
CONNECTIONS
N E W S L E T T E R

  www.obkministry.org  |  614 North 7th St., East St. Louis, IL 62201  |  618-271-7821  | obkministry2@gmail.comwww.obkministry.org  |  614 North 7th St., East St. Louis, IL 62201  |  618-271-7821  | obkministry2@gmail.com NOV. 2022  |  VOL. 2

Introducing Returning Citizen ~ James Frederick “Rickathon”Introducing Returning Citizen ~ James Frederick “Rickathon”
James Frederick, aka Rickathon, Manager of Community Relations, has many 
hats: transporter, instructor, follow-up case manager. 

Born in St. Louis because the hospital in East St. Louis did not accept black 
children, Rickathon was raised by his great Aunt Mary E. Brown, “the most 
wonderful human being I have ever known,” who made sure he experienced 
a well rounded education and healthy social life. It was in high school that he 
was introduced to drugs, which led to addiction and a 21 year sentence for 
marijuana. “Addiction was a devastating experience. I saw people die, become 
addicted, sell their bodies, families destroyed and litany of other issues that 
are still being addressed by me 30 years after my last usage.”

After serving 15 years, cut short by his own legal advocacy, he chose to put 
his life back together by helping others so that they would avoid what he 
had experienced. Rickathon started his music production company again not 
only for his own sanity but also as a way to reach out to others. “That’s when 
OBK was divinely put in my path to assist me in the mission of assisting our 
brothers and sisters…WHO WOULDN’T want to be a part of that if they 
are sincere about being: OUR BROTHERS’ KEEPERS.”

Developmental Trauma is a result of 
childhood trauma such as chronic 
abuse, neglect or other harsh adver-
sity in their own homes. When a child 
is exposed to overwhelming stress 
and their caregiver does not help 
reduce this stress, or is the cause of 
the stress, the child experiences deve-
lopmental trauma. Many people are 
familiar with the term Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (PTSD), but the vast 
majority of traumatized children will 
not develop PTSD. Instead, they are at 
risk for a host of complex emotional, 
cognitive and physical illnesses that 
last throughout their lives. Post-trau-
matic stress disorder is a mental 
health condition that’s triggered by  
a terrifying event — either experien-
cing it or witnessing it. Symptoms may 
include flashbacks, nightmares and 
severe anxiety, as well as uncontro-
llable thoughts about the event. What 
do these types of trauma have to do 
with the work being done at Our 
Brothers' Keepers? A lot.

In a recent study of recidivism by the 
University of Illinois, it is estimated 
70% of a people who enter custody 
have suffered childhood trauma. 
When released from custody, ALL 
will have suffered the trauma of being 
exposed to the justice system, being 
imprisoned, and returning after being 
in custody to a community — a com-
munity which quite often is unfamiliar, 
and unwelcoming. These traumas, not 
faced with in an appropriate, life-gi-
ving and healthy manner will inevita-
bly lead to reoffending and a return 
to custody.

The necessity of assisting the retur-
ning citizen in identifying and healing 
from these traumas is a priority of 
OBK and in the programs we offer. 
As one of our staff member reminds 
us daily, “Hurt people hurt people. 
Trauma is life changing and can go 
unidentified as such, often for the 
entirety of one’s life.” Undetected 
trauma is often normalized and 

consequently distorts one’s view of 
life. Unbeknownst to the traumatized 
person, “gun shots in a neighborhood, 
is not normal.” Until one makes the 
connection with the activating events, 
the effects of trauma, self-defeating 
feeling and self-destructive beha-
vior, will continue. Without help, and 
proper treatment, the traumatized 
person often masks the pain through 
prescription or street drugs, but the 
symptoms will remain throughout 
their lives.

In order to assist Returning Citizens 
in their healing process, our staff 
helps them identify the trauma in 
their own lives. Having served time 
themselves, members of the OBK 
team share with our clients how 
they suffered personal traumas, both 
developmental and PTSD from their 
shared experiences of childhood 
and incarceration. Recognizing the 
negative effects of trauma is the first 
step in the healing process. With the 
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The OBK Approach
How is OBK different?

1) OBK Clients are  
the boss. Clients express 
their needs, concerns, and 
hopes when they feel OBK 
really cares. Only with their 
cooperation can we assist 
clients in their transition 
back to their family and  
community.   

2) OBK focuses on  
reducing recidivism  
by helping clients  
address their traumas 
from prison or jail  
incarceration. University 
of Illinois studies confirm 
100% of returning citizens 
suffer from the traumas 
caused by brutal incarcera-
tion. The traumas will cause 
most offenders to repeat 
offend. OBK significantly in-
creases the likelihood these 
men and women will not 
repeat offend and go back 
to prison or jail!   

