sharing ideas, 
perceptions, and feelings. Participants are encouraged and enabled to tell their personal 
stories. The circle is an egalitarian form, with all points in the circle being in equal relation to 
the center. No member of the circle is more or less valued than any other member. All 
members of the circle have the opportunity to let their voice be heard. Expectations are 
clarified and agreed upon by all participants. Values of the peacemaking circle include 
respect, honesty, and patience. When everyone individually voices agreement to the 
guidelines a covenant group is formed. 

Once a topic for conversation has been identified by the Circlekeeper, a Talking Piece 
facilitates the circle process. This is an object that is passed from one person to another to 
indicate whose turn it is to speak. Only the person holding the talking piece speaks; all 
others listen. A person may choose to hold the talking piece in silence, or to pass it on to the 
next person without speaking. 

The flow of a peacemaking circle is also clearly structured with well-defined opening and 
closing segments. These may combine a regular ritual or ceremony with more varied 
activities. 

The Peacemaking Circle is a tool HOPE Letter groups can easily use to: 

1. Develop safer spaces for group intimacy. Peacemaking Circles help participants listen 
for understanding instead of listening for responding. Circles promote vulnerability 
and the processing of emotions without judgment. 
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2. Discuss mentoring challenges. Circles bring out the wisdom of the group in 
navigating relationship issues and new situations with justice-involved persons. 

3. Determine group’s next level of involvement for advancing 
social/racial/restorative/criminal justice. Circles can be a tool for book studies, 
community conversations, and working towards solutions to complex justice issues. 

4. Integrating mentees into the HOPE Letters group upon the mentees return.   

Appendix F provides an example from Grace UMC (Dayton) that was used to start 
Peacemaking Circles around the book Barking to the Choir by Father Gregory Boyle.   
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Questions & Answers              
What should I write? 

For the first letter, the basic idea is to introduce yourself. See Appendix B for a sample first 
letter. Suggestions for content:  

• Keep it general and invitational 

• Give your first name only 

• Do not share personal information - like where you work  

• Tell how you got their name. For example, “I am part of a group called “HOPE Letters at 
Grace United Methodist Church in Dayton.  We are in partnership with ORW. Your 
chaplain gave us names of women who might like to correspond which is how we got 
your name.  

• Name your church and town 

• Tell why you want to write  

• Ask: “Are you interested in corresponding?”  

Suggestions for Future Topics:  

• HOPE Letters purpose 

• Your church’s current sermon series  

• Your favorite Bible passages and why 

• What is going on in the community or country 

• Groups/organizations that will be help to successful reentry 

• Something funny you saw or heard 

How should I write the return address?  

Be sure you are clear about what return address to use. Your group will decide this. You may 
want to put your first name in case the letter is returned to the agreed upon location, so the 
letter can get it to you. Be cautious about automatically writing your last name, too. 

What should I do when my recipient hasn’t written back? 

If you don’t hear from your HOPE Letters mentee after you’ve sent 2-3 letters, don’t assume 
they don’t want to write back. There might be an issue getting mail in/out, or maybe they can’t 
read, or they unable to afford to write. If you don’t hear back for a couple of months and you 
have written at least twice, consult with your HOPE Letter Group Leader.  

What should I do when I need to stop writing? 

The hope is everyone will write at least once a month for at least one year. But if you do need 
to stop for any reason, write a “goodbye” letter. Also, inform your HOPE Letter Group Leader; 
hopefully a replacement can be found. 
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How should I request more people to write?  

It is recommended that mentors only write two mentees at one time. If your group needs more 
people to write, the HOPE Letter Group Leader makes this request through the All In 
Community Consultant or the Institution’s Liaison as agreed upon between the group and the 
institution.  

 

HOPE Letter Contacts               
COORDINATOR 

Reba Collins, All In Community Consultant 
West Ohio Conference of the United Methodist Church 

allincommunity@wocumc.org 
(513) 262-0184 

 

CO-DEVELOPERS 

Rev. Dr. Amelia Boomershine, McKinley UMC 
amelia@gotell.org 

(937)430-4010 

Mr. James Clay, Grace UMC (Dayton) 
Jameshclay66@gmail.com 

(614)507-1827 
 

 

  

mailto:allincommunity@wocumc.org
mailto:amelia@gotell.org
mailto:Jameshclay66@gmail.com
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Appendix A: ODRC Policy & General Procedures for Regular Mail    

The following are excerpts from the policy statement of the Ohio Department of 
Rehabilitation and Corrections regarding inmate mail (bold added here for emphasis). For 
complete information about inmate mail, including current ODRC policies for mail and 
printed material, visit https://drc.ohio.gov/inmate-mail 

1. All inmate mail and E-Mail, other than Legal Mail, shall be opened, screened and 
inspected for the presence of cash, checks, money orders and/or other contraband. All 
mail shall be removed from the envelope. The front of the envelope shall be removed in 
such a way as to preserve the return address, inspected for the presence of contraband, 
and attached to the contents. The remainder of the envelope shall be discarded. Colored 
envelopes and/or colored mail contents are not permitted inside the institution. The 
front of the colored envelope and/or the colored contents shall be photocopied and the 
copies delivered to the inmate. The colored envelope/contents shall be discarded. 

2. Postage and embossed envelopes shall be available for sale in the institution commissary 
and through DRC approved vendors. Envelopes ordered through an approved vendor will 
not count towards an inmate’s package limits. Envelopes may not be mailed to inmates 
by individuals. Inmates may send one (1) letter each month for which DRC will pay 
current first-class postage rates as established by the United States Postal Service (USPS) 
for a standard letter to maintain community ties. Any additional postage costs shall be 
paid by the inmate.  

3. Inmates may receive the following in a first-class letter:  

Photographs - 5 total (no nude, no Polaroid (no larger than 5 x 7)  

Newspaper clippings - 5 total (no larger than 8 1⁄2” x 11”)  

Pamphlets or brochures (bi-fold or tri-fold) - 5 total (simple, single page, no larger than 
8 1⁄2” x 11”)  

Blank stationary or copied material - 5 total pages (no larger than 8 1⁄2” x 11,” 
including materials copied from the Internet)  

Greeting cards - must be single fold only (multi-fold, musical and/or “pop out” cards are 
prohibited) 

However, the HOPE Letters policy is to limit our contents to letters, single fold, no-frills 
greeting cards (no glitter), and blank stationary. 

