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Over the years the ND Youth Correctional Center has provided religious services through state 
hired chaplains, a Roman Catholic service on Tuesday evenings and a Lutheran service on 
Sunday mornings.  Heart River Lutheran Church, a group of volunteers, provides the Sunday 
morning worship service.  In 1982, Walter Odegaard, the Superintendent of the State Industrial 
School at the time, extended the invitation for Heart River to provide the Sunday morning 
worship services and so it has been providing worship for the youth every Sunday for the last 30 
years.  Worship is always voluntary for the young people on campus and we average around 45 
students coming to worship every week.  The youth become involved in nearly every aspect of 
our communal worship life, serving as readers, communion assistants, musicians, and ushers.  
Since the youth are unable to continue to worship with Heart River after they are released, this 
led the congregation into discernment as to how they might best continue to support the youth in 
their faith journey and in their lives after they leave campus. 
 
Renee Splichal Larson was called as Heart River’s pastor and began her call in September 2010.  
During her call interview the call committee indicated that they had saved a little bit of money 
over the years to explore outreach ministry to and for the youth and wanted their new pastor to 
help them find ways to further support the youth while they were at YCC and when they were 
released.  The volunteers worshipping on Sunday noticed that a number of the youth returned to 
campus just weeks or months after they were released and they wondered what could further be 
done to ensure their success in the community. 
 
Even before we moved forward with the re-entry ministry, we first and foremost worked closely 
with the ND Youth Correctional Center based on our mutual respect and 30 year relationship.  
Every step forward we made we asked permission and were very transparent with the 
correctional facility administration.  We deeply respect the relationship of church and state and 
have worked within the boundaries of this reality.  The correctional facility has noted that there 
was a gap in the re-entry process regarding the faith formation and spiritual care of youth being 
released as well as opportunities to be a part of pro-social activities and groups of people.  We 
even presented at 2 Division of Juvenile Services quarterly meetings to receive feedback, ask 
how the effort could be effective, whether or not case mangers felt it was needed and would 
work with us, etc.  Again, the response was positive and complimentary.  We have been asked us 
to specifically work more closely with the 18-19 year-olds who were released in 
Bismarck/Mandan who did not have much access to services or support. 
 
We then visited with nearly all non-profit organizations who worked with youth in the Division 
for Juvenile Services.  We asked them what they provided and asked whether or not we were 
hoping to provide would be necessary in the community or compliment their services already 
offered. All affirmed the need the in community and desired to partner with us to provide greater 
support for out-of-home placement youth by empowering and utilizing mentors and churches to 
be in relationship with the young people. 
 
This is the list of partners we have been in conversation with and are working with to give the 
best community care possible to youth re-entering society: 

 ND Youth Correctional Facility 
 ND Division of Juvenile Services 
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 Bismarck YMCA 
 Youthworks 
 Charles Hall Youth Services 
 Heartview Foundation 
 PATH 
 Dakota Boys and Girls Ranch 
 Prairie Learning Center 
 Lutheran Social Services 
  Western ND Synod (ELCA) 
 Easter ND Synod (ELCA) 
 ND Conferences of Churches 
 ND Vocational Rehabilitation Services 
 Ministry on the Margins 
 Carrie’s Kids 
 Congregations in ND 

 
In the winter of 2011, the re-entry ministry was named “Heart River Bridges of Hope” and a 
mission statement was formed.  We understood that the work we were trying to engage in was 
nearly impossible and that there was an endless well of need with the youth being released from 
corrections.  We stuck to what we believed was in our power to do: 
 

Heart River Bridges of Hope is an outreach and re-entry ministry on behalf of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America and the whole Church.  As an expression of 
God’s grace and love, this ministry will provide youth opportunities for community 
worship, mentorship, wellness, and mutually enriching relationships. Trusting and 
believing that God heals and creates new life, our intent is to accompany and empower 
youth toward a future with hope.   

 
The “wellness” piece of our mission statement is through our partnership with the Bismarck 
YMCA.  All youth in Heart River Bridges of Hope receive a 90% member scholarship to the 
YMCA. 
 
Throughout the discernment of Heart River Lutheran Church in the fall of 2010 and winter and 
spring of 2011, the Church Council helped govern the process of the development of the re-entry 
program and make the day-to-day decisions.  Knowing the development of the re-entry ministry 
needed a staff person, the congregation filled out the paperwork to call a diaconal minister.  
Before we called a diaconal minister, the congregation decided that the development of Heart 
River Bridges of Hope was too much for the Church Council to continue to oversee, so there was 
a plan in place to form a group of people who would govern the re-entry ministry.  At that time 
in 2011 we called it a “task force.” 
 
