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CLAY, Circuit Judge. Defendant Michael Bentley III appeals from his sentence for 

Conspiracy to Distribute 50 Grams or More of Methamphetamine (Actual) under 21 U.S.C. 

§§ 846, 841(a)(1) and 841(b)(1)(A), Attempt to Possess with Intent to Distribute 50 Grams or 

More of Methamphetamine (Actual) under the same statutes, and Using, Carrying, and 

Brandishing a Firearm During and in Relation to a Drug Trafficking Offense under 18 U.S.C. 

§ 924(c)(l)(A)(ii). For the reasons set forth below, we AFFIRM Bentley’s sentence.

I. BACKGROUND

A. Factual Background

In 2020, law enforcement was investigating a drug trafficking organization supplying 

methamphetamine and other drugs into the Eastern District of Tennessee. As part of that 

investigation, agents monitored packages sent to the Eastern District of Tennessee from a certain 

area in California. On February 28,2022, agents intercepted a suspicious package from California 

bound for Bentley’s grandparents’ home. They seized the package and found that it contained
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nearly a kilogram of highly pure methamphetamine. Agents replaced the drugs with fake 

methamphetamine and then sent the package along to its intended destination. They surveilled 

Bentley’s grandparents’ house, and when they observed Bentley there with the package, they 

attempted to arrest him. He fled, pulling a gun from his waistband in the process, and holding it 

in the direction of the law enforcement agents. Bentley insists that he did not intentionally point 

the gun at anyone and that at most he swept it in their general direction. The agents heard a gunshot 

and returned fire as they continued to observe Bentley running away with the gun pointed in their 

direction. Ultimately, the agents apprehended Bentley, and he admitted to trafficking 

methamphetamine.

B. Procedural Background

A Second Superseding Indictment charged Bentley with Conspiracy to Distribute 50 

Grams or More of Methamphetamine under 21 U.S.C. §§ 846, 841(a), and 841(b)(1)(A), Attempt 

to Possess with Intent to Distribute 50 Grams or More of Methamphetamine under the same 

provisions, and Using, Carrying, and Brandishing a Firearm During and in Relation to a Drug 

Trafficking Crime under 18 U.S.C. § 924(c)(l)(A)(ii). Bentley refused to enter a plea, and the 

district court granted the government’s motion to enter a plea of not guilty on his behalf.

Throughout the court proceedings, Bentley asserted in multiple filings and hearings that he 

was subject to neither the criminal laws of the United States nor the jurisdiction of its courts and 

that his case should be settled commercially. In at least one instance, the district court noted that 

a submission by Bentley was reminiscent of “the sovereign citizen movement” and “warned 

[Bentley] that any future filings premised on sovereign citizen lore ... [would] be summarily 

denied.” Order, R. 78, PageED #252-53. Bentley took issue with the district court’s reference to
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the sovereign citizen movement because it carried a negative connotation, but he continued to raise 

the same substantive ideas. A jury found Bentley guilty of all counts.

Bentley continued his jurisdictional protest through sentencing. In his sentencing 

memorandum, he stated that the judicial power of the United States is vested in the Supreme Court, 

the common law is the supreme law of the land, and the district court is an Article I court with 

authority to deal only with commerce and therefore lacking jurisdiction to adjudicate his case. He 

requested a sentence of time served.

At Bentley’s sentencing hearing, the district court acknowledged the advisory guidelines 

custodial sentence range. For each of the drug trafficking counts, the guidelines range was 210 to 

262 months with a 10-year mandatory minimum. The firearm count carried a statutory range of 

seven years’ to life imprisonment. The total resulting advisory range was 294 to 346 months.