4. Postage stamps, laminated stickers, etc. are prohibited. 
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Appendix B: HOPE Letters Examples             

Hi, Deborah, 

I am part of a group from Powell United 
Methodist Church in Powell, Ohio, called HOPE 
Letters. We are partnering with ORW and 
Chaplain Reid have given us names of women 
she thinks would like to receive 
correspondence. 

My name is Nancy, and I was fortunate to be 
given your name. I want to be a friend and 
provide encouragement and HOPE to you. 
Please know you are never alone and others 
are praying for you. Deborah is a lovely name, 
but do you go by “Deb” or “Debbie” or any 
other nickname? 

Although you are separated from friends and 
family, I hope you were able to experience 
some joy during the recent Christmas season. I 
once saw a sign explaining the meaning of 
HOPE that I have tried to adopt as a motto: 

H – Have 

O – Only 

P – Positive 

E – Expectations  

Positive, I believe, is the key word! Being 
positive is such a great asset and keeps HOPE 
in your heart. I care about you and what you 
are going through and will be praying for you. 

Let me know if you are interested in 
corresponding. 

Blessings, 

Nancy 

 

FIRST LETTER EXAMPLES 
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SECOND LETTER EXAMPLES 
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These cards were made by one of the United Methodist Women in the Athens HOPE Letters 
group. Notice they comply with ODRC’s policies by being plain and black & white. 

 

 

GREETING CARD EXAMPLES 
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Appendix C: My HOPE Letters Commitment        

The purpose of HOPE Letters is to give hope through regular correspondence to men and 
women who are incarcerated. My letters will offer friendly encouragement, non-judgmental 
relationship, authentic faith sharing, and informed mentoring. 

I commit to sending one or two letters each month for one year, or for a specified time period. 
Because I want to embody spiritual love and not cause harm, I will stand by this commitment if 
at all possible. If for some reason I cannot keep this commitment I will:  

a. Tell my local HOPE Letters Group Leader so that a replacement can be found; and  
b. Write a goodbye letter.  

I covenant to work with my HOPE Letters group to support one another in this work and be 
accountable to our project partners. For the well-being of everyone involved, and to assure the 
integrity of the project, I understand and agree with the importance of confidentiality, following 
best practices, and compliance with policies of the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and 
Corrections.  

I commit to on-going learning for myself, my HOPE Letters group, and my faith community 
about the realities, challenges, and opportunities of incarceration and reentry. Alongside one-
on-one engagement with specific individuals, we also will seek ways to advocate for 
transforming the criminal justice system from retributive to restorative.  

 I agree with the purpose and procedures outlined above and I would like to participate in 
the HOPE Letters project. 

Signature/Date: ___________________________________ Date: _____________________ 

Name (print): ______________________________________________________________ 

HOPE Group/Name of Organization: _______________________________________________ 

Email: _______________________________________ Phone: __________________________ 

Mailing Address: _______________________________________________________________ 

Faith Community: ___________________________________________________________ 

Group Leader’s Signature:  ________________________________________________________ 

 

HOPE: Healing Opportunity Presence Empowerment 
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Appendix D: HOPE Letters Do’s & Don’ts          
Corresponding with an inmate you have never met is not the same as corresponding with your 
best friend or favorite aunt. There are a number of Do’s and Don’ts that must be followed to 
make HOPE Letters safe and beneficial for everyone. Before signing up as a participant, we ask 
your agreement to these basic Dos and Don’ts. 1  

1. DO use the mailing address of the church/organization; DON’T use your home or 
business address. You may use church stationary, envelopes, and stamps. 

2. DO write on a regular schedule, two times/month, no more than three/month. If you 
want to write more than that, ask for a second correspondent. 

3. DO write carefully. Consider the impact of your words on your mentee. You may do a 
Bible study with your mentee, selecting passages and discussing them as you would with 
a friend at church. Specific topics for writing will be discussed at future HOPE Letter 
meetings.  

4. DO lift up your correspondent in prayer before, during, and after writing.  

5. DO be familiar with the current policies of ODRC2 regarding inmate mail and follow 
them. For example, DON’T use colored envelopes or paper. 

6. DO commit to corresponding for twelve months and let your inside writing partner 
know in advance of the length of your commitment. 

7. DON’T give any inmate your personal address, phone number, social security number, 
or any other identifying information (like a picture of your house).  

8. DON’T tolerate obscene or abusive language. If the letters start to get offensive, warn 
the mentee once with Christian love that such language and topics are offensive. If he or 
she continues, stop writing, and turn the offensive letters over to the HOPE Letter 
Group Leader who will discuss with the liaison at the institution.  

9. DON’T send money, stamps or other items of value. DON’T put money on their account 
for anything, including phone calls, music, stamps, and envelopes.   

10. DON’T get involved in your mentee’s legal affairs.  

11. DON’T take sides either way if he or she is having problems with the staff. 

12. DO attend HOPE Letter meetings for on-going support and guidance in this ministry. 

 
1 Based on Congregational Tool Box for Prison Ministry, Discipleship Resources, 2007, pages 11-12; adapted by 

Rev. Amelia Boomershine, DMin for Grace UMC, Dayton, Ohio. 
2 Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Corrections 
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Appendix E: HOPE Letters in Action           

Grace United Methodist Church in Dayton initiated HOPE Letters in November 2018. Since then, 
other groups have joined HOPE Letters, each with a distinctive shape. The following are details 
about the shape of Grace’s program when it began to serve as an example: 

• This is a group effort and the expectation is that participants will gather at Grace church 
monthly for supper, info/sharing, logistics like receiving letters, and letter writing. There 
are protocols to observe that are taught there. We typically meet on Wednesday, 5:30-
7:00 pm and includes a meal (donations appreciated). 

• We ask for a commitment of a certain period of time to write and training to go over 
ODRC policies as well as best practices.  

• Because this is a reentry program, as well as prison program, we need to be doing the 
work to make sure our church has a culture of hospitality to people who have been 
inside, and also can help them negotiate the challenges and demands of reentry. 
Training for being a “Healing Community” is important. 

 
Communicating to the HOPE Letter community can serve a dual purpose for raising awareness 
among the church community through bulletin announcements and updates. Below are some 
examples of “newsletter” updates from Grace UMC.  
                      
H.O.P.E. meets on Wednesday, Feb. 5, 5:30-7:00 for supper, fellowship, updates on the HOPE 
Letters project, and to deepen our understanding of what it means for Grace to be a "Station of 
Hope" for people who have been touched by the criminal justice system. We will present a 
proposal for this year's monthly time together, focused on building relationships through small 
group circles with conversation based on Barking to the Choir by Fr. Gregory Boyle. 
                      