3) Literacy: Poor reading 
and comprehension skills 
impair gainful employ-
ment. Individuals with 
poor reading skills tend 
to get jobs with low pay 
insufficient to meet basic 
needs. About one-third of 
our clients are literacy im-
paired and therefore likely 
to repeat offend. OBK’s 
one-on-one tutored classes 
can advance client’s reading 

skills up to seven grades in 
less than 7 months. 

4) Life Skills: OBK classes 
underscore the importance 
of having good friends who 
want them to succeed. A 
variety of friends is signi-
ficantly more beneficial. 
Human beings grow their 
knowledge and versatility 
by having friends who have 
differing life experiences 
and abilities to share. 

5) Job Skills: We also pro-
vide job searching, job appli-
cation and computer clas-
ses. We help clients secure 
good jobs, housing, clothing, 
and transportation. We also 
offer “money management 
and credit-establishing” 
classes to eventually enable 
home ownership.
 
6) Hope: Clients are  
encouraged to do good for 
others, seek forgiveness and 
forgive others regardless 
of whether others forgi-
ve them. Doing good for 
others, seeking forgiveness 
and forgiving others are the 
springboards to hope and 
confidence.

Mike’s CornerMike’s Corner

Michael Schuette – Program DirectorMichael Schuette – Program Director

Most people would be  
surprised to imagine  
Naudia a Returning Citizen.  
A young, beautiful woman, 
who received a scholar-
ship to the University of 
Illinois. Raised by her great 
grandmother and with no 
other family support she 
was determined not to 
think of herself as a victim.  
She has seen close-up what 
victimhood looks like, how 
some people in her life 
suffered the destructive  
results of enabling and 
co-dependent behavior.  
Though a victim of circum-
stances, a victim mentality 
she does not possess.

She fought through  
depression and anxiety to 
be a straight A student and 
graduate from high school 
and looked forward to 
attending college.

Naudia is a first-generation 
college student. She was 
grateful for the opportunity 

to attend the University of 
Illinois. She knew she was 
paving the way for herself, 
her siblings, and any other 
young Black women  
who aspired to higher 
education.

In her freshman year,  
Naudia joined W.O.R.D. 
(writers organizing realistic 
dialect), a student driven 
organization for artists 
performing in rhetoric. She 
found her voice through 
poetry. She received adula-
tion for her eloquence, but 
poetry wasn’t enough to 
keep her buoyant in the  
unfamiliar water of univer-
sity life. She found herself 
losing her battle with anxie-
ty and depression. “Feeling 
like a fraud,” she withdrew 
from her classes and tried 
to go home, but found that 
she was expected to be 
completely on her own  
at age 19.

For the past few years, 
Naudia has been without 
a consistent place to call 
home, experiencing turbu-
lent households and hostile 
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Our Brothers’ Keepers Board

L to R: John Laker, Rick Crosby, Pete Cerneka, Lou Slapshak, Jesse Gurley, Mike Schuette, Julie Orlet,  
Lizanne Young (Not pictured: Christopher Bailey)

Naudia



Linda Meirink – Manager OBK Free Client Clothing
Dan Meirink – Assistant Manager
Colleen West – Tutor Manager OBK Literacy
Michael Berens- Tutor OBK Client Literacy
Sister Emile Morgan, DC – Tutor OBK Client Literacy
Julie Orlet – Instructor OBK Life Skills
Bonnie Forken – Instructor OBK Life Skills
Bill O’Reilly – OBK Life Skills
Rick Crosby – Manager OBK IT and Class Instructor
 

Linda Schuette – Class Instructor OBK Client Computer, 
Smart Phone, and Job Search/Application/Interview/ 
Job Skills Instructor
Sue Taylor – OBK Office Assistant
Kirsten Peterson – Facebook Manager
Pam Keeven – Photographer
Delaney Marks & Jonathan Eccles – SIUE Student Interns

Volunteers also helped with the repair and remodeling 
of the OK facilities and preparing the Newsletter.
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OBK is very blessed to have many committed and talented volunteers. Our Returning Citizens depend upon  
them for essential services, such as Intake, Literacy tutoring and Personal Finance training, Computer skills, and  
Pre-employment education. Basic needs including clothing and personal hygiene products also come through  
the effort of volunteers. Our communications with the public on our website and Facebook, and through the 
Newsletter are managed by volunteers. Another volunteer offers the special service of photography to Returning 
Citizens. Fundraising requires the effort of volunteers. A number of volunteers have helped to remodel and  
upgrade our facility. In short, OBK would not exist and could not continue without volunteers. THANK YOU!

TRAUMA CONTINUED… help and guidance of caring 
and humble staff members, our clients begin this process.  
Team members share courageously and humbly their own 
experiences of failures, frustrations, confusions, distor-
tions, and ultimately forgiveness of themselves and others 
who have played a part in their traumatic experiences.

