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Tale of redemption

Gang violence, drugs and incarceration are only a few issues many Rochester teens face daily ? some without
much hope of escape.

Author and community activist Yusef Shakur brought encouragement to local teens Thursday night,
presenting his biographical documentary, Detroit's Native Son, at The Center for Teen Empowerment. The
film details his journey from the streets and prison to success.

"I ended up getting involved in the streets at an early age. I co−found a gang at the age of 13." Shakur said.
"The whole community was infested. Even when I wasn't trying to get involved, I was getting shaped."

Shakur, a former gang member and drug dealer from Detroit, came to a turning point when he was serving a
nine−year sentence in a maximum−security prison and met a fellow inmate: his father, who encouraged him
to seek a better life.

"I began to question what got me to prison and what I was going to do when I got out of there," he said. "I
made a commitment ? a commitment to myself, a commitment to my son and my community and I just ran
with it."

After prison, he said he struggled but eventually found a positive purpose for his life. Shakur wrote two
autobiographical books, opened a bookstore in his hometown and began speaking to youths across the
country.

"It's about overcoming hurt, overcoming pain (and) never giving up. Redemption is real," Shakur said about
what he hopes youths can learn from his story. "Our kids are our jewels. They're just waiting on us to do our
part."

Seventeen−year−old Derrick Berry of Rochester said he was a former gang member in the city but has turned
his life around. He now maintains a job at Teen Empowerment, an agency that works with youths, and hopes
kids are able to relate and learn from Shakur's story.

"We want some of the teens in the community to look at (Shakur's) life and look at what he went through and
how he changed," he said. "They can look at what they're doing and look at what they can do to change."

Berry said he was inspired by Shakur's story to remain on a positive track. "I made some mistakes," he said.
"It's a good feeling when you're doing bad stuff, but it's an even better feeling when you're doing good."

Currently struggling to overcome past violent behaviors and problems at home, 17−year−old Laura Dukes
said the lessons she learned at Teen Empowerment have kept her focused and motivated.

"I want to be something in life, and in order for me to do that, I have to change my ways," she said. " I have
to change myself before I can help anybody else in the streets."
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Dukes said Shakur's journey with violence has shown her that she, too, can overcome her current
circumstances.

"I thank (Teen Empowerment) for me being here today," she said. "I believe in myself, I believe I can make a
change."
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