H.O.P.E. meets on Wednesday, March 4, 5:30-7:00 in the Fellowship Hall for supper, fellowship, 
and growing as a "Station of Hope" for people who have been touched by the criminal justice 
system.  
 
We had a great turnout last month, and meaningful conversations based on Barking to the 
Choir by Fr. Gregory Boyle. You are welcome to join us whether or not you have the book. It 
serves as an entry point into considering our own experience and sharing as we wish, but we’ll 
read relevant passages so no one is excluded from the conversation.  
 
If you are participating in the HOPE Letters project, please be sure to have written your 
correspondent this month and email Lyndia Nicholson to let her know:[email address]  
                      

H.O.P.E. meets on Wednesday, April 1, 5:30-7:00 in the Fellowship Hall of Grace United 
Methodist Church (1001 Salem Ave. 45406) for supper, fellowship, and growing as a "Station of 
Hope" for people who have been touched by the criminal justice system.  
 
February and March we had circle conversations based on Barking to the Choir by Fr. Gregory 
Boyle, which served as an entry point into sharing our own experience and beliefs. In April we 
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will have a speaker, TBD. We also always check in with those who are participating in the 
H.O.P.E. Letters project. 
                      

LOCKDOWN 
A term I first heard when I started leading programs in prison was “lockdown” –everyone back 
to their cells, no movement in the corridors or yards. Now we hear that word applied to whole 
cities, states, even nations. For the time being, it’s a point of connection we share with those on 
the inside.  

In some places, where the crisis is exploding, lockdown is mandated. In others, as in Dayton, we 
voluntarily submit to lockdown to prevent that explosion. In keeping with our communal efforts 
to avoid spreading the Coronavirus, H.O.P.E. will not be meeting this month. 

For those writing an inside resident, PLEASE double-down on your letter writing. All programs 
run by outsiders (which is a majority) as well as in-person visitation has been suspended. So the 
folks inside are more isolated than ever, and your letters are even more important.  

You could ask how they are coping with the new situation, what they think about it, what helps 
them. Tell them what it is like for you and what helps you. But remember to avoid personal 
details, and don’t dwell on helpful things you do which they could not (like Internet activities). 
You could share with them scriptures, or writings that you find encouraging. 

For everyone, please pray for the virus to stay out of the prisons and jails where it could so easily 
run rampant, and where health facilities are so minimal. 

With gratitude and concern for you all, 

Amelia 
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Appendix F: Facilitator’s Guide for Barking to the Choir – Session One3  

These readings and topics are all based on the Introduction to Barking to the Choir.  

Step 1: Read the paragraph half-way down page 4: I can’t think, breathe, or proceed—

ever—without stories, parables, and wisdom… “At Homeboy, our brand has a heartbeat...” 
Re-read from the middle of the paragraph: “We are in the heart of Los Angeles, and always 
wanting to model and give a foretaste of the kinship that is God’s dream come true.” 

Introduce Topic: For this round, tell about… 

a. What you think “kinship” means 
b. Who do you consider as your kin; who do you not consider to be your kin 
c. What kind of kinship do you think would be “God’s dream come true” 

Circlekeeper goes first to model. In subsequent rounds, you could see if someone else would 
like to begin. (They should then pass the talking piece to the person next to them; don’t get 
into a popcorn style conversation). 

Step 2. Read the paragraph half-way down page 6: I’ve learned from giving thousands of 

talks that you never appeal… within reach of the actual lives that we live... Re-read from the 
middle of the paragraph: “I eventually learned that shaking one’s fist at something doesn’t 
change it. Only love gets fists to open.” 

Tell about any one of the following: 

a. A time you have been frustrated with someone’s attitude about other people. 
b. How did you respond? 
c. How you would “introduce them to their own goodness” 
d. What do you think about the statement: “only love gets fists to open” 

Step 3. Read-Around: Starting with the second paragraph on page 11 (At Homegirl Café, 

women with records…), invite four different people to read one paragraph each to the end 
of the Introduction on the next page. 

Ask any of the following questions to spark comments: 

a. What thoughts came up for you during this reading? 
b. What feelings did you experience during this reading? 
c. What scripture passage or promise/character of God came to you during this 

reading? 

Step 4: Reminder about doing a Check-Out round. This will give you a sense of how people 

felt about the experience. 

Round 1 (p. 4) 
“We are in the heart of Los Angeles, and always wanting to model and give a 
foretaste of the kinship that is God’s dream come true.” 
Tell about any of the following: 

 
3 Developed by Rev. Dr. Amelia Boomershine for Grace United Methodist Church (Dayton, Ohio)  H.O.P.E. Group, 2020. 
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a. What do you think “kinship” means? 
b. Who do you consider as your kin; who do you not consider to be your kin? 
c. What kind of kinship do you think would be “God’s dream come true?” 

Round 2 (p. 6) 
“I eventually learned that shaking one’s fist at something doesn’t change it. Only love gets 
fists to open.” Tell about any one of the following: 

a. A time you have been frustrated with someone’s attitude about other people. 
b. How did you respond? 
c. How you would “introduce them to their own goodness?” 
d. What you think about the statement: “only love gets fists to open?” 

Round 3 (pp. 11-12) 
Enjoy a “read-around” of the story and comment as time allows. Starting with the second 
paragraph on page 11 (At Homegirl Café, women with records…), invite four different people 
to read one paragraph each to the end of the Introduction on the next page. 
Ask any of the following questions to spark comments: 

a. What thoughts came up for you during this reading? 
b. What feelings did you experience during this reading? 
c. What scripture passage or promise/character of God came to you during this 

reading? 

Round 4  

Close with a Check-Out round. This will give you a sense of how people felt about the 
experience. Have each person name one feeling they current have about the experience. 

Read Chapter One for next month. 
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APPENDIX G: TEMPLATES FOR HOPE LETTERS PROJECT PROPOSALS     

HOPE Letters is a signature ministry of the West Ohio Conference of the United 
Methodist Church’s All In Community initiative. It is designed as a mentoring 
model for prison and reentry ministry with incarcerated persons prior to release. 
Though it’s framework can extend to other correctional facilities, HOPE Letters 
groups currently partner with the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and 
Correction. The proposals provided in this document, therefore, are crafted for 
the purposes of starting a HOPE Letters group within an Ohio correctional 
institution and must follow the process outlined in the HOPE Letters Manual for 
initiating a HOPE Letters group.  

