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Goings and Comings 
// Mike Neelley, Executive Director

Over the years we’ve seen a lot of changes here at 
Tierra Nueva del Norte. In its earliest days there was 
Bob and Gracie Ekblad, Roger Capron and Roció Ro-
bles. Eventually, Roger and Roció moved on to other 
work. In 2005 Chris Hoke arrived as the vanguard of 
what turned out to be a stream of young, mainstream 
people who were looking for a gospel that was truly 
good news – encapsulated in Tierra Nueva’s core DNA 
of Word, Spirit and Street. In 2010 we started our Ap-
prentice Program welcoming more than a dozen peo-
ple over five years, to come to work and learn, and 
discern whether a long term calling to a ministry like 
Tierra Nueva was for them. By early 2018 all former 
apprentices will have moved on to new ministries, to 
seminary and other callings. In the following pages 
you will read in greater detail about some of the other 
changes that are happening right now at Tierra Nueva.
Chris Hoke, who has been with us for 12 years as jail 
chaplain and gang pastor, and Neaners Garcia for 3 
years doing gang outreach, are launching their own 
non-profit and will be co-directing Underground Min-
istries by the end of the year. 
undergroundministries.org. 
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All my life I have been sad.  My past was dirty and bad.  I was involved with 
gangs along the border, and got into a lot of trouble.  I had a cruel destiny.

But now, all of a sudden, Jesus gave me new life, a life of peace and happiness. 
A lot of my triumphs, I owe to God and Tierra Nueva, Bob and Gracie, Julio and 
the Psalms ministry, and Salvio, Victoria and family.

Ozwaldo and Julio at Family 
Support Center, Tierra Nueva

Matt Malyon is also planning to launch Underground Writing as its own non-profit ear-
ly in 2018. Matt started Underground Writing while working as Administrator and jail 
chaplain at Tierra Nueva. undergroundwriting.org
In just this past year, we have also said goodbye to former apprentices Mike and Rebecca 
Zosel moving on to new callings, and Claire Latimer and Anne Park, both moving on to 
seminary. 
As people move on, God is also bringing us new people. Alvin Shim has joined us in our 
Administrator role and brings tremendous gifts to take us to a new level. Don Harpole, 
who volunteered here for three months last winter, has returned to us after now in full-
time capacity as men’s pastoral advocate and jail chaplain. 
In the midst of these changes, we are experiencing loss as co-laborers and friends move 
on, as well as the challenges that come with change. And we are also anticipating the 
new things Jesus is doing in each person in this new season and in us here at Tierra 
Nueva. 
Join with us in praying for all these goings and comings.



CONTACT TIERRA NUEVA

PO BOX 410
Burlington, Washington 98233
(360) 755-5299

WE’D LIKE TO KEEP IN TOUCH.

If you have questions or would like to notify us  
of a changed address, please let us know.

admin@tierra-nueva.org

Celebration:

Chris Hoke came to Tierra Nueva in 
2005. He spent his first few years as jail 
chaplain, visiting gang members, being 
adopted by them, and giving birth to a 
dedicated arm of Tierra Nueva as Gang 
Pastor. During this time, Chris lived in 
the TN building and often welcomed 
young gang members for shelter, some 
as eventual roommates. Chris built such 
a relationship with José Neaners Garcia 
prior to and then during his years of im-
prisonment. Chris and his wife Rachel 
welcomed Neaners into their home upon 
his release in 2014. Neaners came on staff 
with TN six months after getting out of 
prison, performing gang outreach with 
Chris. Their partnership has given shape 
to Underground Ministries which will 
launch as its own non-profit at
the end of 2017.

Chris took Bob’s vision for Honduran cof-
fee and began Underground Coffee cre-
ating a Friday roasting space in the Tier-
ra Nueva basement. This weekly practice 
gathered men from the streets, providing 
them with work and community that, 
for many of them, was their church. The 
business of Underground Coffee even-
tually went to Fidalgo Coffee, who had 
been partnering with Chris. Fidalgo Cof-
fee became the model for Underground 
Employment, where local employers 
hired men and women connected with 
the pastoral advocacy of Tierra Nueva.

