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Every youthful offender has a path and a desire to develop an intimate relationship with Jesus Christ.

Newsletter Notes: Names of the 
incarcerated have been omitted 
to provide anonymity. Articles, 
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been edited and condensed for use 
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My name is Mike and I grew up in a good Christian household, although when I 
was younger, I didn’t quite follow God or believe more than the fact that He existed. 
My life was hard growing up though, and it got really bad when I was seventeen. I  
experienced the loss of a very close friend - I called her ‘my little sister.’ 

‘My little sister’ meant the world to me! One day she asked me to get her out of her 
house, because she had a fi ght with her mom. I usually calmed her down, but it 
didn’t work this time. She left her house in the pouring rain against my advice and 
was killed by a bus. I drove right through the accident scene without even realizing 
it. Her mother called to tell me what happened, and I was scared. ‘My little sister’ 
died a week before her fi fteenth birthday. Two weeks later, my grandfather passed 
suddenly, and he had been my life’s inspiration. 

Eight months later I joined the Army. It was a good experience. I was in Infantry Special Operations Forces 
(S.O.F.), and I spent a lot of time growing close to the guys in my unit. We were all deployed to Iraq and before 
each mission we would recite the Twenty-Third Psalm. 

During one mission, a reserve mission to save a group of stranded Marines in a bad fi re fi ght, I lost fi ve of the 
nine guys I had grown close to, and I was injured as well. Yet by the grace of God, I walked “through the Valley of 
the Shadow of Death,” me, four of my infantry men, and one Marine made it out of that hell. God put a protective 
shield around us as we carried six dead and two injured (not including me) out to safety after fi ve days of fear 
and chaos. 

I was medically discharged in 2009. My P.T.S.D. (Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder) was bad, and I got heavily into 
drugs. I lived day-to-day in so much pain and sadness with horrifying images fl ashing through my brain daily. 

One night my best friend of many years overdosed in my arms, and after that I was never the same. My grief ran 
my life, and one night I couldn’t take it anymore. Hurting from all the pain of loss and drug addiction, I cried out 

Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are 
wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. 
For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an 
eternal glory that far outweighs them all.

2 Corinthians 4:16-17 

Carmen Ministries, its Board, and the young men we minister to 
humbly thank you for your support throughout 2011. During this 
year we have been blessed with the opportunity to provide 
assistance to many; we have God to thank and you for your 
continued support. 

We especially thank our dedicated volunteers who spent countless 
hours performing the Lord’s work on behalf of Carmen Ministries. 
While many have contributed their time and treasures, we want 
to specifi cally mention the Carmen Ministries’ Prayer Team, the 
‘Gardens & More’ volunteers (see page 2), the involved local 
churches and clergy, Christian Motorcycles, the Gideons, Market Street Missions, and the ECS Ministries. 

To all who have volunteered the gifts of time, treasure and/or talent to Carmen Ministries helping us overcome our 
challenges, we thank you sincerely. May the 2012 year shine the Lord’s blessings on you and yours.

Tony Wood and the Board of Carmen Ministries
They overcame him by the blood of the lamb and by the word of their testimony.

Revelation 12:11

Counting Our Blessings

Special ForcesSpecial Forces
                                                                                                                            by Mike

Carmen Ministries’ Board Members (l to r): Jim 
Hoyt, Bob Dell Elba, Tony Wood, Lorraine Howard, 
and Dan Miller
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to God in tears. I said, “God, if you are there and really care, save me from 
my misery. It is unbearable, and I just don’t want to live another day. I can’t 
do this anymore. Help me.” 

A little less than a week later, I blacked out from drugs and robbed a gas 
station. I was arrested and put in jail. At that point, I knew I couldn’t live 
through this. Withdrawal quickly set in, and I couldn’t bear to be in a cell so 
I was determined to fi nd a way to end my life. 

The next day a guy came up to me and said something to me, and I listened. 
He told me I needed help, and he moved me into his cell, started teaching 
me the Bible, and helped me get through withdrawal. He read the Bible to 
me and talked about how God works, and he shared his past experiences. 
I eventually cried out in remorse to God and asked Him to forgive me. I told 
God I didn’t know how to do all this, but I needed to know He wouldn’t let 
me go because I’d fall and die. 

