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RELIGION

Not your typical church
“service—or congregation

Hbly Nation is a different religious group. Meeting at an Oak Park
- church, it is composed of Christian gangbangers from Chicago.

By Cathleen Falsani

SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

" On a recent snowy Sunday evening in
an Oak Park church sanctuary, 10 teen-
agers knelt and prayed.

‘ Before they began, a young woman .

wearing oversized pants, expensive
sneakers and dark lipstick quietly
asked the group what it wanted to pray
about. Some wanted God’s forgiveness
for “smoking weed and partying too
much.” Others were sorry for being
“real violent,” and one girl confessed
her “ignorance and lack of hope.”

' On the surface, the gathering seemed
like many other church youth groups,
but the resemblance ended with hip-hop
tlothes and teen angst. These penitent

youths are members of Holy Nation, a .

weekly meeting for Christian members
of Chicago gangs.

= “Whatever you conjure in your mind
when you hear the word ‘Christian,’
these guys aren’t anything like it,” said
the group’s leader, 29-year-old Glen
Fitzjerrell of Oak Park.

With his wife and co-leader, Jane,
Fitzjerrell convened the first Holy
Nation meeting about a year ago at Cal-
vary Memorial Church as an extension
of the couple’s mission work with pris-
oners at Cook County Jail and the Juve-
nile Temporary Detention Center.

Fitzjerrell, who has worked with
prison ministries for more than five
years, said he was concerned that many
gang members who make Christian
commitments while incarcerated have
nowhere to go once they are released.

“No church really wants them ...
because they still look like gangbangers
and, for the most part, still act like
gangbangers,” said Jane Fitzjerrell, 31.

Rev. Ray Pritchard, pastor of the

. 550-member Calvary Memorial Church,

said he remembered feeling a kind of .

‘‘quizzical wonderment” when the
Fitzjerrells approached him about using
church space for their meetings. “I was
amazed at the idea,” he said. “I had no
idea how successful they would be.”
Although a few congregants initially
grumbled about safety, the gang group
has caused no problems at the church,
Pritchard said. But, he added, “I also
never stood up and said, ‘Ladies .and
gentlemen, we have some gangbangers
with us today. Grab your purses.’ ”
Holy Nation members have been
embraced by the “fairly traditional,
solid, middle- class, suburban congrega-
tion,” he said. “These [gangbangers]
have been no worse than any of the
regular members of our youth groups. ”
The group meets in Oak Park because
it is the first gang-neutral territory west

of Chicago. Like many suburbs, Oak
Park has fought to keep gang activity at
bay, said John F.S. Williams, co-chair-
man of the Oak Park-River Forest Gang
and Drug Task Force. A small group of
gang members meeting for religious
purposes is no cause for alarm, Will-
iams said. “Nothing they’ve been work-
ing on has ever come to my knowledge
as a problem of any kind ...and I get a
lot of phone calls,” Williams said.

At a recent meeting, members of four
gangs sang, prayed and hugged—instead
of shooting at each other. Some told
stories of personal transformation.

In the two years that she ran with a
gang, Christina, 16, from the North Side,
said she went from making the honor
roll to being arrested on weapons
charges in a school yard. She met the
Fitzjerrells while in the juvenile deten-
tion center. “My mother didn’t know if I
was dead or alive,” she said. “Now, she
has her little girl back.”

Carlos, a 20-year-old North Sider who
served time in prison for a weapons
conviction, said he used to sell drugs
and was an enforcer for his gang.

“Life before was real different. I didn’t
let nobody get close to me. I didn’t trust
nobody,” said the solemn young man
whose father had introduced him to
gangbanging at an early age.

Carlos began attending Holy Nation
meetings last summer and said he left
the gang six months ago. “Everything I
thought was . . . the opposite. I thought I
had to come here and be perfect, but the
Lord, he loves me regardless.”

There are no lifestyle rules for Holy
Nation, unlike many Christian groups
that forbid members to drink, smoke or
live anything close to the life of a typi-
cal gang member. “In this group, we
turn away people who are too straight,”
Glen Fitzjerrell said. “These kids repre-
sent a great deal of potential. These are
the kids who make fantastic Christians.
Once Jesus gets into their lives, they
couid be a huge benefit to the city.”

Holy Nation is attempting to accom-
plish this by letting the members be
disciples and recruit others, much like
Jesus’ first followers. New people are
brought in by invitation only.

“The idea is ... to have the most
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intense, vicious, violent gang member
be able to come in here and be
impressed, respected and feel like this is
something he can be into. It's designed
that way,” Glen Fitzjerrell said.

Holy Nation leaders never ask kids to
leave their gangs, a move that could be
life-threatening. Most gangs require a
“violation,” a beating, as an initiation
into the gang and frequently inflict a
more severe violation to get out.

The Fitzjerrells said they use the
structure and even some of the lan-
guage of gangs to do their job.

Several Nation members said the
commitments they've made to the group
rival that of joining a gang. One major
difference is that this gang’s chief is
Jesus Christ, Glen Fitzjerrell said.

The Fitzjerrells’ approach to evange-
lism might seem unorthodox, but they
see it as an appropriate response to the
realities of urban living.

“You are not going to get rid of Chi-
cago gangs—that's not an intelligent
goal to have,” Glen Fitzjerrell said.
“We're taking a bad thing and trying to
steer it in a good direction.”