In June of 2011, Heart River Lutheran Church called a ½-time Diaconal Minister (Shera 
Nesheim) to help develop a re-entry faith-based mentoring and faith formation program.  With 
the help of Western ND Synod, Eastern ND Synod, and the ND Conference of Churches, Heart 
River is able to support a ½-time diaconal minister, asking all three entities to financially match 
what Heart River is putting forth ($5000 annually) in this effort for three years in order to build 
the ministry and create sustainability.  2012 was the first of the three years.  Over the past few 
years other individuals and congregations have given to sustain the ministry as we continue to 
work towards sustainability.  We are now starting to look at possible grant opportunities. 
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Understanding that we did not have all the answers and knowing that we needed the investment 
of the community in this effort, we knew we needed advise from differently gifted people who 
have worked with the population we were trying to serve.  The hoped-for “task force” became an 
“advisory board,” which had its first meeting in June 2012.  Each person on the board was 
specifically sought out because of their gifts and their ability to help shape and form a ministry 
from scratch. 
 
In order to ensure that the mission and ministry was always coming forth from Heart River 
Lutheran Church, ½ of the Advisory Board members for Bridges of Hope are members of Heart 
River Lutheran Church, and the other ½ are ecumenical community members.  Heart River 
Bridges of Hope opened its own bank account to better keep track of money that came in and 
out, but has always remained under the same 501c3 as Heart River Lutheran Church. 
 
The Advisory Board wrote all of the policies and documents we now have for the re-entry 
ministry: 
 Entrance and Exit Policy 
 Harassment Policy 
 Board Policy 
 Background Check process (basically follows LSS guidelines) 
 Mentor and youth Code of Conduct and Guidelines 
 Youth and Mentor applications 
  
In the mean time of creating the structure of the ministry, we have developed a mentor training 
program in which we recruit mentors primarily from churches in order to create mentor teams of 
2-4 people per youth who desire to be in the program.  We worked with Mark Heinert of 
Youthworks to initially develop the mentor training. We have trained over 75 adults since we 
have begun the mentor training program, although about 1/5 have gone through our application 
and background check process.   
 
We have had over 20 youth voluntarily apply to be in the Heart River Bridges of Hope ministry 
since 2012.  We work on referrals to our program through on-campus case managers and the 
youth themselves.  When they show interest in the re-entry ministry, this is our process of 
assessment and entrance: 

• Demonstrates willingness to participate and commit by attending worship while on 
campus 

• Application / Assessment and conversation with exiting youth who are interested in this 
program 

• Signed ROI (release of information) – guardian is Community Case Manager with 
Division for Juvenile Services 

• Go over expectations 
• Make a mentor(s) match and arrange opportunities for them to get to know one another 

before release 
 
One of the primary goals in Bridges of Hope is to create a bridge from the youth’s involvement 
in the worship life of Heart River into another faith community on the “outside” once they are 
released through informal mentoring relationships.   
 
These are some of our other goals: 

• Work together with State Agencies and NGO’s and non-governmental organizations 
working with this population 
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•  Reduce recidivism 
•  Address a gap that’s missing from re-entry 
•  Provide an alternative social network for youth 
•  Empowerment of youth 
•  Foster faith formation & spiritual development 
•  Utilize and empower congregations 
• Hope to be a statewide effort 

 
Positive Effects of this effort: 

• Keep youth from going to prison one day through healthy relationships 
• Aid in Public Safety 
• Healthy lives, healthy choices for youth 
• Healthy families, friends 

  youth can be ministers to those around them 
•  Awareness & Advocacy 

  mentors and congregations more aware of issues for at-risk youth and how to address them 
 
We believe mentoring can help: 

• Improve young people’s attitudes toward their parents, peers and teachers;  
•  Encourage students to stay motivated and focused on their education; 
•  Provide a positive way for young people to spend free time; 
•  Help young people face daily challenges; and  
•  Offer young people opportunities to consider new career 
• Give a youth confidence that someone cares about them 

 
Some	stats	and	other	services	offered:	

 We’ve trained over 75 people to be mentors since 2012 
 25 youth have applied to be in the Bridges of Hope ministry since 2012 
 Our youth come from different communities across the state of ND.  It is our hope to 

support them wherever they go. 
 We have 16 partners plus many congregations who help support this ministry prayerfully, 

financially, and in collaboration to provide a network of caring people for each young 
person in our program. 

 Each young person who leaves NDYCC receives a hand-made quilt. 
 We offer mentor trainings every fall and spring. 
 We offer a Mentor Support Group for continuing education and to provide space for 

mentors to talk and gain advice and support. 
 We offer a Parent Support Group for caregivers of juveniles in the justice system once a 

month led by a licensed professional counselor. 
 We host large group activities and fun events in the community. 

 



WAYS YOU CAN PARTNER WITH US: 

• Pray- pray for Heart River's ministry, the 
youth and staff at NDYCC and those who 
have returned home. 

• Corne -visit us at Heart River Lutheran 
Church 's worship 10:00 a.m. on Sunday. 