In his allocution, Bentley stated that the district court has “two criminal jurisdictions!;] 

One... under the common law and the other ... [by] contract under ... admiralty maritime 

jurisdiction.” Sentencing Tr., R. 245, PagelD #3812-13. He argued that he had committed no 

crime under common law because “no sworn injured party testified against” him and he had “not 

consented to any contract with the United States giving over the authority to adjudicate [his] 

rights ....” Id. at PagelD #3813. Basically, according to Bentley, he was innocent of any 

legitimate crime, and the government lacked jurisdiction over him. He added that the offense 

conduct spanned only a few weeks and that a 20-year sentence for that limited participation in drug 

trafficking would be unjust. He asked that the court impose his sentences concurrently, noted that 

he wanted to return home to his daughter, and stated, “I know I made mistakes, but I’m a different 

man, I’m a changed man.” Id. at PagelD #3816.
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In response to Bentley’s jurisdictional arguments, the district com! stated:

I have tried a number of cases involving defendants who held these 
sovereign citizen-type views, never turned out well for any of them, 
defendants who come into this court and espouse various antigovemment 
views or claim that the court has no jurisdiction over them, claim that 
they’re above the law and they can suffer no consequences at the hands of 
the court, and who more often than not end up representing themselves 
because lawyers will not in good faith make those arguments.... [Y]ou will 
not win in the Sixth Circuit or in the U.S. Supreme Court on a claim that 
this court has no jurisdiction over criminal cases. You will not win on the 
argument that the only jurisdiction this court has is over common law 
offenses and contracts. Those are senseless arguments. They’ve never 
prevailed and they will not prevail this time ....

Id. at PagelD #3817,19. Then the district court methodically and thoroughly discussed several of

the 18 U.S.C. § 3553(a) sentencing factors: the seriousness of the offense, the need to promote 

respect for the law, the need to protect the public, the need for adequate deterrence, the nature and 

circumstances of Bentley’s involvement in the offense, and Bentley’s personal history and

characteristics. See 18 U.S.C. § 3553(a).

Specifically, the district court reflected on the seriousness of the offense stemming from

the quantity of drugs for which Bentley was responsible, the increasing prevalence of 

methamphetamine deaths, the threat of methamphetamine to people’s lives, families, livelihoods, 

and physical and psychological wellbeing, and the aggravating involvement of a firearm that

Bentley had held in the direction of law enforcement officers and discharged.

In addition to Bentley’s holding a firearm toward uniformed police officers and running 

away from them, the district court focused on Bentley’s “filings in this case and ... views about 

government^]” Sentencing Tr., R. 245, PagelD #3830, as evidence of Bentley’s lack of respect for 

the law. Relatedly, Bentley’s views gave the district court concern about protecting the public
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from him and about the prospect of deterring him from reoffending. The court also noted the 

significant need to deter the public from engaging in conduct like Bentley’s.

In terms of involvement in the crime, Bentley would be punished for his own actions and 

was not subject to leadership or mitigating role adjustments.

On history and characteristics, the court discussed at length Bentley’s horrific childhood, 

his “immatur[ity]” and “vulnerab[ility,]” id. at PagelD #3837, and the apparent negative influence 

of his mother, including the district court’s belief that Bentley’s antigovemment views originated 

with her. The district court noted, however, that it did not see a causal link between Bentley’s 

traumas and illegal conduct. It also acknowledged that Bentley has a young daughter, struggles 

with addiction, and had attempted to cooperate in the government’s investigation.

In determining the sentence from the balance of those factors, the district court gave 

Bentley “the full benefit of the doubt” and varied downward from the guideline range to 200 

months, concurrently, on both of the drug trafficking counts and the minimum of 84 months, to be 

served consecutively, on the gun count, for a total of 284 months. Id. at PagelD #3844.

This appeal promptly followed.

II. DISCUSSION

On appeal, Bentley asks that we vacate and remand his sentence on the grounds that the 

district court unreasonably “considered] and plac[ed] so much weight on his political beliefs.” 

Appellant Br. 16. The government counters that Bentley’s sentence was reasonable because “[a] 

sentencing court may consider a defendant’s otherwise-protected speech or conduct... as long as 

that information relates to the 18 U.S.C. § 3553(a) sentencing factors[,]” and Bentley’s below- 

guidelines sentence fits his crimes. Appellee Br. 9.
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A. Standard of Review

Bentley concedes that because he did not object at sentencing, we must review his 

procedural unreasonableness claim for plain error. See United States v. Cabrera, 811 F.3d 801, 

808 (6th Cir. 2016). Under that standard, Bentley “must ‘show (1) error (2) that “was obvious or 

clear,” (3) that “affected defendant’s substantial rights” and (4) that “affected the fairness, 

integrity, or public reputation of the judicial proceedings.’”” Id. (quoting United States v. Vonner, 

516 F.3d 382, 386 (6th Cir. 2008) (en banc)).

We review the substantive reasonableness of Bentley’s sentence, however, for abuse of 

discretion, regardless of whether Bentley preserved that challenge with an objection at the time of 

sentencing. See United States v. Gardner, 32 F.4th 504, 530 (6th Cir. 2022); United States v. 

