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LABOR OF LOVE
Community member Hasani Gillispie tries to be proactive in 
a society struggling with racial diversity by creating Bridge 
of Life, an avenue for connection between African American 
citizens and police officers. 

W
e’ll cross that bridge when we get there.

A common phrase uttered in the 
instance of a problem that seems too 
di!cult to solve in the moment. "ere 

are many of these so called “bridges” in life, but 
for Bridge of Life founder Hasani Gillispie, the 
racial divide between people of color and the 
police force is one bridge that just can’t wait. 

West Chester resident Gillispie founded 
Bridge of Life during the summer of 2016, 
following nationwide protests in response 
to several police-involved deaths of African 
Americans including Alton Sterling, Philando 
Castile, Joseph Mann, Abdirahman Abdi, Paul 
O’Neal, Korryn Gaines, Sylville Smith, Terence 
Crutcher, Keith Lamont Scott, Alfred Olango 
and Debroah Danner.

After observing the tensions between the 
black community and the police following the 
record number of black deaths at the hands 
of police o!cers, the Bridge of Life program 
was born. "e organization is a partnership 
program between local police departments and 
members of the African American community 
that aims to reduce tension and strengthen 
the relationship between the two groups, as 
well as prevent avoidable loss of life. In the 
#ve years the program has been running, 52 
citizen-o!cer pairs have gone through the 
experience. 

“I remember my daughter asked me ‘well 
what are you going to do dad? I see people 
protesting, what are we going to do?,’” Gillispie 
told Spark. “"at inspired me to reach out to 
several police departments within the Greater 
Cincinnati area and propose a program which 
was really about creating connections between 
police and the African ancestry community.”  

Gillispie stuck to his word, and the West 
Chester and Mason police departments decided 
to join the program for its #rst year in operation. 
According to Gillispie, every session of Bridge 
of Life begins the same way: a meeting is held 
between a group of African American citizens 
and police o!cers, and the citizens are asked to 
share their experiences with law enforcement.

“"ere’s always some really powerful 
experiences that people share. It really does 
help you empathize if someone had a very 
traumatic experience. You get to feel their pain 
or their emotions and it helps you know what 
they’ve gone through,” Gillispie says. “It is 
also [about what it is] like being a police 
officer. [Officers share] the challenges, 
difficulties and risks associated with that 
line of work.”  

Following this initial conversation, Gillispie 
pairs o!cers and citizens. "e pairs spend 
the following weeks building a relationship 
and learning more about the lives of each 
community. West Chester Police Department 
(WCPD) o!cer Kevin Watson believes these 
conversations to be meaningful to the future of 
policing. 

“I can’t tell you how many times my partner 
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and I met out of uniform, and I was just ‘Kevin’ 
and he was just ‘Ryan,’ and we just talked about 
everything,” Watson told Spark. “I can’t tell you 
how many times in those conversations we said, 
‘Oh, my gosh, I didn’t know that.’ You get a 
chance to really unpack a lot of things.” 

A
frican American West Chester resident 
Fleumingue Jean-Mary volunteered to 
participate in the #rst round of sessions for 
the program. His experiences with racial 

pro#ling growing up in New York City served 
as a catalyst for his desire to create meaningful 
dialogue. He was given a chance to do this after 
being paired with a WCPD o!cer.

Jean-Mary says that during his time getting 
to know his partner, the pair spent time doing 
di$erent activities like having dinner with each 
other’s families to learn more about each other’s 
perspectives and  having di!cult conversations. 
According to Jean-Mary, the two discussed 
how many interactions between African 
Americans and police escalate so quickly that 
time does not allow for a calm and collected 

conversation. 
“[Our] conversation netted out to what 

is the right solution? How can o!cers try to 
have more empathy and more composure,” 
Jean-Mary told Spark. “And on the %ip side, 
how can a black man show compassion and 
understanding to an o!cer coming into a 
situation where they might feel threatened? A 
police o!cer comes in, they don’t know who 
they’re going to see, they don’t know what’s 
waiting for them so they have to be on their 
guard.”

Jean-Mary can speak to the success of the 
program.He says that the conversations and 
time he had with his partner allowed him to 
share his own perspective and consider an 
entirely new one. 

“[Bridge of Life creates an] environment 
where the #rst rule is to listen to each other, and 
then based on that [you gain] understanding 
and  empathy for each side,” Jean-Mary 
says. “"e resulting outcome is a change in 
perception, a change in behavior, and a change 
in approach that is better for both the police 
o!cer and for the black male.”

J
ean-Mary recognizes that globalized 
interactions between police o!cers and 
African Americans circulated on the media 
will most likely continue to be sources of 

unrest, but he chooses to focus on the change 
that Bridge of Life is trying to foster. 

“You’re going to still see a lot of things 
that make causes like Black Lives Matter very 
poignant.,” Jean-Mary says. “You could be 
for or against [Black Lives Matter], but [it’s 
important] for you to be able to really bridge 
and have a conversation that might change the 
next interaction. "at’s what Bridge of Life, in 
essence, really tries to create.”•

POLICE INDEPTH

bridge of life | package

Individual’s mental state or 
capacity

Proximity of weapons Effects of suspected drug/alcohol 
use

Relative strength and size of 
subject to officer

The risk and reasonably forseeable 
consequences of escape

Conduct of individual being 
confronted

When assessing whether to apply force or evaluating whether an officer has used reasonable 
force, a number of factors are taken into consideration. The factors include but are not limited to:

Force: Is it Right?

source WCPD policy manual