HOPE Letters, also, is rooted in restorative practices where HOPE Letters groups 
strive to become well-equipped, welcoming communities that will walk with their 
returning neighbors. Thereby, any HOPE Letters proposal must reflect a group’s 
intention to use restorative practices and become a healing community. HOPE 
Letters is not to be used as an evangelism tool or church growth strategy. Any 
HOPE Letters proposal must include a training and equipping strategy for the 
HOPE Letters group members and clear guidelines for engaging with incarcerated 
persons.  

Below are two templates that groups can use to submit a HOPE Letters proposal 
to the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction’s Office of Religious 
Services to start a HOPE Letters group at an Ohio correctional institution. The first 
proposal template is for launching a pilot project at an institution that does not 
currently have a HOPE Letters ministry. The second proposal is used to join an 
existing HOPE Letters ministry.  

Several sections of these templates may be used “as is” as long as the original 
source is cited. Highlighted sections and sections with [ ] indicate areas for groups 
to provide context and personalize the proposal. 

In the state of Ohio, all proposals must be submitted through the All In 
Community Consultant, Reba Collins, at allincommunity@wocumc.org and the 
ODRC Office of Religious Services Administrator, Dr. Mike Davis, at 
mike.davis@odrc.state.oh.us.  
 

 
 

mailto:allincommunity@wocumc.org
mailto:mike.davis@odrc.state.oh.us
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HOPE LETTERS PILOT PROJECT PROPOSAL4 

Summary 

 [Church/Organization Name] in [city/town], Ohio, seeks a partnership with [Institution 
Name] to pilot the ODRC-approved HOPE Letters Program. HOPE Letters is a faith-based, in-
reach reentry mentoring ministry. Through the HOPE Letters Program, [Church/Organization 
Name] desires to join [Institution Name] in supporting the mission of the Ohio Department of 
Rehabilitation and Correction (DRC) to “reduce recidivism among those we touch.”  

HOPE Letter’s purpose is to encourage and mentor [men/women] during their final 
months of incarceration through written correspondence. Through HOPE Letters, we desire to 
develop healthy, meaningful, encouraging relationships between trained and equipped 
members of our faith community and [men/women] incarcerated in [Institution Name] who 
anticipate release and return to [County of Return] within 12-24 months. Our correspondence, 
based on best practices and ODRC policies, will focus on each person’s preparation for reentry 
and encouragement from a faith community that is prepared to welcome [him/her]. 
 HOPE Letters is a signature initiative of the All In Community ministry of the West Ohio 
Conference of the United Methodist Church. It is a current ministry effort between several 
United Methodist Churches and the Ohio Reformatory for Women.  Another pilot is currently 
underway at Madison Correctional Institution. 

[Church/Organization Name] desires to work with the All In Community initiative to 
expand HOPE Letters by forming groups within our current justice-involved ministry efforts. 
[Church/Organization Name] has established partnerships with organizations and individuals in 
the ________ County community to facilitate the work of reentry. In addition, our HOPE Letters 
team includes persons with direct experience with the criminal justice system and the ______ 
County Reentry Coordinator.  [Provide summary of Church/Organization’s experience with 
reentry and/or justice-involved persons.] We believe HOPE Letters is our next opportunity to 
engage more of our members in ministry with justice-involved persons.  
     

Scriptural Inspiration [May use on scriptural reference] 

 The apostle Paul wrote a letter to men and women in Rome.  It included these words of 
encouragement:  May the God of hope fill you with joy and peace in believing so that you may 
abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit.  (Romans 15:13) 

Paul believes, as do we at [Church/Organization Name], that God wants all people to 
have hope, no matter what they’ve done or what has been done to them – hope for a place to 
belong, hope for people to love and be loved by them, hope for a meaningful life and a peaceful 
death.  People must have hope before they can dream of a different future.   At 

 
4 Based on a proposal written by Rev. Amelia Boomershine, D.Min. and submitted to the Ohio Reformatory for 

Women in December 2018. Proposal accepted and piloted in Spring 2019 at ORW. Evaluated in fall 2019. 
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[Church/Organization Name], we believe that hope provides the foundation for successful 
reentry. 

HOPE Letters Purpose 

The first purpose of the HOPE Letters Program is to give hope and guidance through 
regular correspondence with [men/women] who are incarcerated.  Through training and 
experience, we know of the profound impact of a letter upon incarcerated men and women.    

Through correspondence, HOPE Letters’ second purpose is to build faith-based 
relationships that will ease the transition from prison to community. From previous 
experiences, we also know that the likelihood of successful reentry is greatly enhanced by 
positive, trustworthy relationships that can provide encouragement, direction, and support in 
accessing services to meet concrete needs such as transportation, housing, food, and 
employment.   

Finally, both experience and research have shown that the transcendent values of faith, 
hope, love, and forgiveness, which lie at the core of the Christian tradition, are essential for 
lasting personal transformation. [Church/Organization Name] has a history of nurturing these 
spiritual values that support HOPE Letters’ third purpose:  to increase the likelihood that HOPE 
Letters participants permanently return to community as more whole, productive citizens.    

Program Implementation 

 Our structured HOPE Letters group will follow the HOPE Letters protocols as set forth in the 
HOPE Letters Manual developed by All In Community and reviewed by the ODRC Office of 
Religious Services.   
 
HOPE Letters Group Responsibilities: 

• Our letters will offer encouragement, non-judgmental relationships, faith-sharing, and 
mentoring.   

• Correspondents will be of the same gender. Men write to men. Women write to 
women.   

• Our work will be informed by ODRC policies, mentoring best practices, and the HOPE 
Letters Manual. 

• Our HOPE Letters team plans to meet [monthly/bi-monthly] for on-going learning and 
teamwork.   

• We covenant to work together to support one another in this ministry for accountability 
purposes.  

• We understand the importance of maintaining confidentiality. 

• All members of the HOPE Letters team have committed to participate for a minimum of 
12 months.    

• We will welcome any [men/women] who might choose an on-going relationship with us 
when he/she returns to the [County/Geographical Area].  

Institution Responsibilities: 
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[Church/Organization Name] commits to be good partners with [Correctional Institution Name]. 
This includes: 

• Open and regular correspondence between the HOPE Letters Group Leader and the 
institution’s designated liaison.   

• Following all institution-specific policies and regulations and support its rehabilitative 
and reentry practices.  