Peppel, 707 F.3d 627, 633-34 (6th Cir. 2013). The litigant’s “duty” with respect to substantive 

reasonableness is only to “explain the grounds for leniency” at sentencing, and Bentley did so. 

Peppel, 707 F.3d at 633 (quoting Vonner, 516 F.3d at 389).

B. Procedural Reasonableness

Bentley claims that his sentence is procedurally unreasonable because the district court 

impermissibly considered his political beliefs when devising it. Because the district court properly 

addressed Bentley’s political views as they related to legitimate statutory sentencing factors, we 

disagree.

Procedural errors in sentencing are those that pertain to whether the district court took the 

proper steps in determining the sentence. For example, procedural errors include failing to 

properly calculate the advisory guidelines range, treating the guidelines as mandatory, not 

considering the 18U.S.C. § 3553(a) factors, incorporating impermissible factors, relying on 

clearly erroneous facts, or inadequately explaining the sentence. Gardner, 32 F.4th at 529; United
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States v. Rayyan, 885 F.3d 436, 440 (6th Cir. 2018) (citing Gall v. United States, 552 U.S. 38, 51 

(2007)); United States v. Adkins, 729 F.3d 559, 571 (6th Cir. 2013) (quoting Gall, 552 U.S. at 51); 

United States v. Zobel, 696 F.3d 558, 566 (6th Cir. 2012) (same). A factor might be impermissible 

if it “is neither enumerated in nor consistent with the Sentencing Guidelines or 18U.S.C. 

§ 3553(a).” Cabrera, 811 F.3d at 808.

A sentencing court’s “inquiry is ‘broad in scope[]’ and ... ‘largely unlimited ... as to the 

kind of information [it] may consider....’” United States v. Graham-Wright, 715 F.3d 598, 601 

(6th Cir. 2013) (quoting United States v. Tucker, 404 U.S. 443, 446 (1972)). That scope extends 

beyond the conduct underlying the conviction “or even illegal conduct[,]” as long as the 

information “relate[s] to one of the § 3553(a) factors.” United States v. Cunningham, 669 F.3d 

723, 735 (6th Cir. 2012) (first quoting United States v. Mull, 53 F.3d 332, 332 (6th Cir. 1995) 

(unpublished table decision), and then citing United States v. Kontrol, 554 F.3d 1089, 1094 (6th 

Cir. 2009)). Details of a defendant’s “life and characteristics” are “[h]ighly relevant... to [the] 

selection of an appropriate sentence ....” Pepper v. United States, 562 U.S. 476, 480 (2011) 

(alterations in original) (quoting Williams v. New York, 337 U.S. 241, 247 (1949)); see 18 U.S.C. 

§3661.

Although courts may not punish defendants for their “abstract beliefs, however obnoxious 

to most people,” Wisconsin v. Mitchell, 508 U.S. 476, 485 (1993), the U.S. Supreme Court has 

held that a defendant’s personal beliefs could be a proper factor where relevant to the proceeding. 

See Dawson v. Delaware, 503 U.S. 159, 164-65 (1992). There is no ‘'‘per se barrier to the 

admission of evidence concerning one’s beliefs and associations at sentencing simply because 

those beliefs and associations are protected by the First Amendment.” Id. at 165; see also Mitchell, 

508 U.S. at 486. Such evidence can often “serve a legitimate purpose in showing that a defendant
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represents a future danger to society.” Dawson, 503 U.S. at 166; see also Rayyan, 885 F.3d at 441 

(holding that “the government may hold defendants to account for what they say if that speech and 

related conduct reveals ... a factor that aggravates a sentence” and that evidence “shed[s] light on 

[the] sort of danger [defendant] presented to the public ... and what kind of sentence would be 

needed to deter other[s]”).