It was then that a voice came to me and wouldn’t leave my head. It said, 
“Here I am,” over and over. I opened my Bible to a random passage in 
Isaiah and it said, “You shall call and the Lord will answer. You shall cry for 
help and I will say, Here I am.” Wow. I broke down in  tears and gave my life 
to Jesus at that moment. 

Later that day I went to a Bible study where the teacher, John Ryan, who 
I will never forget, told me that was the only place in the Bible where God 
says, “Here I am,” in that exact way. I knew then God was speaking directly 
to me.

Eventually I went to prison in the Mountainview Youth Correctional Facility 
in Annandale where I am now. I started going to the Carmen Ministries 
Bible study weekly. I became  close to Tony Wood, and he has changed 
my life. He brings an incredibly positive attitude, his love for us, and God’s  
inspiration to all. 

Carmen Ministries continues to help me grow closer to God and gives me 
more support and strength to keep persevering. Tony, or ‘Pops’ as we call 
him, has really changed my life and helped me grow spiritually. I plan on 
keeping our relationship close until the day I go to meet my maker. 

Pops has left a lasting joy in me, and God moves powerfully through him. I 
am endlessly grateful for him and Carmen Ministries. He shows us the love 
of God and is a perfect example to us as Jesus was. I look forward to our 
meetings on Thursdays when Pops greets me and expresses his love for 
me with a big hug. I need that so much. 

Carmen Ministries is a huge strength for me and a very good outlet. The 
ministry is helping me work through this challenging time. Thank you 
Carmen Ministries, and thank you Pops. My heart goes out to you.

Michael

Special ForcesSpecial Forces
Please pray for my family’s well-being and pray for me to complete the 
program. 

Please pray for me to be happy, to complete the program, and to get my 
GED. Also pray that my family is good.

I ask that you pray for my family. Help them to stay strong until I come 
home. Also, when I go home, help me to stay strong and stay out of trouble. 
If it’s possible, can you please get a few stamps for me? Thank you.

I ask that you pray for me and my family. Please guide my sister rightly. 
Help me make better decisions. I pray that my friends accept my decision 
to leave the gang life.

I would just like you to pray for me so that I can maintain my composure. I 
try to stay focused, because I’m too close to going home so I have a lot to 
lose. I hope I stay out of trouble when I get home too.

I ask that you pray that I pass my GED so I can move on in my life.

“Gardens & More” Ministry“Gardens & More” Ministry
The “Gardens & More” ministry was 
launched last year. Gardens were 
prepared in May at the Voorhees 
Residential Center. The idea behind 
this project was to get the boys working 
on something positive, productive and 
fruitful thereby giving them a positive 
outlet for their creative energy.

The project began with the concept 
of raised bed, row gardens. Compost 
was taken from the piles that the boys 
created on the grounds. We struggled to get a harvest from some of our 
rows. A few obstacles came our way such as a ground hog who somehow 
found his way into the garden to enjoy our crops. We learned to overcome 
these problems and with each passing week, we used these obstacles as 
spiritual life lessons.

Sometime in mid-summer, we discovered “square foot gardening.” This is 
a much more effi cient system, and we had great success. The boys LOVED 
it! They were particularly involved in building the box for the garden, and 
they were thrilled with the harvest. We have completed building our second 
box with our boys, and we have prepared it for the next planting season.

The boys really enjoy working with wood. They love to build. It is too 
bad they don’t have a wood shop class anymore. This would be a great 
expanded ministry idea.

Each time, we would have a spiritual lesson before starting our work. The 
boys we met received the Word of God and would occasionally express 
some insight or revelation from the lesson. The biggest challenge we faced 
was not having enough time with the boys before they would have to leave 
the facility. Just when we really started to connect with them, they were 
released or moved to another program. Still, we realize that we had been 
used to “plant seed” for their lives, and it is God’s job to cause it to grow.

Lisa Benton
Gardens & More Coordinator

Carmen Ministries is looking for volunteers to 
continue this program in 2012.  If interested, please 

call Tony at 908-835-7805. 

To Dad, 

What’s good, Pops? How are you doing? I just 
hope you are staying healthy and strong. But 
I also pray that God is blessing you and your 
family and that He continues to use you and 
is expanding your ministry.