[Church/Organization Name] recognizes that the staff at [Correctional Institution Name] have 
the final authority over who will be selected for the HOPE Letters program and how HOPE 
Letters will be implemented. As such, [Church/Organization Name] requests an exploratory 
meeting with [Correctional Institution Name]’s leadership through the ODRC Faith-based 
Initiatives Coordinator to discuss HOPE Letters implementation. Below are 
[Church/Organization’s Name] requests to be considered for ministry support by [Correctional 
Institution Name].   

4. Institution Liaison. [Correctional Institution Name] provides an institutional liaison who 
will coordinate the HOPE Letters selection process and will provide names of residents 
to the [Church/Organization’s Name]’s HOPE Letter Group leader. In addition, the 
institution liaison will facilitate any necessary correspondence or correction to 
[Church/Organization’s Name] through the HOPE Letters Group Leader.  

5. Selection Process Based on HOPE Letter processes at ORW and DCI, 
[Church/Organization Name] recommends one of the following options be used for 
identifying and engaging [Correctional Institution’s Name] residents as HOPE Letter 
mentees: 
c. Self-selection. Institution liaison posts HOPE Letters flyer via JPay for residents to 

self-select for participation in mentoring by correspondence. Institution liaison, 
then, screens potential participants and generates mentees list for HOPE Letters 
Group leader to pair with mentors. Mentors initiate correspondence 

d. Pre-selected. Institution liaison generates a list of potential mentees based on 
county of return and length of remaining sentence. Lists are screened for safety and 
additional criteria. Institution liaison gives list to HOPE Letters Group leader to pair 
mentors and mentees. Mentors write introductory letters to initiate interest in 
HOPE Letters. 

6. Selection Criteria. [Church/Organization’s Name] requests that the following criteria are 
used to select all HOPE Letter recipients: 

e. [Men/Women] who anticipate release in eighteen to twenty-four months; 
f. [Men/Women] who expect to return to [County/City/Geographical Area] 

following their release.  This will allow the possibility of an on-going relationship, 
and we are familiar with important resources in our area; 

g. [Men/Women] who have demonstrated responsibility for their own reentry by 
working with a case manager to develop a reentry plan; and 

h. [Men/Women] who are involved in religious life inside ____ Correctional 
Institution or who have demonstrated interest in the Christian faith. 
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6. New Mentees. As mentees are released from [Institution’s Name] or choose to 
discontinue their participation in HOPE Letters, new mentee requests will be made by 
the HOPE Letters Group leader to the institution’s liaison no more than once a quarter.    

7. Ministry Supplies. [Church/Organization’s Name] requests that HOPE Letter mentees be 
allowed to receive one sheet of blank, black & white HOPE Letters stationary per mentor 
letter to facilitate correspondence between mentee and mentor. 

8. Correspondence Support. [Church/Organization’s Name] requests that HOPE Letter 
mentees be provided one free stamp at [Institution’s Name]’s expense to facilitate 
correspondence between mentee and mentor. 

Organization Background and Preparation 

Paragraph 1: Church/Organization Name and Introduction 
1. Community name, county, and type of community [urban, suburban, rural, etc) 
2. Size of church/organization 
3. Church/Organization Mission  
4. Engagement with social justice, criminal justice reform, and/or mission work.  

Example: _________ is a faith community in______, Ohio – a _____ County suburb on the north 
side of ________.  [Church/Organization Name] has approximately ______  members.  We are 
focused on responding to the reality of God by sharing Christ’s love with everyone.  We are 
engaged in social justice and mission work locally, nationally, and internationally.   
 
Paragraph 2: Background Experience  

1. Group’s personal experiences with justice-involved members 
2. Group’s calling through mission work in the community 
3. Group’s experiences with prison/reentry ministry 

Example: In 20__, a family in our congregation became directly involved in the criminal justice 
system. In response, we began equipping ourselves to walk with this family during their 
incarceration and upon our member’s release from prison. We connected with the West Ohio 
Conference of the United Methodist Church’s All In Community initiative, which provides 
resources and support for churches involved in prison and reentry ministries.  
[Church/Organization Name] became deeply committed to supporting our neighbors impacted 
by the criminal justice system and formed its own All In Community team in 20___, which 
includes the husband and wife directly impacted by the criminal justice system. 

Paragraph 3: Church/Organization’s Equipping 

1. Trainings done 
2. Transferable skills from existing ministries (Stephen Ministers, Kairos Volunteers)  
3. Additional Exposure to justice-involved persons 

Example: Since our personal involvement with our justice-involved member began, 
[Church/Organization Name] has educated itself about the issues of mass incarceration, the 
impact of incarceration on individuals and their families, and the challenges of reentry.  
Members and staff of [Church/Organization Name] have received training in mentoring and the 
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communal care principles of the Healing Communities framework. Several members of our All In 
and HOPE Letters teams are trained Stephen Ministers, as well. 
We have sought to expand our knowledge and understanding in many ways, including: 

• Trainings (Healing Communities, HOPE Letters Training) 

• Book studies (Just Mercy; Home for Christmas: Tales of Hope and Second Chances) 

• Guest speakers (Christine Money; James Clay; Rev. Amelia Boomershine; Dr. G. Michael 
Davis, Diane Bricker); and  

• Group activities to Marion Correctional Institution for their Christmas and Easter plays, 
hosting Kindway annual fundraiser, fundraising for local recovery house for women.   

Paragraph 4: Church/Organization’s Engagement 

• Current ministries with justice-involved persons 

Example: In the past ____ years, [Church/Organization Name] has actively engaged in 
ministries that touch the lives of the incarcerated and those returning to community.  We 
support: 

• Liberty House and Unity House, sober homes and reentry centers in ________;    

• _______ County Reentry, by providing “Welcome Home Bags” given to those leaving 
prison and jail; 

• “The Drop”, a program of sending Christmas cards with hand-written notes to 
incarcerated individuals (a program of Continue the Story);   

• A Christmas gift-giving program focused on children of incarcerated adults; and  

• EMBARK/Kindway, an offender reentry program that supports men and women 
returning to Central Ohio. 

We believe HOPE Letters is our next opportunity to engage more of our members in 
ministry with justice-involved persons.  
 

Paragraph 5: Group Preparation 

• Narrate how you came to know about HOPE Letters 

• HOPE Letters Training date and name of trainers 

• Attendance # and gender of participants 

• Outcome from training with # committed to HOPE Letters and any additional 
preparation the group has done since forming 

Example: When All In Community began to expand HOPE Letters opportunities, 
[Church/Organization Name] decided to explore sharing God’s love with persons who are 
incarcerated with anticipated release into our county and community.  