Courts of appeals for other circuits have permitted district courts to consider speech 

protected by the First Amendment when clearly relevant to the statutory sentencing factors. See, 

e.g., United States v. Brown, 26 F.4th 48,66-68 (1st Cir. 2022) (holding that defendant’s “beliefs 

about the authority of the government or the criminal laws” properly factored into the sentencing 

court’s assessment of the need to promote respect for the law, to deter defendant and others, and 

to protect the public); United States v. Serrapio, 754 F.3d 1312, 1323 (11th Cir. 2014) (finding 

that considering defendant’s statements that were relevant to legitimate sentencing factors was 

different from punishing defendant for abstract beliefs); United States v. Stewart, 686 F.3d 156, 

167 (2d Cir. 2012) (holding that the sentencing court’s consideration of defendant’s public 

statements trivializing the sentence and reflecting “lack of remorse” did not violate First 

Amendment rights); United States v. DeChristopher, 695 F.3d 1082, 1099 (10th Cir. 2012) 

(holding that “[d]efendant’s statements that he would ‘continue to fight’ and his view that it was 

‘fine to break the law’ were highly relevant to [the] sentencing factors[,] [s]o the district court did 

not violate the First Amendment by considering [those] statements when imposing sentence”); 

United States v. Simkanin, 420 F.3d 397,417 (5th Cir. 2005) (holding that defendant’s belief that 

tax laws were invalid “demonstrate[d] a likelihood of recidivism” and were properly considered 

at sentencing); United States v. Smith, 424 F.3d 992, 1016—17 (9th Cir. 2005) (holding that the 

district court properly considered defendant’s views about district court’s lack of jurisdiction

-8-



[10a] Case: 24-5433 Document: 60-2 Filed: 12/16/2025 Page: 9 (10 of 16)

No. 24-5433, United States v. Bentley

because they demonstrated lack of remorse and continuing threat to the public, which were relevant 

to several sentencing factors); Kapadia v. Tally, 229 F.3d 641, 642, 647-48 (7th Cir. 2000) 

(holding that defendant’s anti-Semitic statements were permissibly considered at sentencing for 

burglary and arson of a Jewish community center as relevant to likelihood of rehabilitation and 

amount of danger to community); see also United States v. Schmidt, 930 F.3d 858, 859 (7th Cir. 

2019) (holding that defendant’s “white supremacist beliefs ... were relevant to legitimate 

sentencing considerations”).

The district court took all of the proper steps in arriving at Bentley’s sentence. Bentley 

does not contest that the district court accurately calculated the advisory guidelines range. The 

district court discussed the pertinent § 3553(a) factors at length and thoughtfully explained the 

sentence.

To the extent that Bentley contends that the district court relied on the purportedly 

erroneous fact that Bentley subscribed to a sovereign-citizen ideology, we disagree. First, that 

characterization strikes us as reasonable, if not accurate. The sovereign citizen movement is 

amorphous and decentralized, but those who have studied the movement describe one of its central 

tenants as the belief that the modem federal government lacks jurisdiction over non-consenting 

individuals. See Paige White, Sovereign Citizen Gurus: Inciting A Lawless World, 63 U. 

Louisville L. Rev. 455,455-56 (2025); Caesar Kalinowski IV, A Legal Response to the Sovereign 

Citizen Movement, 80 Mont. L. Rev. 153,154—55 (2019); Michael N. Colacci, Sovereign Citizens: 

A Cult Movement that Demands Legislative Resistance, 17 Rutgers J. L. & Religion 153,153-55 

(2015); Erica Goode, In Paper War, Flood of Liens Is the Weapon, N.Y. Times (Aug. 23, 2013), 

https://perma.cc/2Z83-97EH. Bentley’s proclamations, including that he “follow[s] God’s law[,]” 

echo that belief. Sentencing Tr., R. 245, PagelD #3831. Second, the district court did not rely on
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the sovereign-citizen label for Bentley’s ideology in reaching its sentence. Rather, it dealt 

substantively with Bentley’s underlying arguments when weighing the sentencing factors.

