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LOOK INSIDE
Scenes from our Celebration of Growth dinner, clockwise from 
upper left: Safe & Just Michigan Community Engagement 
Specialist Ronnie Waters and Nation Outside Detroit Regional 
Coorinator Darryl Woods Sr. share a moment before dinner; 
Featured speaker Lester Young delivers an inspirational  
message; Leon and Gloria Douglas. Leon returned home in 
September after serving about 50 years.
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Stay Connected After Your Parole

We are always delighted when any 
incarcerated member is paroled. If you 
would like to stay in touch, please call 
or write us with your new information.

Take Action

Encourage your friends, family and 
networks to tell their legislators, pastors 
and leaders of organizations about Safe 
& Just Michigan, our latest reports and 
the need for sensible justice reforms 
that will make our communities safe. 

The November election is about 
to bring massive changes to 
the Capitol in Lansing. Record 
voter turnout translated into 
both chambers of the Legislature 
flipping to the Democrats for the 
first time in about 40 years.

Overall, we anticipate exploring 
the opportunities that may open 
up in the coming session.

We look forward to building 
relationships with the newly 
elected officials coming to Lansing, 
and continuing the partnerships 
we’ve already established with 
returning lawmakers who are 

invested in 
c r i m i n a l 
justice reform. 
The coming 
l e g i s l a t i v e 
s e s s i o n 
appears to be a 
promising one 
for criminal 
justice reform 
advocates in 
Michigan.

Thanks,

John S. Cooper 
Executive Director

From the director’s corner

Executive Director 
John S. Cooper

Farewell to our friends
Advocates of criminal justice 

reform lost many close friends in 
2022.

Danny Jones didn’t work for Safe 
& Just Michigan, but he partnered 

with us 
on several 
p r o j e c t s . 
Since March 
2020, he 
facilitated our 
joint weekly 
support group 
for family 
members of 

the incarcerated.  He also worked 
with us on an upcoming project 
featuring people sentenced to life 
without parole as juveniles.

Since coming home in 2019, 
Jones was a leader, a servant 
and a tireless advocate for social 
justice. Many remember him for 
his infectious smile, his bear hugs, 
and his unwavering dedication to 
the cause. Among his key priorities 
were voting rights for justice-

impacted people and ending 
juvenile life without parole.

Earl Burton 
Sr. was ac-
tively Mich-
igan Liber-
ation’s lead 
organizer for 
ending cash 
bail. He also 
worked on 
projects such 
as restoring 
Good Time credits and voter reg-
istration efforts — both inside jails 
and in the wider community. He 
passed on Nov. 23.

Safe & Just Michigan also lost two 
of its former board members this 
year. Tony Benavides served on the 
board of CAPPS, the forerunner 
to SJM. He passed in April at the 
age of 84. In August, Bill Tregea, a 
founding board member of CAPPS, 
also passed at the age of 78.

They will forever be missed by all 
of us.

We lost Danny Jones, Earl Burton Sr. in 2022

Danny Jones

Earl Burton Sr. (photo 
courtesy of Michigan 

Liberation)
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Buoyed by record-setting turnout 
for a midterm election, Democrats 
won control of both chambers of 
the Michigan legislature for the first 
time in nearly 40 years. Democrats 
also successfully defended their 
statewide offices — governor, 
lieutenant governor, attorney 
general, and secretary of state 
— and majority on the Michigan 
Supreme Court (4-3). These results 
give Democrats complete control 
of state government.

The Democrats’ legislative 
majorities are narrow — 56-54 in 
the House and 20-18 in the Senate 
— but their dramatic, unexpected 
victories position Democrats to set 
the agenda in Lansing for the first 
time in decades. 

Leading these efforts will be 
Rep. Joe Tate (D-Detroit), who 
was elected Speaker of the House, 

and Sen. Win-
nie Brinks 
(D-Grand Rap-
ids), who was 
elected Sen-
ate Major-
ity Leader.  
Rep. Matt 
Hall  (Com-
stock Town-
ship) and Sen. 
Aric Nesbitt 
( R - L a w t o n ) 
will serve as 
the House and 
Senate minori-
ty leaders for 
Republicans.  
Committee as-
signments ha-
ven’t yet been 
made, but 
it’s expected 
Sen. Jeff Ir-
win (D-Ann 
Arbor) or 
Sen. Steph-
anie Chang 
( D - D e t r o i t ) 
will be named Chair of the Senate 
Judiciary Committee, while Rep. 
Kara Hope (D-Holt) or Rep. Kel-
ly Breen (D-Novi) will head the 
House Judiciary Committee.