Responding to this opportunity, [Church/Organization Name} decided to host a HOPE 
Letter training. # of [gender] attended the ____, 2020 HOPE Letters training led by 
_________________.  We reviewed and discussed a list of practical “Dos and Don’ts”, and 
relevant policy statements from ODRC, and were guided through best practices and practical 
things to say in first letters. (See Appendix) 



 

 H O P E  L e t t e r s  M a n u a l  ( R e v i s e d ,  M a r c h  2 0 2 0 )  P a g e  35 | 44 

 

# of people signed statements agreeing to the purposes and procedures of HOPE Letters 
and affirming their commitment to participate in the HOPE Letters Program for at least one 
year. (See attached.) 

Since ___ 20__, this group has: 

• Watched “Faith-Based Mentoring,” a training presentation by Gary Croft; 

• Hosted Dr. Mike Davis, Religious Services Administrator, ODRC;  

• Deepened our understanding of challenges of those preparing for reentry; 

• Hosted and participated in The Cost of Poverty Experience: Reentry Edition; 

• Established a monthly meeting time; and  

• Written “practice” letters, two of which were mailed to persons whose names 
were received through a United Methodist Pastor. 

[# of gender] are ready to begin correspondence with [men/women] at the ______ 
Correctional Institution. 

Paragraph 6: Support Personnel 

HOPE Letters ministry at [Church/Organization’s Name] is supported by several external 
sources. We rely on the following individuals to help us continue to develop HOPE Letters 
ministry and equip our group for relationship building with justice-involved persons. 

• Include a short bio on each of the Church/Organization’s connections with justice-
involved professionals, ministry leaders, reentry leaders, etc 

Example: 

• Rev. _______ is one of the leaders of _____ UMC’s All In Community, and leads our 
HOPE Letters Team.  Since retiring from full-time ministry, _____ has been a Deacon in 
Residence at ______ UMC.  Sandy has a B.S. from Eastern Illinois University and 
attended Methodist Theological School in Ohio.   _____ is passionate about helping 
people connect worship to faith and life in the world.   

• __________ is the ________ County Reentry and Program Specialist, and is an active 
member of ______UMC’s HOPE Letters Team and All In Community. ______ professional 
experience has been very important to our work, and she will continue to provide her 
expertise as we implement our HOPE Letter writing.   

• ______, a member of _____ UMC’s staff, serves as liaison between our prison and 
reentry ministries and church staff.   ______ has a B.A. in Peace & Social Justice and 
Women’s Gender & Sexuality Studies from ______ University and a Masters of Divinity 
from ________ Seminary.    

• Reba Collins is the Consultant to West Ohio Conference All in Community. Reba has 
provided crucial guidance for the HOPE Letters project, including evaluation of the pilot 
program, development of the HOPE Letters Manual, and coordinating HOPE Letter 
Group Leaders’ quarter gatherings.    

• ODRC relationships   
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Conclusion 

Bryan Stevenson has addressed the ills of mass incarceration in his book entitled Just 
Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption.  He writes, “I have discovered, deep in the hearts of 
many condemned and incarcerated people, the scattered traces of hope and humanity – seeds 
of restoration that come to astonishing life when nurtured by very simple interventions.” 
 We believe that HOPE Letters may be just such a “simple intervention.”  
[Church/Organization Name] leadership believes that the HOPE Letter program embodies our 
commitment to sharing Christ’s love with everyone.  We hope the leadership at [Correctional 
Institution Name] believe that faith and hope transforms people and are necessary in the quest 
to fulfill the mission of the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Corrections.  

For additional information regarding this proposal, please contact [HOPE Letter Group 
Leader] at [email and telephone #].  
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HOPE LETTERS PROJECT PROPOSAL 

Summary 

 [Church/Organization Name] in [city/town/geographical area], Ohio, seeks a partnership 
with [Correctional Institution Name] to join with other HOPE Letters groups and [Institution 
Name] in supporting the mission of the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction 
(DRC) to “reduce recidivism among those we touch.”  

Through HOPE Letters, our intention is to establish meaningful, encouraging relationships with 
a select group of [men/women] at [Institution Name] who anticipate release and return to 
[County Name] within 12-24 months. We will encourage and mentor these persons during their 
final months of incarceration through written correspondence. The correspondence, based on 
best practices and ODRC policies, will focus on each person’s preparation for reentry and 
encouragement from a faith community that is prepared to welcome [him/her]. 

[Church/Organization Name]’s mission is aligned with the three main HOPE Letters 
purposes: 

1. To give hope and guidance through regular correspondence with [men/women] who 
are incarcerated.   

2. To build faith-based relationships that will ease the transition from prison to 
community.  

3. To increase the likelihood that HOPE Letters participants permanently return to 
community as more whole, productive citizens because of positive hope-filled, 
encouraging relationships.    

We recognize HOPE Letters as a signature initiative of the All In Community ministry of 
the West Ohio Conference of the United Methodist Church and agree to operate our HOPE 
Letters ministry under the current guidelines and boundaries as current West Ohio Conference 
groups do. [Church/Organization Name] desires to work with the All In Community initiative to 
expand HOPE Letters by developing more HOPE Letters groups within our current justice-
involved ministry efforts. [Church/Organization Name] has established partnerships with 
organizations and individuals in the _____ Area to facilitate the work of reentry. In addition, our 
HOPE Letters team includes persons with direct experience with the criminal justice system and 
the ______ County Reentry Coordinator.  [Provide summary of Church/Organization’s 
experience with reentry and/or justice-involved persons.] We believe HOPE Letters is our next 
opportunity to engage more of our members in ministry with justice-involved persons.  
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Program Implementation 
 Our structured HOPE Letters group will follow the HOPE Letters protocols as set forth in the 
HOPE Letters Manual.   
 
HOPE Letters Group Responsibilities: 

• Our letters will offer encouragement, non-judgmental relationships, faith-sharing, and 
mentoring.   

• Correspondents will be of the same gender:  men will write to men.   

• Our work will be informed by ODRC policies, mentoring best practices, and the HOPE 
Letters Manual. 

• Our HOPE Letters team plans to meet [monthly/bi-monthly] for on-going learning and 
teamwork.   

• We covenant to work together to support one another in this ministry for accountability 
purposes.  