• Make - make and donate quilts. 

• Give - give financially to the ministry of 
Heart River Bridges of Hope. 

• Discern - whether you would like to be in a 

mentoring relationship with a young person 
when they leave corrections. 

• Attend- a Bridges of Hope Mentor Training. 

• Become - a mentor or volunteer at YCC with 

our program. 

• Serve- as a Board member with Bridges of 

Hope. 

• Join - join us for fellowship, games, worship, 
meals and other activities in the community. 

• Educate - share knowledge at a continuing 

education mentor support group. 

PARTNERS 

We are JO gmtejitf to be in partnerJhip with: 

NO Youth Correctional Center 
NO Division of Juvenile Services 

Bismarck YMCA 
Youthworks 

Charles Hall Youth Services 
Heartview Foundation 

PATH 
Dakota Boys and Girls Ranch 

Prairie Learning Center 
Lutheran Social Services 

Western NO Synod (ELCA) 
Eastern NO Synod (ELCA) 
NO Conference of Churches 

NO Vocational Rehabilitation Services 
Ministry on the Margins 

Carrie's Kids 
Congregations in NO 

Contact Us! 
701 16th Ave SW, M andan, NO 58554 

www.heartriverhope.org 

Pastor Renee Splichal Larson 
701.595.3961 

pastor.renee@heartriverlutheran.org 

Shera Nesheim, Diaconal Minister 
701 .595.3962 

dm.shera@heartriverlutheran.org 

HEART RIVER 
BRIDGES OF HOPE 

OuRMrssroN 
Heart River Bridges of Hope is an outreach and 

re-entry ministJy on behalf of the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America and the whole 

Church. As an expression of God's grace and 
love, this ministry will provide youth 

opportunities for community worship, 
mentorship, wellness, and mutually enriching 
relationships. Trusting and believing that God 

heals and creates new life, our intent is to 
accompany and empower youth toward a future 

with hope. 



WHO ARE WE? 

Heart River Bridges of Hope is a ministry birthed 
out of Heart River Lutheran Church in Mandan, 

North Dakota. This ecumenical faith-based 
ministry works in partnership with state agencies 
and other non-profit organizations who work with 
out-of-home placement youth in order to provide 

the best re-entry care possible for youth who have 
been at the ND Youth Correctional Center. 

This ministry encourages young people to ask 
questions about God, explore what faith means to 

them, and discover a faith community that will 
support them in their journey to create and 

sustain healthy relationships. Heart River Bridges 
of Hope empowers youth and faith communities 

by providing the tools, resources, support, and the 
ability to dream of and live into a future with 

hope. 

Heart River Bridges of Hope 
PROGRAMS 

Quilting Ministry: 

The Quilting Ministry of Heart River Lutheran 
Church is a way that we partner in mission with 
people and congregations across the state to give 
each young person who leaves the ND Youth 
Correctional Center a quilt. 

The small stitches and endless hours of cutting 

fabric have given each youth the blessing of a 
warm, cozy reminder 
that God is present in 
their lives. These 
quilts are a tangible 
way we connect with 
the youth and send 
them with a word of 
hope. This quilting 
ministry helps make 
up the foundation of 
Heart River Bridges of 
Hope's outreach and re-entry ministry in giving 
support to youth as they leave. 

Mentor Program: 

We have a dynamic and engaging mentor training 
that prepares individuals to be in relationship with 
youth at NDYCC. These mentors are people who 
are willing to walk with youth as they are in and 
transitioning out of corrections to explore their 
faith and model what it means to live healthy and 
Fruitful lives. 

To attend a training and begin the mentoring 
process, please contact the staff of Heart River 
Bridges of Hope. 

like "Heart River 
Bridges of Hope" on 
facebook For updates 

and events! 

Mentor Support Group 

The first Tuesday of every month at 7:00p.m. we 
offer a place for mentors to have opportunities to 
continue to be educated, connect, pray with one 
another, and gain a better understanding of 
juveniles in the justice system, and how to better 
work with youth in the BOI-l Program. 

Parent Support Group 

This free and confidential support group meets 
every first Thursday of the month at 7:30p.m., and 
is led by a licensed professional counselor. This is a 
safe place for caregivers of youth who are in the 
justice system to fmd support and to have open, 
respectful conversation in a place with hope and 
prayer. 

State-wide Program: 

Heart River Bridges of Hope is a program that 
seeks to provide a bridge for youth being 
discharged from NDYCC and returning to 
different communities across North Dakota. It is 
our goal to connect each young person in our 
program with mentors, other community supports, 
and a faith community no matter where they are re
entering society. 

We work to empower congregations and 
individuals to minister to these young persons, 
mentor them, and become advocates for young 
people who have been in the juvenile justice 
system. We make an effort to partner with existing 
community organizations to give the best holistic 
care for youth returning to their home 
communities. 