Bentley’s main argument is that the district court considered an impermissible factor: his 

political beliefs. We need not decide whether Bentley’s comments about the authority of the 

government were protected by the First Amendment. Even if they were, the district court’s 

treatment of them was proper. Not only was consideration of Bentley’s antigovemment assertions 

consistent with the § 3553(a) factors; those assertions were very relevant to those factors, as the 

district court clearly explained. They revealed characteristics of Bentley that made promoting 

respect for the law, deterrence, and protecting the public more difficult. Bentley’s insistence that 

he had done nothing criminal and that the court could not hold him accountable plausibly increased 

the likelihood that he would continue to break the law. Nothing in the court’s language at 

sentencing suggested that the court was punishing Bentley for abstract beliefs. Rather, the court 

considered how those beliefs related to Bentley’s criminal conduct and the expected results from 

the array of available punishments.1 Therefore, Bentley’s statements regarding the United States’ 

legal system fell well within the broad purview of the sentencing court.

The district court did not commit error, let alone clear or obvious error, by considering 

Bentley’s consistent rejection of government authority in imposing his sentence. As Bentley

1 Bentley relies on United States v. Bakker, 925 F.2d 728 (4th Cir. 1991), which he 
misattributes to the Eleventh Circuit. That case is not binding in the Sixth Circuit and is 
unpersuasive. In Bakker, the Court of Appeals vacated the defendant’s sentence based on the 
district court’s remark that “those of us who do have a religion are ridiculed as being saps from 
money-grubbing preachers or priests.” Id. at 740. The sentence “may have reflected the ... 
court’s own sense of religious propriety ....” Id. at 741. In the present case, the district court 
expressed no personal sentiment, as occurred in Bakker, but rather discussed how the district court 
viewed Bentley’s political beliefs as contravening the statutory purposes of criminal sentencing.
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founders at the threshold, we need not address the effects on Bentley’s substantial rights or on the 

judicial proceedings.

C. Substantive Reasonableness

Bentley argues that his sentence is substantively unreasonable because the district court 

placed too much weight on his political beliefs and the need to promote respect for the law. 

Bentley fails, though, to overcome the presumption that his below-guidelines sentence is 

reasonable.

A sentence may be substantively unreasonable if it is longer or shorter than necessary to 

“advance” the goals of 18 U.S.C. § 3553(a). United States v. Ely, 468 F.3d 399, 403 (6th Cir. 

2006). That outcome might occur if the sentencing court “selects a sentence arbitrarily... or gives 

an unreasonable amount of weight to any pertinent factor.” Adkins, 729 F.3d at 571 (quoting 

United States v. Conatser, 514 F.3d 508, 520 (6th Cir. 2008)); see also Rayyan, 885 F.3d at 442. 

When substantively reviewing a sentence, we consider the “totality of the circumstances” and 

“give due deference to the district court’s decision that the § 3553(a) factors, on a whole, justify 

the extent of [any] variance” from the guidelines range. Gall, 552 U.S. at 51. We do not reverse 

the district court merely because we “might reasonably have concluded that a different sentence 

was appropriate ....” Id.

Bentley “bears a heavy burden in showing that his sentence ... is unreasonable.” 

Cunningham, 669 F.3d at 733. That burden is especially heavy because Bentley challenges a 

below-guidelines sentence. See United States v. Fields, 763 F.3d443,455 (6th Cir. 2014) (quoting 

United States v. Taylor, 557 F. App’x 475, 475 (6th Cir. 2014)). We recognize a rebuttable 

presumption of reasonableness for sentences within the advisory guidelines range. Adkins, 729 

F.3dat 570-71; see also Cabrera, 811 F.3d at 808 (citing United States v. Liou, 491 F.3d 334, 337
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n.2, 339 (6th Cir. 2007)). A fortiori, we presume that a sentence below the guidelines range is not 

unreasonably long. Bentley’s 284-month prison sentence is presumptively reasonable because it 

falls below the guidelines range of 294 to 346 months.