Chris was our men’s lead for pastoral 
advocacy, started our work in juvenile 
detention, and did much to craft our 
approach to pastoral accompaniment 
through Stones and Layers. As a core 
leader, Chris had a big role in shaping 
what we do at TN and how we share that 
with the community. Chris was also one 
of our worship leaders and his love for 
Jesus and the marginalized created many 
of the worship songs that are part of our 
canon.
You can read more about his journey and 
the encounters that have shaped him in 
his book, Wanted: A Spiritual Pursuit 
Through Jails, Among Outlaws, and 
Across Borders.

José Neaners Garcia joined TN staff in 
January 2015, partnering with Chris in 
gang outreach. While in prison, Nean-
ers dreamed of a garden, a place for gang 
members to belong, work, and do life 
together. He called it Hope for Homies. 
Upon entering the ranks of TN staff, 
Neaners threw his energy into shaping 
the plot of ground behind our building. 
He gathered friends friends, donors and 
homies to make it into a beautiful space. 
Through the year, the garden is alive and 
well with grass, a picnic table, flowers, a 
fence, and raised beds as a community 
plot. He also worked tirelessly as a pasto-
ral advocate, driving around the valley to 
connect with and encourage men, meet-
ing them where they are. Neaners also 
has a unique gift for bridging divergent 
worlds and built vibrant relationships 
with local churches, sharing his vision 
for what the Church can be.

Matt Malyon came to us from Regent 
College four years ago in the role of Ad-
ministrator, joined our Apprentice Pro-
gram, and became a chaplain in the coun-
ty jail and juvenile detention. Matt’s quiet 
confidence and professionalism changed 
the atmosphere in our office and among 
our staff. His vision for us to grow orga-
nizationally continues to encourage and 
challenge us today. During his time with 
us at Tierra Nueva, Matt brought a long 
time dream to life. Underground Writ-
ing is a literature-based creative writing 
program that serves immigrant, incar-
cerated, recovery, and other at-risk com-
munities through literary engagement, 
pastoral connection and personal resto-
ration. Matt is launching Underground 
Writing as an arts nonprofit in 2018, and 
will continue to partner with Tierra Nue-
va in jail ministry.

Anne Park met Bob Ekblad in Seoul, 
South Korea where they sensed the mu-
tual call that led her to join us through 
our Apprentice Program four years ago. 
Anne embodies some of the best aspects 
of Tierra Nueva. An incomplete list of 
of how Anne changed our ministry: she 
loved leading worship and Bible study in 
the jail, was relentless in her pursuit and 
accompaniment of women as a pastoral 
advocate, served as the creative engine 
behind our website, and beautifully or-
ganized training courses for The Peo-
ple’s Seminary and our local chapter of 
Christmas Gifts for Children of Inmates.

Each of these members of our staff 
have been such enormous blessings as 
friends and partners in the Kingdom 
work of Jesus. We have been hugely 
impacted by their ministry alongside 
us and our community. We celebrate 
them, we bless them, and we will miss 
them.

Can we say enough to celebrate those who have been with us and are moving on to 
new callings? No. We can not. But we will try anyway.
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I Can Do All Things Through Christ
// Danielle Riley, Women’s Advocate
Three and a half years ago I was an 
inmate in Skagit County Jail. After 
three years of using meth, living in a 
truck and on the streets, I had been 
arrested again. This time, pregnant 
with my first child, terrified and long-
ing for something more for me and 
my unborn son, I attended the jail 
bible study with the women from 
Tierra Nueva. I cried as they spoke of 
forgiveness and the love of Jesus no 
matter what I had done. I was given 
hope. I spent my time there reading 
my Bible and praying for the first 
time in my life. This was the begin-
ning of the death of my old life and 
the birth of my new life in Jesus.
On July 16th this year I re-entered the 
Skagit County Jail. This time as an 
approved chaplain. Bethany Dear-
born led a short study on Philippians 
4:11-13. We read, “Not that I was ever 
in need, for I have learned how to be 
content with whatever I have. I know 
how to live on almost nothing or with 
everything. I have learned the secret 
of living in every situation, whether it 
is with a full stomach or empty, with 
plenty or little. For I can do every-
thing through Christ, who gives me 
strength.” 

The inmates talked about what they have been 
using for comfort and strength. Things that 
have not only not been working, but have also 
ruined relationships with family and God and 
landed them here in jail. 
With tears in my eyes I said, “The last time I 
was sitting here in this room, I was wearing 
red, sitting there just like you.” Three of the 
women began to cry. I shared my story of be-
ing an inmate, my drug use and how Jesus had 
brought me full circle from where I hit bottom 
to share the hope of Jesus just as it was shared 

Danielle and Kevin in the present, 
Kevin and Danielle in the past. 