• We understand the importance of maintaining confidentiality. 

• All members of the HOPE Letters team have committed to participate for a minimum of 
12 months.    

• We will welcome any men who might choose an on-going relationship with us when he 
returns to the [County/City/Geographical Area of Return].  

Institution Responsibilities: 

[Church/Organization Name] commits to be good partners with [Correctional Institution Name]. 
This includes: 

• Open and regular correspondence between the HOPE Letters Group Leader and the 
institution’s designated liaison.   

• Following all institution-specific policies and regulations that support rehabilitative and 
reentry practices.  

[Church/Organization Name] recognizes that the staff at [Correctional Institution Name] has the 
final authority over who will be selected for the HOPE Letters program and how HOPE Letters 
will be implemented. As such, [Church/Organization Name] requests an exploratory meeting 
with [Correctional Institution Name]’s leadership through the ODRC Faith-based Initiatives 
Coordinator to discuss HOPE Letters implementation. Below are [Church/Organization’s Name] 
requests for ministry support and implementation by [Correctional Institution Name].   

7. Institution Liaison. [Church/Organization Name] agrees to follow the current HOPE 
Letters process at [Institution Name] under the direction of [Institution Liaison’ s Name]. 
[Name of HOPE Letters liaison] will provide names of residents to the 
[Church/Organization’s Name] HOPE Letter Group leader and facilitate any necessary 
correspondence or correction to the [Church/Organization’s Name].  

8. Selection Process. Residents will be identified through the current [Self-selection/Pre-
selection] Process. (See below to indicated which process the institution uses. Do NOT 
include “Selection Options” section in proposal.) We request that the following criteria 
are used to select all HOPE Letter recipients: 
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i. [Men/Women] who anticipate release in eighteen to twenty-four months; 
j. [Men/Women] who expect to return to [County/City/Geographical Area] 

following their release.  This will allow the possibility of an on-going relationship, 
and we are familiar with important resources in our area; 

k. [Men/Women] who have demonstrated responsibility for their own 
rehabilitation/reentry by working with a case manager to develop a 
rehabilitation/reentry plan; and 

l. [Men/Women] who are involved in religious life inside [Correctional Institution 
Name] or who have demonstrated interest in the Christian faith. 

Selection Options:  

DCI- Self-selection. Institution liaison posts HOPE Letters flyer for residents to self-select for 
participation in mentoring by correspondence. Institution liaison, then, screens potential 
participants and generates mentees list for HOPE Letters Group leader to pair with mentors. 
Mentors initiate correspondence 

ORW - Pre-selected. Institution liaison generates a list of potential mentees based on county of 
return and length of remaining sentence. Lists are screened for safety and additional criteria. 
Institution liaison gives list to HOPE Letters Group leader to pair mentors and mentees. Mentors 
write introductory letters to initiate interest in HOPE Letters. 

9. New Mentees. As mentees are released from [Institution’s Name] or choose to 
discontinue their participation in HOPE Letters, new mentee requests will be made by 
the HOPE Letters Group leader to the institution’s liaison no more than once a quarter.    

10. Ministry Supplies. [Church/Organization’s Name] requests that HOPE Letter mentees be 
allowed to receive one sheet of blank, black & white HOPE Letters stationary per mentor 
letter to facilitate correspondence between mentee and mentor. 

11. Correspondence Support. [Church/Organization’s Name] requests that HOPE Letter 
mentees be provided one free stamp at [Institution’s Name]’s expense to facilitate 
correspondence between mentee and mentor. 

Organization Background and Preparation 

Paragraph 1: Church/Organization Name and Introduction 
5. Community name, county, and type of community [urban, suburban, rural, etc) 
6. Size of church/organization 
7. Church/Organization Mission  
8. Engagement with social justice, criminal justice reform, and/or mission work.  

Example: _________ is a faith community in______, Ohio – a _____ County suburb on the north 
side of ________.  [Church/Organization Name] has approximately ______  members.  We are 
focused on responding to the reality of God by sharing Christ’s love with everyone.  We are 
engaged in social justice and mission work locally, nationally, and internationally.   
 
Paragraph 2: Background Experience  

4. Group’s personal experiences with justice-involved members 
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5. Group’s calling through mission work in the community 
6. Group’s experiences with prison/reentry ministry 

Example: In 20__, a family in our congregation became directly involved in the criminal justice 
system. In response, we began equipping ourselves to walk with this family during their 
incarceration and upon our member’s release from prison. We connected with the West Ohio 
Conference of the United Methodist Church’s All In Community initiative, which provides 
resources and support for churches involved in prison and reentry ministries.  
[Church/Organization Name] became deeply committed to supporting our neighbors impacted 
by the criminal justice system and formed its own All In Community team in 20___, which 
includes the husband and wife directly impacted by the criminal justice system. 

Paragraph 3: Church/Organization’s Equipping 

4. Trainings done 
5. Transferable skills from existing ministries (Stephen Ministers, Kairos Volunteers)  
6. Additional Exposure to justice-involved persons 

Example: Since our personal involvement with our justice-involved member began, 
[Church/Organization Name] has educated itself about the issues of mass incarceration, the 
impact of incarceration on individuals and their families, and the challenges of reentry.  
Members and staff of [Church/Organization Name] have received training in mentoring and the 
communal care principles of the Healing Communities framework. Several members of our All In 
and HOPE Letters teams are trained Stephen Ministers, as well. 
We have sought to expand our knowledge and understanding in many ways, including: 

• Trainings (Healing Communities, HOPE Letters Training) 

• Book studies (Just Mercy; Home for Christmas: Tales of Hope and Second Chances) 

• Guest speakers (Christine Money; James Clay; Rev. Amelia Boomershine; Dr. G. Michael 
Davis, Diane Bricker); and  

• Group activities to Marion Correctional Institution for their Christmas and Easter plays, 
hosting Kindway annual fundraiser, fundraising for local recovery house for women.   

Paragraph 4: Church/Organization’s Engagement 

• Current ministries with justice-involved persons 

Example: In the past ____ years, [Church/Organization Name] has actively engaged in 
ministries that touch the lives of the incarcerated and those returning to community.  We 
support: 

• Liberty House and Unity House, sober homes and reentry centers in ________;    

• _______ County Reentry, by providing “Welcome Home Bags” given to those leaving 
prison and jail; 

• “The Drop”, a program of sending Christmas cards with hand-written notes to 
incarcerated individuals (a program of Continue the Story);   

• A Christmas gift-giving program focused on children of incarcerated adults; and  

• EMBARK/Kindway, an offender reentry program that supports men and women 
returning to Central Ohio. 
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We believe HOPE Letters is our next opportunity to engage more of our members in 
ministry with justice-involved persons.  