Sentencing courts need not place equal weight on each of the § 3553(a) factors. The proper 

degree of attention for each factor depends on the facts of the case. Gardner, 32 F.4th at 531 

(holding that ‘“[n]ot all’ § 3553(a) factors ‘are important in every sentencing’” and defendant’s 

preference that district court weigh factors differently did not signal abuse of discretion (alteration 

in original) (first quoting United States v. Bridgewater, 479 F.3d 439, 442 (6th Cir. 2007), and 

then citing United States v. Robinson, 892 F.3d 209, 216 (6th Cir. 2018))); Adkins, 729 F.3d at 571 

(citing Zobel, 696 F.3d at 571-72). The district court’s approach “to balanc[ing] the applicable 

sentencing factors is beyond the scope of th[is] Court’s review.” Adkins, 729 F.3d at 571 (citing 

United States v. Sexton, 512 F.3d 326, 332 (6th Cir. 2008), and Ely, 468 F.3d at 404); see also 

Rayyan, 885 F.3d at 442 (“[T]his is a matter of reasoned discretion, not math ....” (citing Gall, 

552 U.S. at 51)). When the district court has “considerfed] and weighted] all pertinent factors, a 

defendant clearly bears a much greater burden in arguing that the court has given an unreasonable 

amount of weight to any particular one.” Adkins, 729 F.3d at 571 (quoting United States v. 

Thomas, 437 F. App’x 456, 458 (6th Cir. 2011)).

Bentley’s argument that the district court weighed any factor too heavily is unpersuasive. 

We are not convinced that the district court placed greater weight on the need to promote respect 

for the law or Bentley’s political beliefs than on the seriousness of the offense, the need to protect 

the public, or Bentley’s personal history and characteristics. The district court spoke ardently 

about the quantity of drugs driving the guideline range and the harms attributable to the 

“methamphetamine epidemic in th[e] region.” Sentencing Tr., R. 245, PageED #3833. It also
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focused on the seriousness of the firearm offense and “the impact on th[e] officer” of Bentley’s 

brandishing and discharging a gun, purposefully or not. Id. at PagelD #3828. It gave ample time 

to the need to protect the public, the need for adequate deterrence, the circumstances of Bentley’s 

involvement, and Bentley’s personal history and characteristics. The district court’s contemplation 

of all of those factors increases Bentley’s burden in showing any one factor received inappropriate 

attention. Certainly, the district court scrutinized Bentley’s lack of respect for the law and 

arguments about government authority, but the transcript does not reflect disproportionate 

emphasis on those points.

Even if the district court had weighed respect for the law and Bentley’s political beliefs 

more heavily than the other pertinent factors, it would have been within its discretion to do so. We 

do not vacate a sentence as “substantively unreasonable because a court places greater weight on 

some factors than others.” United States v. Gates, 48 F.4th 463,478 (6th Cir. 2022) (citing United 

States v. Dunnican, 961 F.3d 859, 881 (6th Cir. 2020)). The importance of instilling respect for 

the law is salient in this case, given that Bentley has freely and continuously disputed the authority 

of the United States to discipline him for dangerous crimes and fled, armed, from law enforcement. 

The circumstances of this case merit extra focus on that goal. See Zobel, 696 F.3d at 571-72 (“The 

district court certainly attached significant weight to public safety concerns, but ‘[a] district court 

does not commit reversible error simply by “attaching] great weight” to a single factor.’” 

(alterations in original) (quoting Thomas, 437 F. App’x at 458)); Adkins, 729 F.3d at 572 (“[T]he 

court acted within its discretion by placing more ‘weight on one factor’ because the particular facts 

in this case warranted doing so.” (quoting Zobel, 696 F.3d at 571-72)).

Bentley cites the district court’s admonition at the sentencing hearing that he should not 

“pass on to [his] daughter all these meritless views ... [or] teach her to minimize and to blame

- 13-



[15a] Case: 24-5433 Document: 60-2 Filed: 12/16/2025 Page: 14 (15 of 16)

No. 24-5433, United States v. Bentley

others” as evidence that the court was more concerned about Bentley’s views than his criminal 

conduct. Sentencing Tr., R. 245, PagelD #3843. But that reproach does not evince 

disproportionate focus on Bentley’s beliefs. Nor does it indicate that the court intended its sentence 

to punish Bentley for his ideology or chill his expression. It merely reflects the district court’s 

candid worries about Bentley’s refusal to recognize the seriousness of his crimes and the need to 

deter and protect the public, in addition to instilling respect for the law.