Danielle at home with her children. Asher is 2 and Quinn 
will be celebrate her 1st birthday in January 2018.

with me three and a half years ago. I shared that my hus-
band and I had just celebrated three years clean and so-
ber in April.  One woman began to cry and shared how 
close she was to giving up hope on her situation. This 
encouragement and reaction to my testimony are why 
God has called me back to jail.
None of this would have been possible without Jesus. I 
had to come to the end of myself and realize that I didn’t 
just need help, but needed to surrender to Jesus and 
give my burdens to Him. None of my recovery or success 
would be possible without Jesus taking my burdens. He 
gives me strength when I am weak. He gives me hope 
when I am hopeless.

The People’ Seminary offers 
Certificates in Transformational Ministry 
at the Margins around the World
// Bob Ekblad, Founder & General Director
The People’s Seminary was founded in 2001 to train those who minister to the 
neglected. Tierra Nueva’s ministries to peasants in Honduras, and migrant farm 
workers, prisoners, and gang members in the Skagit Valley is like a vineyard out 
of which comes the wine of this teaching. 
Our vision to bring quality theological education to the margins first started in 
Honduras in the 1980s, when Gracie and I began reading the Bible with people 
who were excluded from the church. Honduran peasants often saw their poverty, 
high infant mortality rate, illiteracy, low agricultural production, and any other 
negative as punishments from God. We found great joy in discovering the good 
news of God’s grace and love in Jesus together with people with whom we read 
the Bible.
We realized that we needed more training and pursued formal theological stud-
ies in France. There, Gracie and I felt called to be pastors and to start Tierra Nue-
va in Burlington in 1994. Reading the Bible with the Damned came out of our first 
20 years of experience reading scripture with people on the margins in Honduras 
and Skagit County Jail. 



Ministry on the margins of society among 
the excluded or under-reached is needed 
everywhere- including among immigrant 
and refugee communities, the home-
less, jail and prison inmate populations, 
gang-involved youth, people struggling 
with drug and alcohol addictions. 
Trained pastors and ministry workers are 
needed to serve these communities, to re-
spond to complex problems. Too often, the 
best training is offered to the privileged 
while those on the margins remain un-
derserved. Across the developing world, 
3.2 million pastors are untrained or un-
der-trained. In Africa, it’s estimated that 
90% of church leaders may never have re-
ceived even one day of formal training
A few years ago, we developed a year-long 
training program we call the Certificate 
in Transformational Ministry at the Mar-
gins (CTMM). CTMM consists of three, 
four-day residential courses with weekly 

Margins cont’d

distance-learning 
videos and read-
ings. We have now 
completed seven 
CTMM (three in 
Burlington, two 
in London, one in 
Glasgow and one 
in Seoul) and will 
complete two more 
in Zimbabwe and 
Kenya in January 
2018 for a total of 
335 graduates. 

London-based Tierra Nueva Europe or-
ganizes trainings in the UK and across 
the continent. Tierra Nueva Kenya lead-
ers James and Helen Onchangu organize 
trainings in East Africa. In the next nine 
months, we are starting new CTMM 
courses in Ethiopia, Tanzania, the UK, 
and New Zealand.  
All of this activity has required lots of 
writing and organization. Training man-
uals are needed for participants and 
teachers, and must be translated into 
languages like Zwahili, Shona, Oromo, 
and Amharic as well as French and Rus-
sian. Financial support is needed to cov-
er costs of mobilizing trainers to remote 
sites like Bungoma, Kenya or Gueru, 
Zimbabwe. 
In order for The People’s Seminary to ex-
pand our offerings we need more teach-
ers with direct ministry experience. In 
September this year, we offered our first 
Training the Trainers event in the UK. 

23 graduates from our CTMM in London and Glasgow 
attended. Our plan is to send out teams of experienced 
ministry workers, having completed CTMM training, 
to offer the course themselves in new locations to even 
more people called to serve the poor and excluded. 
Gracie and I are excited by the growing interest around 
the world for these trainings. At the same time we are 
committed to spending 2/3 of our time here with Tier-
ra Nueva in the Skagit Valley. We hope to offer the next 
CTMM in Burlington as a weekly evening course over in 
three, eight-week semesters.