Paragraph 5: HOPE Letters Group Preparation  

• Narrate how you came to know about HOPE Letters 

• HOPE Letters Training date and name of trainers 

• Attendance # and gender of participants 

• Outcome from training with # committed to HOPE Letters and any additional 
preparation the group has done since forming 

Example: When All In Community began to expand HOPE Letters opportunities, 
[Church/Organization Name] decided to explore sharing God’s love with persons who are 
incarcerated with anticipated release into our county and community.  

Responding to this opportunity, [Church/Organization Name} decided to host a HOPE 
Letter training. # of [gender] attended the ____, 2020 HOPE Letters training led by 
_________________.  We reviewed and discussed a list of practical “Dos and Don’ts”, and 
relevant policy statements from ODRC, and were guided through best practices and practical 
things to say in first letters. (See Appendix) 

# of people signed statements agreeing to the purposes and procedures of HOPE Letters 
and affirming their commitment to participate in the HOPE Letters Program for at least one 
year. (See attached.) 

Since ___ 20__, this group has: 

• Watched “Faith-Based Mentoring,” a training presentation by Gary Croft; 

• Hosted Dr. Mike Davis, Religious Services Administrator, ODRC;  

• Deepened our understanding of challenges of those preparing for reentry; 

• Hosted and participated in The Cost of Poverty Experience: Reentry Edition; 

• Established a monthly meeting time; and  

• Written “practice” letters, two of which were mailed to persons whose names 
were received through a United Methodist Pastor. 

___ of men/women are ready to begin correspondence with men at the ______ 
Correctional Institution. 

Paragraph 6: Support Personnel 

HOPE Letters ministry at [Church/Organization’s Name] is supported by several external 
sources. We rely on the following individuals to help us continue to develop HOPE Letters 
ministry and equip our group for relationship building with justice-involved persons. 

• Include a short bio on each of the Church/Organization’s connections with 
justice-involved professionals, ministry leaders, reentry leaders, etc 

Example: 

• Rev. _______ is one of the leaders of _____ UMC’s All In Community, and leads our 
HOPE Letters Team.  Since retiring from full-time ministry, _____ has been a Deacon in 
Residence at ______ UMC.  Sandy has a B.S. from Eastern Illinois University and 
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attended Methodist Theological School in Ohio.   _____ is passionate about helping 
people connect worship to faith and life in the world.   

• __________ is the ________ County Reentry and Program Specialist, and is an active 
member of ______UMC’s HOPE Letters Team and All In Community. ______ professional 
experience has been very important to our work, and she will continue to provide her 
expertise as we implement our HOPE Letter writing.   

• ______, a member of _____ UMC’s staff, serves as liaison between our prison and 
reentry ministries and church staff.   ______ has a B.A. in Peace & Social Justice and 
Women’s Gender & Sexuality Studies from ______ University and a Masters of Divinity 
from ________ Seminary.    

• Reba Collins is the Consultant to West Ohio Conference All in Community. Reba has 
provided crucial guidance for the HOPE Letters project, including evaluation of the pilot 
program, development of the HOPE Letters Manual, and coordinating HOPE Letter 
Group Leaders’ quarter gatherings.    

• ODRC relationships   

Conclusion 

Bryan Stevenson has addressed the ills of mass incarceration in his book entitled Just 
Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption.  He writes, “I have discovered, deep in the hearts of 
many condemned and incarcerated people, the scattered traces of hope and humanity – seeds 
of restoration that come to astonishing life when nurtured by very simple interventions.” 
 We believe that HOPE Letters may be just such a “simple intervention.”  
[Church/Organization Name] leadership believes that the HOPE Letter program embodies our 
commitment to sharing Christ’s love with everyone.  We hope the leadership at [Correctional 
Institution Name] believe that faith and hope transforms people and are necessary in the quest 
to fulfill the mission of the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Corrections.  

For additional information regarding this proposal, please contact [HOPE Letter Group 
Leader] at [email and telephone #].  

Circle Facilitator Instructions. 
Our goal for the next few months of HOPE Letters is to create a safe space for people to 
share their experience, opinions, and reflections with a few others in structured 
conversation around the book Barking to the Choir and perhaps other topics that might 
arise. We are going to do that with “Safe Circles.”  “Safe” means: 

• Everyone gets an equal chance to speak, if they so choose 

• People can speak without being interrupted, questioned, or judged 

• Circle members can feel confident that what they say will not be shared outside 

• the circle 

Thank you very much for serving as a “Circlekeeper.” Your role is crucial!  
Here is a brief description of basic processes for leading a “Safe Circle.”  

1. Explain use of the “talking piece.” Say something like: 
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We’ll be using a “talking piece” to facilitate our circle conversation. This is an 
object that is passed from one person to another to indicate whose turn it is to 
speak. Only the person holding the talking piece speaks; others listen. A person may 
choose to pass the talking piece on to the next person without speaking, or to hold it 
in silence for a moment and then pass it on. 

2. Facilitate a “round” (passing the talking piece around the circle for everyone to have 
a turn) inviting people to say their name and how they are feeling tonight. If they 
have anything they want to say about it, that’s fine, but typically people just name a 
feeling. 

3. Explain the “circle guidelines”—say something like: 

We’ll form a covenant group. These are the four agreements for our time together: 

1) Honor the talking piece—when it is being used, speak only when you are 
holding it 

2) Speak from the heart—tell your truth as you are comfortable to share 
3) Listen from the heart—be attentive; avoid comments or questions. 
4) Protect personal privacy—keep confidential any personal information that is 

shared in the circle 

When the talking piece comes to you, say “ if you can accept these guidelines, say, ‘I 
accept these guidelines.’” [You go first.] “I accept these guidelines.” 

4. Do however many rounds you have time for with the readings/topics listed on the 
next page. Don’t worry if you only do one or two, as long as you follow the safe circle 
process. The last round is mainly reading the end of the Introduction which has a 
great story, so it would be good to get there if possible. In fact, if the first round 
takes a long time, you might skip round #2 and go straight to the “Read-Around.” 

5. Do a “check-out” where you send the talking piece around and let everyone name 
their feeling as the Circle comes to a close. You will need to allow 10 seconds per 
person for this final round. It should only take a minute or two.  
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