As for me, Dad, I’m still the same - just trying 
to keep a positive mind and attitude as well 
as keep my eyes on Christ, Dad, but I’m 
falling off. 

I hope you can come see me when you are 
available. I just hope you are growing in your 
‘community’ up top. 

And I hope you like my picture! God bless you!

                                              Your son, Josh         

I Hope You Can I Hope You Can 
Come See MeCome See Me

Prayer Requests from TeensPrayer Requests from Teens
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Go ElectronicGo Electronic
Carmen Ministries is taking action to signifi cantly reduce the cost of printed 
newsletters by offering to deliver an electronic version of the newsletter to 
your inbox. If you are a computer user and would like to opt in to receive 
online communications from Carmen Ministries, please send an email to 
CarmenMinistries@HunterdonBiz.com and note in the subject: “Add Me to 
Your Distribution List.” 

We look forward to providing you with our eNewsletter at less cost to the 
ministry so that more support is available for the boys’ needs. Thank you 
in advance! 

I used to be ungrateful. I was uncaring and unable to bring myself 
from the bottom to the top. I always felt like I needed something to 
make me happy: a girlfriend, a drug, a drink, a thing. I found out that 
nothing made me happy. I was displeased and unsatisfi ed by things, 
places and people. I always wanted more; nothing was ever enough. 
I let my greed and selfi shness get to me, because I didn’t care about 
anyone besides myself. But now, goodbye Mr. Ungrateful. I’m seeing 
the changes in myself and the person I have become.

Pops, Even though we are far apart, I still love you as if you were next 
door. I still remember most of the life lessons you taught me. I guess 
what I am trying to say is thank you for everything you’ve ever done 
for me or taught me. It is still in my heart. I call them “Life Lessons 
My Pops Taught Me Along the Way.” I will never forget you. Thanks for 
coming into my life when I needed someone most.

[from a young man Tony mentored in the 1980’s]

When I fi rst started coming to the Thursday night meetings, I wanted 
to stop coming. I felt that we didn’t spend enough time in the Word 
and spent all the time talking about “healing.” But something inside  
me kept pushing me to go. “Healing?!? What’s that got to do with me? 
I’m fi ne!” That was my attitude - an attitude of arrogance, blindness, 
and ignorance. I am so glad that the spirit pushed me. How wrong I 
was. In my wanting to “do” so much for God, I never realized that I 
could do nothing when I was so emotionally handicapped.

I’m reading this book by Lee Schobel called “The Case for Christ.” 
It’s an awesome book, and I can’t put it down. Can you send me 
the new “Encounter with God” devotion? This material helps me 
understand a little better. I also think it is good to hear someone 
else’s interpretation, because God can reveal something to you 
through other people. 

I’m still staying strong, positive and keeping myself away from the 
B.S. But it’s almost over for me Pop because I fi nally signed up to go 
to the halfway house. It’s all in the hands of God. I miss you. 

My dad pulled a gun out on me when I was fourteen and tried to 
shoot me. I never respected him because he always beat on my mom 
and I never liked that. That is when I went to the streets and started 
doing a lot of bad things. I’m in here for drugs, shooting at someone,  
and having guns. I never wanted to live like that but that is what 
happens when you are in the streets. And that is why I’m in here. I 
wish I never went that way…

When I was fi rst incarcerated back in August, I was fearful, anxious, 
alone. Not anymore! Today, because of my belief and trust in 
Jesus, I face each day with a peace and sense of tranquility that 
I’ve never felt before. My mother always said, “Be thankful for what 
you’ve accomplished,” and I was. At the time I just thought I did it 
all on my own. I had a career, money and a girlfriend. But pride in 
me became arrogance. I had a void I couldn’t understand. I began 
to look for happiness in all the wrong places and ended up here. I 
started reading God’s Word and my eyes were opened. I found rest 
and understanding in His word. At times I quietly cry tears of joy, all 
because of His loving and forgiving nature.

Thanks a lot for sending the devotion; it really helped me out a lot. 
And thanks for the fundraiser you put together. God is really working 
in your ministry. I hope to have a great and strong ministry when I get 
there, and I hope to be as strong as you are. I miss you all.

