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Christopher Hennessy, '91, Goes the Distance to Serve Others

By Eva Richards
December 9, 2019

By the time Christopher Hennessy, "91, was a teenager in Park Ridage, llinois, he
already knew what his drearm job would he.

"In the most simplistic and honestway, | liked arguing,” he recalled with a laugh. "Before
| everwentio college, | knew that | liked arguing, and the naive side of me thought, “What
job could | do where | get to argue all day? | codld be a lawyer!l' But honestly, | just felt
that | wanted to use my voice and my persuasion to help others™

Wiith that singular focus, Hennessy plotted a thoughtful, deliberate course. He
understood the way to a career in law would not be a sprint to the finish. Knowing he
wolld eventually end up in law school and be an attarney, he eved a different route far
his undergraduate degree. He enrolled in Marthern llinois University's Departtment of
Communications hecause hewas [ooking to strengthen a core set of skills.

"Communication, public speaking, speech wiriting, persuasion—these were all the
things | wanted to learn,” he said. "l never wanted to be atransactional lawyer. | always
wwahted to he a courtroorm lawyer, ar a litigation attorney, because Dwanted to he in front
of a judge, in front of a jury, to persuade people and advocate for my clients, | kKnew RHIL
wiould be the best path for me.”

Hennessy noted that MIU's extremely diverse community and ground-up work ethic
taunht him about getting to know people and working with people from all walks of life.

"Juries aren't filled with lawyers, so | didn't want to only be surrounded by fellow
lawsyers," he said. "A lot of the time, you just have to he ahle to talk to peaople. And ifyou
can'ttalk to people, vou can't persuade people. | think my undergraduate education was

fantastic because it made that part easier”
Chrktpher Hennessy b aparber atCoze s O'Conor. He earied ki degree 1§ comm 8 cations from
NIU Ii 1981,

Like many Huskies, Hennessy worked through college, paving his own way through

johs and student loans. After graduation, he continued waorking so that he could save up and have the luxury of focusing solely on law school. In 1983, he
enrolled at The John Marshall Law School in Chicago.

After his second year of law schoal, Hennessywas lucky enough o land a summer clerk job with the City of Chicago Law Department. Due to lllinais Supreme
Court Rule 711, a student who has successfully completed half of the credit hours needed for graduation may obtain a license to practice law under the
superision of a licensed attorney. This provision gave Hennessy his first opportunity to araue 3 case—when he was still just a student.

"I handled a hearing aon hehalf ofthe Chicago FPolice Department and got to defend their decision not to hire the plaintiff," Hennessy remembered. "It was exactly
what I'd akways wanted to do, and | had friends who were at private law firms that same summer who weren't able to handle litigation, go to court, or handle
depositions. | gotto do all those things! twas an amazing opportunity.”

Hennessy eventually transitioned into private practice, and began warking for Chicago law firm Meckler Bulger & Tilzon LLP in 2004, In this role,
he learned many different areas of the law, including construction, employrment, and injury defense law, and he rose inthe ranks, being appointed

partner in the arganization. In 2015, Meckler Bulger & Tilson merged with law firrn Cozen O'Connar, and that took the work Hennessy had already been
doing and brought it a national platfarm.
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"These days, I'm working for an even hroader range of clients in other places, with
national clients who need help evenawhere," he said. "Looking at the types of cases on
ry desk right now, I'm defending an architect in a wrongful death case, handling a
contract dispute, and a canstruction defect case at a school. Every case is different, and
[love the work | do.”

And while Hennessy is pleased by the arc his professional life has taken, he is also very
passionate ahout using his skills to give back.

"My wife and | preach the benefits of semvice to our two teenage daughters all the time,”
he said. "One of the things | love ahout Cozen O'Connor is their dedication to pro hono
service, giving of your time professionally as a lawyer. It's fantastic, it's a huge
cammittnent of the firm, and it's something they encourage and find oppartunities for us
todo.”

In paricular, Cozen O'Connor has found success advocating for people in same very
challenging contexts, like for individuals who are appling for asylum in the LUnited
States.

"I hawe two cases right now where people are in the middle of the asylum process,”
Hennessy said. "There is a significant contrast in success rates for individuals who
try to navigate the asylum process without an attarney and those who have accessto a
lawwyer, Inthese instances, | feel like my contribution can make such a difference.

by presence really does matter” B pres ki itottie CARA boan oTdirectons, He niessy ke s otie r pecple frall Tor maratioes. He
Eeggan ronnlig kg distaeces 2001, afer Bkiig 2 e rest e Shlcago Maration.

Hennessy noted that it is important to him that he gives his time in a more personal
wiay, too. For the past two wears, he has served as the President of the Board of Directars far the Chicago Area Runners Association (CARA).

Hennessy anly hegan running long distances in 2011, aftertaking an interest in the Chicago Marathon,

"I gaw all the different kinds of people taking on the marathon as a challenge," he said. "™Young, old, life-long runners and people who looked like they'd only just
hegun running. [ thought, 'l could do that."

When Hennessy happened upon CARA's website, he joined the association and ran his first marathon within a year. The organization—a network of fellow
runners who connected with and counted on one another—made the difference far him, and he knew he wanted to he a part of that power. Almost immediately,

he hegan looking to join the organization's board.

"Mot heing alone is massive when you're training for & marathon," he said. "If you're feeling lousy or tired bot you khow wou'te meeting friends who are
depending anyaud to run in the morning, you get out of hed and you go."

Hennessy helieves thatthe same principles drive all he does, from his wark at Cozen O'Cannor to his role at CARA,

"Like with running, you can run alone or you can run with other people,” he reflected. "I choose to runwith other people. | choose to go through life alongside
other people because, to me, the fulfillment | get in seeing somehody accamplish their goal is almost mare waluahle than accomplishing it myself”

Web Extract: https://www.myniu.com/article.html?aid=1056
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