What do these developments 
mean to our priorities? There’s 
no doubt Democratic control is 
a more favorable environment 
for criminal justice reform. We 
expect important reforms to pass 
in the 2023-24 session. However, 
it’s important to set expectations 
about how many bills will pass and 
how quickly they will move:

1. The Democrats’ legislative 
majorities are narrow — they 
can’t afford to lose more than 

one vote without needing 
Republican support.

2. Since it’s been 40 years since 
Democrats had full control, 
almost every stakeholder and 
issue area have important 
priorities to address. Democrats 
have major staffing needs to fill 
in both chambers.

3. Other policy areas — like labor, 
education and gun control — are 
higher priorities for Democrats 
than criminal justice reform, 
which may delay our priorities.

4. The onslaught of crime-related 
campaign ads Democrats 
faced this fall may make them 
reluctant to take “hard votes” 
on criminal justice reform 
bills to protect their majorities 
heading into the 2024 election. 
This poses a challenge to 
justice reform advocates, who 
will need to convince hesitant 
lawmakers that supporting 
important reforms will not cost 
them poltically. Advocates will 
need to arm lawmakers with 
stories and statistics showing 
reform isn’t just good policy but 
good for public safety, and help 
make this case to the public. 

To sum up, we are excited by 
the possibilities of the 2023-24 
session.  Our legislative priorities 
include bail reform, ending juvenile 
life without parole, “second look” 
sentencing, eliminating phone 
fees, and establishing a sentencing 
commission.

Power shift heralds change in Lansing
Criminal justice reform advocates seek opportunity among change

“There is no doubt that Democratic 
control is a more favorable environment 

for criminal justice reform.”

Michigan State Capitol in winter.

Speaker Joe Tate 
(D-Detroit)

Senate Majority 
Leader Winnie Brinks 

(D-Grand Rapids)
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Q & A with Lester Young
Safe & Just Michigan proudly brought Lester Young to Michigan for our first annual 
Celebration of Growth dinner. He is also the founder and CEO of the nonprofit 
Path2Redemption and a powerful inspriational speaker. Young served 22 years in 
South Carolina prisons, then came home to become an author, consultant, community 
advocate and organizer. We asked him if he had a special message for our readers. 
Please note: These responses have been edited for length and clarity.

Q:Can you talk about how 
you made your prison 

time a time of transformation?

A:Maybe into my second 
or third year of my 

incarceration, I started really 
connecting back to what I started 
inside of the county jail, where I 
had started reading. I had started 
praying. I had started like opening 
myself up to allow God to do 
whatever he wanted to do in my 
life. Once I got sentenced to prison, 
I stopped because I felt like God 
failed me. I found myself inside 
of an adult prison, looking at the 
reality that I may die in prison. 
And I started praying and opening 

myself up to being shaped and 
allowing God to shape me. I always 
give credit to a lot of the chaplains. 
One of the first prison chaplains 
(had) a few talks about my goals — 
where did I see myself? It helped 
me to change my mindset. If you 
see your life differently, you can 
create that life. It took me a long 
time to wrap my mind around that, 
but once I did, it allowed me to be 
able to open myself up and allowed 
God to use me in different ways.

Q:It sounds like first came 
hope, then the ability to 

imagine to what change could 
be. Where does hope come 

from?

A:I found 
myself 

c o n n e c t i n g 
with other 
men who have 
a faith, who 
had a belief 
in God, and 
we studied 
together. We 
talked about 
God. That 
allowed me to 
really imagine, 
“What if?” 
If I have a 
3 percent 
chance of 
possibly being 
out of prison 

one day, what 

would I do with that 3 percent? 
Most people would be like hey, 
there’s a 97 percent chance I’m 
never going to get out. I said, 
give me that 3 percent, and that 
3 percent is going to grow like 
compound interest. It took a lot of 
imagination and belief. 

