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Yesterday Restore Justice Illinois honored a group of us in Lake County who responded after
5 teens were charged with felony murder in August. I am truly humbled by this award,
humbled to be part of a "team" that truly was grassroots as we saw the need to speak out
for justice and mercy. Thank you to Jason Dewey, Beth Pope, George Moore Jr., Veronica
Williams, Matt Kearney, Anthony McIntyre, and Courtney Combs. Thank you to RJI's Jobi Jobi
Petersen Cates, Wendell Robinson, and Marshan T. Allen.

You can read more about the full background of the Lake County case here:
https://restorejustice.org/issues-solutions/felony-murder/

Here's my story:

How Did I Come to Be Part of this?

Watch God's timing in lining all of this up.

2014 – Woman vandalizes multiple churches in Lake County. Mike Nerheim’s office calls the
churches together, realizing we would be wanting to come to a restorative justice approach
to the case, rather than a stiff sentence. I was impressed by his creative approach to
providing justice and rehabilitation.

2015 – "Just Mercy" by Bryan Stevenson, on sale at Starbucks. I purchased it with good
intentions of reading it, but it ended up on my bookshelf…untouched.

May 2019 – Plans made for a sermon series about Spiritual Gifts. Calendar of gifts set. Mercy
scheduled for August 11. Thank you for prompting this, Dce Katrina Johns

August 5 – In beginning to work on a sermon about mercy, I pull Just Mercy off the shelf and
begin reading. And keep reading. Walk for 2 hours reading. Keep reading well past finding
how to use it in my sermon.

Stevenson's Just Mercy tells his story of working for justice reform, especially revolving
around juveniles tried as adults and facing the death penalty or life in prison. He works to
bring these cases to light, asking courts to reconsider locking away juveniles without the
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hope that they would ever be able to have an opportunity to mature into adults who could
live safely in society. That the courts would consider all of the factors that lead to such
crimes, often for juveniles who have very little hope of a life outside of crime.

August 8 & 11 – Preach making references to the basic storyline of "Just Mercy."

August 11 – afternoon, finished reading "Just Mercy"

August 13 – 1:00 AM – JaQuon Swopes killed; Stacy Davis, 17; Steven Davis, 17; Curtis
Dawson, 16; and Kendrick Cooper, 17, arrested.

August 14 – Felony murder charges announced.

August 15 – email Nerheim’s office: “I am wondering if I could get a brief appointment with
State's Attorney Nerheim. Having just read Bryan Stevenson's incredible book, "Just Mercy,"
about his work with the Equal Justice Initiative, I would like to advocate for reducing the
charges for the teens charged with felony murder. I would like to speak from a clergy point
of view in hoping that the Office will reconsider.”

August 15 – Nerheim’s office replies, granting appointment for August 19

August 16 – reach out by email to Restore Justice because of Jobi Cates’ name in Chicago
Tribune: "I am saddened by the felony murder charges against the teens in the Lake County
burglary/death of a 14 year old. I have been granted an appointment with Mike Nerheim on
Monday morning as a community clergy member requesting that he reduce the charges.
Would you be able to call me to help me prep for this meeting? I would like to use my brief
audience well."

August 16 – Jobi Petersen Cates and Jeanne Bishop both call to help me prepare what to
share with Mr. Nerheim

August 19 – meet with Nerheim. I was humbled by my conversation with Mr. Nerheim, and I
realize the enormous pressure he is under when considering how to do what is best for the
community, the victims, and the juveniles and their families. This is a complicated issue with
many nuances. Certainly those teens do need to be held accountable for their crimes and
the danger they put our communities in and the law enforcement who were led on a high
speed chase. However, I have appealed to State's Attorney Mike Nerheim to aim towards
creative, rehabilitative solutions as the court case proceeds. There is not a simple answer to
any of this, but I feel compelled to raise up God's words of mercy, grace, redemption,
consequences, sin, forgiveness into the community conversation. I appreciate that Mike
Nerheim made time to meet with me and show me just how complicated these things are
for law enforcement--and how heavy it weighs on him. I leave my copy of "Just Mercy" with
Mr. Nerheim.
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August 21 – Wendell Robinson, advocate with Restore Justice, comes up to Lake County and
comes to my office. I am immediately impressed and encouraged by this man--his story, his
commitment to serving others, and his passion. He's a good man, and is becoming a good
friend.
____________________

I felt compelled to speak into the conversation, hoping that these teens will not be sent to
prison for 20 years to life, hoping there's an opportunity for them to face punishment but
still have a chance at hope as adults. I don't normally speak into such things, but I felt like
the timing was too close not to see God's hand in that.

Again, speaking up does not mean I am saying that there's a straight-forward way of
resolving this. I am not suggesting that the teens get away without punishment. I am the
naive pastor that hopes there's a way that God's justice and mercy can work through this for
everyone involved.

______________________

September 4 - Community Dialogue event held at Sign of the Dove Church

September 5 - Prayer outside the Lake County Courthouse led by Matt Kearney and his
TransformNation team as the teens have their first hearing. Press includes quotes from our
prayers, asking for God's wisdom, grace, justice, and mercy.

September 19 - Prayer outside the Depke Juvenile Detention Center where we learn that the
felony murder charges have been dropped. Other charges reduced to juvenile charges,
except for Diamond because she is 18. However, huge, huge hope for all of them.

https://www.chicagotribune.com/…/ct-lns-teen-murder-charges…

I send an email thanking Mr. Mike Nerheim for listening and coming up with a rehabilitative,
restorative solution to this situation.

(Most photos courtesy of https://tonephoto.com/#!/HOME)
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