I began the parole process. I am fervently praying that it is granted 
to me. I’m sure you’ve heard of all the things going on in here, and it 
makes me feel stuck in a fi ght between good and evil. Sometimes it 
is so explicit that the Lord speaks love to me – but the devil injects 
evil thoughts at the same time. I know this is happening because the 
devil wants to interfere with the plans God has for me. Please pray 
for me.

Excerpts from Letters from Our Young MenExcerpts from Letters from Our Young Men
Glimpse into the lives of the young men Carmen Ministries serves by reviewing the following excerpts from letters we received. 
Most of the letters are mailed to Carmen Ministries’ Tony Wood, who is fondly referred to as “Dad,” or “Pops” by the young men. 

“God is the only one who can make the valley of trouble a door of hope.”
Catherine Marshall

Quite often our supporters ask us what facilities we serve. We have 
prepared a snapshot view of our activity within the New Jersey system. 
The system has been and continues to be in a state of fl ux; facilities are 
closing and inmates are being shuffl ed around. Once things settle down, 
Carmen Ministries will update the list of facilities served. 

If you would like a copy of the December 2011 chart we prepared, 
please email us at CarmenMinistries@HunterdonBiz.com or request an 
electronic version of this newsletter (related article to the left). 

Thank you!

Carmen Ministries in NJCarmen Ministries in NJ
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PERMIT NO. 5

My name is Vinnie, and I am currently serving a fi ve-
year prison sentence. I come from a wonderful family 
with two amazing parents. I am the youngest of three 
children. Growing up, I always attended church and 
went to a Christian school until the 8th grade. My 
troubles began when I got distracted from a promising 
future by a world fi lled with drugs and compromise. Just 
like everyone in this world, I had a choice. The choices I 
made led me to prison and losing my freedom.

I’m here to tell you that all your sins can be forgiven 
with the help of my two best friends, God and Faith. My 
friend Faith always tells me to trust God. He will never 

put me in a situation I can’t handle. When I talk to God about what Faith tells me, He says, 
“As long as you believe in your friend Faith and trust Me, everything will always be okay.” God 
wants us to have faith and believe in Him - to acknowledge that He is our Lord and Savior. The The 
amazing thing is that 2000 years ago, when God sent His son to die for you, He knew you would amazing thing is that 2000 years ago, when God sent His son to die for you, He knew you would 
be reading this newsletter.be reading this newsletter.

I want you to stop and think about how your faith and trust in God have been. Maybe you are 
going through a storm in your life so you need to act like Jesus’ disciples on that boat and keep 
rowing until God calms the storm. Today I am stuck in a storm, rowing my boat until God calms 
the wind and waters. It’s possible you might not be a believer, and you are not assured God is 
on your team. The question for you is, 

“Do you want to play on His team?” There  is plenty of room!
Think about it.

Calling All Sinners

Vinnie

Vinnie is the author of “Goodbye Addiction” on the right. Many people can relate to his words. Drugs will always be part of his story, but they won’t shape his future.

GOODBYE ADDICTIONGOODBYE ADDICTION
I remember when it fi rst started, and you were my best 
friend. When I was happy, when I was sad, and when I 
thought things couldn’t get worse, I turned to you. You 
never really helped me out; you just slowly tore my life 
apart. 

You used to be able to control me like a toy soldier. But 
now my head is back on track, and I’m here to tell you 
good-bye. I hate you and will never forgive you for what 
you did to me. But what I can do is forget you and get 
back to the real man I am. No more stealing for you, 
no more partying with you, and straight up no more 
association with you. You are my worst enemy, and I 
will tell everyone to stay away from you. 

I can’t change the things we did together, but you 
better believe I know your power and what you are 
capable of. You can’t control me anymore. It’s over! I 
realized you were always around, but if I had a choice 
to hang out with you or someone else, you always got 
me to stay with you. What was I ever doing around you? 

You are dirty, dangerous, self-destructive, unemotional 
and uncaring. You didn’t care if I ate or if I died. You 
didn’t care about me pushing myself away from family 
and most of all you hurt… You will be a part of my story, 
but you are out of my life forever. I am strong, sober-
minded and I have God on my side, so don’t even think 
about coming around here anymore. Goodbye!
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