In my book and consultation, 
I mention there are two 
levels of prison. One is the re-
criminalization level. They find 
themselves gravitating to people 
with similar criminal views and 
belief systems. Then I saw a 
decriminalization level. That’s the 
path where individuals are more 
thoughtful, more intentional about 
themselves and how they can turn a 
bad situation into a good situation. 
Once I found those people, I started 
attaching myself to them. But I also 
realized that I had to create a new 
environment. I created groups of 
people that would help me.

Q:What do  you want to 
say to people who are 

currently incarcerated? 

A:If you’re in a place of 
hopelessness, you have to 

go within you. Close your eyes and 
start imagining. Start using the 
greatest thing that God has given 
man: our imagination. Dream 
about what that life could be even 
if it’s 10 years in prison. How could 
you turn this bad situation into 
something good? Once you start 
imagining that, you have to find a 

Lester Young, CEO of Path2Redemption, shares his inpirational 
message at Safe & Just Michigan’s Celebration of Growth dinner.
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way to serve. When you become of 
service to others, you find yourself 
not focusing so much on what you 
lost. I started working in the prison 
infirmary with the men who were 
dying from HIV, men who were 
dying from terminal sicknesses 
who didn’t have anyone to sit by 
their side. By serving them, they 
gave me so much inspiration. They 
gave me so much hope. In prison, 
it’s hard to serve people because 
people may interpret that to be a 
level of weakness. I would still say 
find someplace in that environment 
where you can serve. 

Q:A prison hospice seems 
depressing. You found 

hope there — how?

A:The question is, how do we 
help someone who’s feeling 

hopeless in a prison environment? 
I would say, serve people. That’s 
one. The second thing I would say, 
create a gratitude journal. Every 
day, be intentional about writing 
down something for which you are 
grateful. When I was writing down 
those five things I was thankful for, 
I never worried about how much 
time I had to go to get out of prison. 
I started saying to myself, “OK, let 
me look at my prison environment. 
I see somebody over here, a young 
man who just walked into prison. 
He has the same amount of time as 
I have and he’s now contemplating 
suicide. How do I bring him in to 
serve him?” Not to manipulate 
him, not to take from him — but 
how do I give him hope right now?

Q:How did you handle 
your toughest days? 

A:The toughest days in prison 
were when I realized that 

someone died by my hand and 
my decision making, and then 
knowing that the family of the 
person I harmed and killed grieved. 

K n o w i n g 
that I 
disappointed 
my family. 
Every time 
I came 
upon the 
anniversary 
(of the event) 
would also be 
some very low 
points. One 
day God was 
like, “This 
is enough. 
You need to 
repent — you 
have to ask 
the person.” 
His name is 
Gary, and for 
years I hadn’t 
m e n t i o n e d 
his name. So 
I said, “Gary, I do apologize.” I 
said that I would honor his life by 
being of service to others. I would 
use our experiences — me selling 
drugs and him having a bad drug 
problem — to teach others about 
the harm that can come from a 
bad drug problem. That was my 
promise to Gary. My bad days no 
longer wore me down. I honored 
the legacy of him, and honoring the 
legacy of Gary gave my life a path 
to redemption. That’s where the 
name organization came in.

Q:Do you still contend 
with that feeling? 

A:I had to learn that the human 
mind is like a magnet. What 

do you think will gravitate towards 
you? A lot of people don’t realize 
as you think pessimistic everyday, 
you’re going to always see the 
worst in situations. You deal with 
that feeling of not being worthy. 
You’re feeling a level of depression.
Some people, they try to use other 

substances to numb that. For 
me, I’m like no. I tell my wife I’m 
going on a date with myself today. 
I’m going to the gym. I’m going 
somewhere to push back and to 
feel that sense of, man, you’re free. 

Q:Do you have any other 
message for readers? 