Check out peoplesseminary.org for more information.

It’s like a Magnet   // David Westerlund, Development Director
Imagine for a few minutes that you are a woman 
in the Skagit County Jail. Look through her eyes. 

Your kids are with your mother, who has 
vowed to never forget all the grief you’ve 
caused her. You’ve been using – mainly meth 
– to escape the deep pain of childhood trau-
ma, and all the men who have used you and 
left you. Now you are here, in jail... once again.

You’ll be here through the holidays.  Found 
out yesterday that you are going to miss your 
8-year-old girl’s choir concert. You got her in-
vitation in the mail yesterday. Shame from all 
of this weighs on you like an enormous bag of 
heavy rocks that you have to carry. Every day, 
shame wakes you up in the morning, and all 
but buries you alive.
One day, you decide you’ll go to ‘’church’’ as 
they call it here. Apparently a couple women 
come in and lead a bible study. 

That’s not really my thing, you think, but at 
least I’ll get some time outta my cell.  (I can’t 
stand my cellie). 

You and other women are led into a room and 
you’re greeted by two women who seem too 
friendly to be real. 

Are you kidding me? What do they want from 
me? They must want something.

One of the women, Danielle, says she knows 
what it’s like.  

Where does she get off pretending that she 
“knows what it’s like”!!... Then I felt embar-
rassed because Danielle said – she used to be 
here, but wearing the red uniforms like us, in 
a cell like us. She used to be on the streets, used 
to use meth (like me)... but then… No way! I 
thought. She looks healthy. No way.  She said 
she’s got two kids and a husband who loves 
her. I’m finding this hard to believe.

But for some reason I keep coming back ev-
ery week… cause there is something, I don’t 
know… it’s pulling me… It’s like a magnet… 
I’m curious.
One week Danielle tells the rest of her story. 
The part about people really living out the 
love of Jesus for her and for her now husband, 
Kevin. And now she gets to be a jail chaplain. 
Wait a second, GETS TO BE??? She’s choos-
ing to be here? This isn’t her community ser-
vice hours? Why...
She said it’s like a magnet for her... Yeah, that’s 
when I lost it. I broke down right there in the 
bible study. Through tears and snot I ask, 
“Did you… just say … a magnet?   I’m not sure 
how to say this, but I felt known... and I’m 
hungry for what you’ve got.”

* * *

We are thrilled that Danielle was approved 
to go into the jail as a chaplain this past July.  
(Kevin’s application is awaiting approval.)
Danielle and Kevin are two of our Emerging 
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Yes! Thanks to generous donors like you, our 
Emerging Leaders are fully funded through 2017!

Leaders. They are Tierra Nueva staff who have been in the very 
places that they are now ministering to in the name of Jesus.
Julio, Salvio, and Victoria minister to the migrant community 
via our Family Support Center, and visitation to the migrant 
camps. Julio leads a Gospels reading each morning and a 
Psalms reading each night – for anyone who wants to come. It’s 
a rhythm that grounds many people.

These Emerging Leaders are here first because of the response 
they have to the call of Jesus. Secondly, it’s because of the gen-
erosity of donors like you.

Chris, Neaners, and the Gang Ministry are no 
longer at Tierra Nueva and are now UNDER-
GROUND MINISTRIES, a new organization 
entirely dedicated to their mission with gang 
members, prisoner reentry, and churches. 

Underground Ministries will be receiving 
donations starting January 1, 2018. 
If you’d like to make a 2017 year-end tax-de-
ductible contribution to their kickoff, you 
can make that out to Tierra Nueva for/
memo “UNDERGROUND MINISTRIES” or 
“GANG MINISTRY” and it will go to them in 
the new year.

Contact neaners@undergroundministries.org 
if you’d like to be added to their newsletter. 
Visit undergroundministries.org regularly for 
more information.

Kevin and Danielle know what it’s like to scrape by, and worse. 
My hope is that we can create a culture of health and sustainabil-
ity here at Tierra Nueva, so that these staff can rely on a robust 
Emerging Leaders Fund. 
Thanks to the generosity of donors like you, we have raised 100% 
of Emerging Leaders Funding for 2017! Thank you! And we have 
$30,000 pledged for 2018 funding. We are asking donors to consid-
er making a three-year commitment to giving monthly, quarterly, 
or annually to our Emerging Leaders Fund. Please consider giving 
to cover the remaining $58,811 for 2018.