For many Returning Citizens, the connections established 
and nurtured by our staff is their first sign of hope for a 
new beginning.  After completing the OBK Trauma Awa-
reness course and personal connections are established, 
continued contact is encouraged to reinforce what they 
have learned.  Although we are proud and humbled to 
offer our services at OBK as a first step towards healing, 
for those Returning Citizens in need of further professio-
nal support, we refer them to local agencies.

O B K  Vo l u n t e e r sO B K  Vo l u n t e e r s

Salute and Big Thank You to OBK Volunteers

NAUDIA CONTINUED…environments. Through  
an altercation with her father, who had spent the first 
sixteen years of her life in custody, and then with a  
police officer (who later apologized to her) she ended  
up in custody herself.

The bright side to her story is that Naudia is a strong, 
intelligent, and tenacious young woman. She is a talented 
poet, whose prose, no doubt, will one day be familiar to 

many and a voice for those wounded individuals whose 
voices cannot be heard.

The good news is that Naudia found her way to OBK’s 
doorstep, which she attributes to God’s keeping a watch-
ful eye on her.  With the assistance of Mike Schuette, who 
Naudia shared “is so pure in his actions and sincere in his 
motivation to help people, and on top of those good qua-
lities, he’s relentless in his efforts to remove obstacles that 
stand in the way of his client’s success,” she joined classes 
at OBK.  The classes addressing trauma, work ethics, per-
sonal economics, forgiveness and healthy family dynamics 
offered at OBK have all benefitted her greatly. 

At OBK Naudia has found kindred spirits in Ernie and  
Rickathon, who “stand in solidarity” with her on her 
journey.  They have been welcoming, non-judgmental and 
supportive in so many ways.  “They restored  my hope  
in the community and in the knowledge that individuals  
being of service to one another is one of the most valua-
ble gifts one can give.”

She is currently working in retail and saving money so that 
she can afford a dignified quality of life commensurate to 
her personal ambitions which include returning to college 
and volunteering at OBK.



Support us through Amazon Smile!

Did you know you can support OBK 
while simply shopping online? Amazon 
Smile is a way customers can support 
their favorite charitable organization 
every time they shop with Amazon, at 
no additional cost. It’s easy, just sign-
in to smile.amazon.com using your 
Amazon account. Then search for Our 
Brothers’ Keepers of Southern Illinois 
under charitable organizations. EVERY 
TIME YOU PURCHASE SOMETHING 
THROUGH AMAZON, OBK GETS 0.5%!

Please bookmark (https://smile.amazon.
com/ch/47-2977358) and support us every 
time you shop and ask your family, friends, 
and employees to bookmark it also so that 
all eligible shopping will benefit the mission 
of OBK!

As a 501 (c) 3 tax exempt organization, OBK provides transitioning 
services to returning citizens as they rejoin their family and 
community. Your donation will give individuals coming out of 

prison a second chance to lead productive lives.   

						    

OBK Board of DirectorsOBK Board of Directors
President:	            Peter Cerneka
Vice-President:           Lizanne K. Young
Secretary:	            Louis F. Slapshak
Treasurer:	            Jesse P. Gurley III 	
Members: 	            Julie M. Orlet,
 			   Rick Crosby
			   Christopher Bailey

OBK StaffOBK Staff
Program Director:	 P. Michael Schuette
Program Coord: 	 Ernest Rice-Bey
Outreach Specialist:	 Frederick James 
Operations Manager: 	John Laker

OBK Volunteer Opportunities 
OBK is in need of volunteers who can provide specific services  
as requested by parole, probation and half-way houses. 

OBK offers Life Skills classes addressing trauma, financial planning, 
learning how to communicate in today’s world (smartphones, 
social media, etc), learning ways to bring reconciliation and healing. 
As well as Job Skills classes, such as, resume building, job searching 
and applying. 

If you have an interest in serving these needs OBK can provide 
the training required and also provide a flexible schedule. 
Please contact OBK Program Director, Mike Schuette:  
(618) 271-7821 or email: obkpmschuette@gmail.com  

~Learn more about the work of OBK and
   contribute online at: www.obkministry.org

~Or mail your contribution to: 
   OBK, P.O. Box 398, East St. Louis, IL 62202

~Like us on Facebook and spread the word about
   our important work: https://www.facebook.com/obkministry

~Schedue a visit to the OBK Reentry Center in East St. Louis, 
   contact: Program Director, Mike Schuette (618) 271-7821 
   or email: obkpmschuette@gmail.com

Ways To Support Our Brothers’ Keepers 
of Southern Illinois

Our Brothers' Keepers 
P.O. Box 398 
East St. Louis, IL 62202