A:I would just encourage any 
individual who gets reads 

this to never give up hope. If you’re 
in an environment that makes you 
feel hopeless, find a way where you 
can develop a level of empathy. 
Serve in whatever capacity. Maybe 
that’s working in the infirmary or 
mentoring these young people or 
maybe it is helping the elders who 
have a long prison sentence. I’m 
telling you: serve people. You will 
find a different perspective on life. 
Do it now instead of waiting until 
you get out of prison. Practice 
service now so that when you walk 
out, it’s already a way of life. 

Lester Young and his wife, Felicia, before he spoke at Safe & Just 
Michigan’s Celebration of Growth dinner on Nov. 1.



Safe & Just Michigan Winter 2022 • 6

OUTREACH  UPDATE
Celebration of Growth

On Nov. 1, Safe & Just Michigan 
celebrated its first annual 
Celebration of Growth, an event 
that combined food, fellowship, 
inspriation and an award 
ceremony to honor and inspire 
Michigan’s criminal justice reform 
community.

We were excited to welcome 
Lester Young, an inspirational 
speaker, author and founder 
of South Carolina-based 
Path2Redemption, as our featured 
speaker. Young was incarcerated 
for 22 years and spoke about how 
he and others can use prison time 
as a time of transformation. For 
more of his message, please turn to 
pages 4-5 for a Question & Answer 
with Young and page 7 for his 
responses to our 3 Things column.

We also presented awards to 
people and organziations who 
present a shining example of how 
to be effective criminal justice 
reform advocates. In addition to 
the William G. Milliken Award that 
we have traditionally given each 
year, Safe & Just Michigan added 
some new awards in 2022.:

· The William G. Milliken 
Award for an elected official 
showing dedication to criminal 
justice reform: State Rep. Tenisha 
Yancey (D-Detroit), who 
sponsored Clean Slate and Clean 
Slate for DUI legislation;

· Our Justice Warrior Award 
for an Individual was presented 
to Tony Gant, a tireless advocate 
for fair housing laws, voting rights 
and Nation Outside’s director of 
policy and program operations.

· Our Justice Warrior Award 
for an organization was given 
to Fresh Coast Alliance of 
Muskegon. This organization 
worked diligently to build bridges 
with local officials and neighbors 
as they sought approval for a 
halfway housing project for people 
who are formerly incarcerated or 
struggling with addictions. Fresh 
Coast Alliance was also our partner 
in the From the Numbers project, 
which featured the voices of several 
formerly incarcerated people.

· Our own Membership Services 
Specialist Dena Anderson 
was honored with the Lifetime 

of Service award. This award is 
designated to an individual who 
has shown at least 25 years of 
work in the area of criminal justice 
reform.  

Expungement Fair Results

As 2022 draws to a close, we’re 
reviewing our activity over the past 
year and preparing for 2023.

As we look at our activity at 
expungement fairs held across 
the state, we’re happy to find that 
we’ve reached 6,300 people. These 
fairs, often held in partnership 
with organizations like Michigan 
Liberation and various Legal Aid 
offices, occurred in 17 counties. 

Overall, about 55.7 percent of 
people who sought help were found 
to be eligible for relief through 
Clean Slate. 

In 2023, we look forward to the 
implementation of automatic 
expungement, scheduled to take 
place on April 11. When that 
happens, thousands of people 
will see their criminal records 
sealed overnight without having to 
petition the court system.

Safe & Just Michigan is happy to 
share some of the media attention 
we’ve received over the past few 
months. Reporters are turning to 
SJM for help with stories more 
frequently as criminal justice 
reform becomes a topic more 
people want to engage with:

· Legislators would learn a lot 
by visiting Michigan prisons 
- Bridge Michigan, Aug. 25: We 
can approach crime and safety 

more thoughtfully and increase 
public safety. It begins with taking 
the time to get to know the people 
inside our prisons. The nonprofit 
FAMM encourages legislators to 
do this as part of the #VisitAPrison 
campaign. When I visited a prison 
as state representative, it was 
a transformative experience. 
(Note: This opinion piece is from 
former state Rep. Joe Haveman 
(R-Holland), a member of SJM’s 

board of directors)

· The Push to Expand Voting 
Access for Incarcerated 
People — Capital B News, Oct. 
6: States use a variety of methods 
to restrict the ability to vote as a 
consequence of breaking the law. 
While a few states have extended 
voting to incarcerated felons, 
access to absentee ballots and 

See:  Media, page 7

MEDIA MENTIONS
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Safe & Just Michigan is excited 
to introduce a new standing 
feature of our printed newsletter 
titled “Inside Voices.” This column 
invites people who are currently 
incarcerated to share thoughts, 
ideas and concerns with us and 
with the outside world.