I would love to share a coffee or lunch with you to get to know 
you and talk about the best way for you to join in supporting our 
Emerging Leaders. Please contact me at david@tierra-nueva.org.  
If you want to give today, please give online through our website 
tierra-nueva.org.



Underground Writing, The Next Chapter
// Matt Malyon, Director of Underground Writing & Jail Chaplain
It’s the basic nature of prose writing in English that the line moves forward, left to right, extends to the end of the page and then begins a new 
line.  Enough of these you get a paragraph, a 
conglomerate of paragraphs becomes a page 
becomes a chapter.  In a work that is robust 
and worth continuing, there’s usually a next 
chapter.  Such has been the case for the evolv-
ing story of Underground Writing.
The pre-history of Underground Writing be-
gan on March 31, 2000, the night my father 
died.  I was in my twenties, and the event was 
overwhelming.  I began writing a story that 
night as a way to channel the grief.  I wrote 
in ways that connected my family’s story with 
that of the great tradition of literature.  The 
first story became another one, and later be-
came a collection of interlinked stories.  I ha-
ven’t looked at them since, but what I’ve real-
ized only recently is that the work we’re doing 
now in Underground Writing has its origins 
in that experience.  I’d navigated the darkness 
with a pencil for a compass.  In fact, writing 
my way through grief allowed me to do the ac-
tual work of mourning.  Lord have mercy.  The 
living Word heals, and—in a connected way—
the written word does as well.
In March 2015, the idea of Underground Writ-
ing was green-lighted, and we began writing 
our story in our first workshop—July 8, 2015 
in Skagit County Juvenile Detention.  Almost 
immediately, we began seeing anew the pow-
er of the written word to emboldened and 
transform.  In our second or third workshop, 
for example, after discussing the letters of 
James Baldwin, here’s what one student wrote 
in response to the prompt, “Write someone a 
letter”:

Dear System

Ever since I was born you’ve been there.  You 
were there when my biological mom would re-
lapse and let my sister and I run around free.  
You were there again as I began to realize how to 
work on my own and take care of my mom and 
little sister.  You were there when my biological 
dad went into a rage and hit someone.  You were 
there when my mom used up her last chance.  
You took me and my little sister from her.  You 
weren’t there when I was passed from family 
member to family member.  You were there to 
give me to a new family.  You were the ones who 
put both my parents in jail.  You put my biolog-
ical dad in prison.  Now you are here again, but 
this time just for me.  You are here putting me 
in JRA for the same reason my biological dad’s 
locked up.  You’ve  brought nothing but pain in 
the fourteen years I’ve known you.  You have 
torn apart my family time and time again only 
to put me in a new one where I’ve done nothing 
but disappoint or make people angry.  So sys-
tem, before I finish this letter, I just want to say 
that I will never forgive you.  

Sincerely, 
Robert

We’ve seen this sort of power, these sorts of 
voices rising, time and again in our weekly, bi-
weekly, and monthly workshops.  It has been 
transformative for our students, and for our 
teaching-writers as well.  And in the pages 
since our opening paragraph, a great deal has 
happened.  We currently have four ongoing 
sites, six teaching-writers, a creative writing 
mentorship for incarcerated folks called “re/
vision,” and we are working on two antholo-
gies: our first all-sites student writing antholo-
gy, and a separate anthology with our Migrant 
Leaders Club site.
No cliffhanger here... we are planning for the 
story to continue.  We have several projects in 
development right now, and in Fall 2017 we will 
begin our 5th site in the just-opened Skagit 
County Community Justice Center (jail), an 
event that will more than double the number 
of workshops we facilitate, while considerably 
increasing our student numbers.
For the long-term sustainability and growth of 
Underground Writing, the next chapter of our 
story is already being written: we are planning 
to launch as our own 501c3 Arts Non-Profit, 
based in Mount Vernon, WA.  We expect that 
this will occur by early Spring 2018.

We’re excited, of course, and ask for your 
prayers in this time of transition.  And please, 
keep reading . . . keep following our story.  
We’d love to keep in touch.  

If you have any questions, please e-mail me: matt@undergroundwriting.org. And visit us online as well: undergroundwriting.org. 
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