We already know that people 
inside prison have thoughts worth 
sharing — it’s the ability to share 
them that presents a challenge. We 
hope that “Inside Voices” offers 
a new venue for you to express 

yourselves to an audience that is 
ready to hear you.

We will share as many of  your 
letters to Inside Voice as we have 
space for in our printed newsletter. 
In addition,we will share them in 
our electronic newsletter, which 
is sent to nearly 7,000 supporters 
each month. 

We ask that you keep your 
submissions on topic and between 
150-300 words. Subjects can 
include pending legislation, 
sentencing, parole and other 
criminal justice reform topics 
such as prison programming. You 
may think of others. We have also 
invited our electronic newsletter 
readers to submit questions to you 
— check out the shaded box to the 
left for three questions that you 
may choose to answer. 

Please be sure to specify if you 
want to have your name listed with 
your entry, or whether you want to 
remain anonymous.

Please send submssions to 
Inside Voices, c/o Safe & Just 
Michigan, 521 Seymour Ave., 
Lansing, MI 48933. If you have 
access to our Jpay account, you 
may may also submit your thoughts 
that way with “Inside Voices” as 
the top line of the message. 

Three things 
I wish I knew

Name: Lester Young

Title:   Path2Redemption 
founder

City:  
Hilton 
Head 
Island, S.C.

Years 
since  
release: 8

Advice to others looking 
forward to release:

1  I wish that there was something 
inside of prison to teach about 

technology and how the world 
has changed. It would have 
helped me in the job market. 

2I wish I would have known 
how to readjust back to family 

life. Having a family visit does 
not make you ready to be around 
your family. It would have helped 
to have a period where you slowly 
(reconnect with) family and have 
those critical conversations. I 
wish I would have learned in 
prison how to have conversations 
with my family members. 

3 On the outside, you are going 
to face many challenges. Be 

patient with yourself as you 
acclimate yourself to the world. 
Get with organizations like Safe & 
Just Michigan and find a positive 
outlet to tell your story. It could 
help someone in the long run.

Life after release

Use your ‘Inside Voice’

Readers’ Questions
We invite our electronic 

newsletter subscribers to send 
in questions that they’d like 
people who are incarcerated to 
answer. If you are interested in 
writing to ‘Inside Voices’ but you 
are unsure what to write about, 
consider answering one of these 
questions:

• What programs do you 
most want volunteers to bring 
inside when they come?

• What legislation do you 
want to see advanced in the 
coming session?

• What is your greatest 
concern as you think about re-
entry?

polling stations are still hurdles 
for those living behind bars. Even 
for people who haven’t been 
convicted, pretrial incarceration 
prevents many from participating 
in elections. Often, incarcerated 
people (in jail) don’t even know they 
are eligible to vote. ... People being 
held pretrial have a constitutional 
right to vote while in jail, said 
Tony Gant, the director of policy 
and programs operations with 

Nation Outside, and their access 
to the ballot shouldn’t be cut off 
because of their inability to afford 
bail. “The more our registration 
work went on, [Genesee County 
Sheriff Chris Swanson] saw the 
value in it by just engaging folks 
and talking to people about their 
right to vote and how it’s important 
to be civically engaged,” said Gant. 
(Note: SJM is the fiscal sponsor of 
Nation Outside.)

Media:  ... from page 6
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As the year draws to a close, you and your 
friends and family may be considering where  

to make your generous donations through  
prisoner benefit funds and personal means.  

Your gift of any size will help us publish  
and send newsletters like this one, fund  

research and provide outreach to the  
community. Your gift also helps us advocate  

for legislation and policies that remove barriers  
to employment, create safer communities for everyone  

and reform life and long sentences.
We appreciate you for your support!