Essentially, Bentley would like this Court to require the district court to weigh the factors 

differently. See Sexton, 512 F.3d at 332 (“It is reasonable ... for the district court to have given 

significant weight to general deterrence and retribution .... [Defendant’s] argument... boils 

down to an assertion that the district court should have balanced the § 3553(a) factors 

differently....”). But the district court is far more familiar with the facts and evidence in this 

case, and we are not at liberty to second-guess it, absent an abuse of discretion. The district court 

did not abuse its discretion in finding that the § 3553(a) factors did not merit reducing Bentley’s 

sentence further below the guideline range. See United States v. Sherrill, 972 F.3d 752, 771-72 

(6th Cir. 2020).

III. CONCLUSION

The district court did not plainly err by considering the political views about the authority 

of the United States’ criminal laws and courts that Bentley vocalized throughout the litigation and 

at sentencing. Neither did the district comt abuse its discretion by imposing a substantively 

unreasonable sentence for Bentley’s drug trafficking and firearm offenses. Therefore, we 

AFFIRM Bentley’s sentence.
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for the Eastern District of Tennessee at Greeneville.

THIS CAUSE was heard on the record from the district court and was submitted on the briefs 
without oral argument.

IN CONSIDERATION THEREOF, it is ORDERED that the district court’s judgment of sentence 
is AFFIRMED.

ENTERED BY ORDER OF THE COURT

Kelly L. Stephens, Clerk
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APPENDIX B

Judgement

United States District Court 

For the Eastern District of Tennessee 

(April 30,2024)
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AO 245B (Rev. TNED 10/2019) Judgment in a Criminal Case

United States District Court
EASTERN DISTRICT OF TENNESSEE GREENEVILLE DIVISION

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA JUDGMENT IN A CRIMINAL CASE

Case Number: 2:22-CR-00019-JRG-CRW(1)
MICHAEL BENTLEY, III

USM#92I30-509 Jonathan S Cave (Elbow Counsel)
Defendant’s Attorney

THE DEFENDANT:

□ pleaded guilty to count(s):
□ pleaded nolo contendere to count(s) which was accepted by the court.

£3 was found guilty on count(s) Iss, 2ss, and 3ss of the Second Superseding Indictment after a plea of not guilty.

ACCORDINGLY, the court has adjudicated that the defendant is guilty of the following offense(s):

Title & Section and Nature of Offense Date Violation Concluded
21:846,21:841(a)(l) & 21:841(b)(1)(A) Conspiracy To Distribute 50 Grams or More of 02/2022
Methamphetamine (Actual)
21:846, 21:841 (a)(1) & 21:841(b)(1)(A) Attempt to Possess With Intent to Distribute 50 02/28/2022
Grams or More of Methamphetamine (Actual)
18:924(c)(l )(A)(ii) Using, Carrying, and/or Brandishing a Firearm During and in 02/28/2022

Count
Iss

2ss

02/28/2022 3ss
Relation to a Drug Trafficking Offense
The defendant is sentenced as provided in pages 2 through 7 of this judgment. The sentence is imposed pursuant to the Sentencing 
Reform Act of 1984 and 18 U.S.C. § 3553.

□ The defendant has been found not guilty on counts).

□ All remaining count(s) as to this defendant are dismissed upon motion of the United States.

IT IS ORDERED that the defendant shall notify the United States Attorney for this district within 30 days of any change of 
name, residence, or mailing address until all fines, restitution, costs, and special assessments imposed by this judgment are fully paid. 
If ordered to pay restitution, the defendant shall notify the court and the United States attorney of any material change in the 
defendant's economic circumstances.

April 29,2024
Date of Imposition of Judgment

Signature of Judicial Officer

J Ronnie Greer, United States District Judge
Name & Title of Judicial Officer

April 30, 2024
Date

Case 2:22-cr-00019-JRG-CRW Document 234 Filed 04/30/24 Page 1 of 7 PagelD 
#: 2780



[19a]
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DEFENDANT: MICHAEL BENTLEY, 111
CASE NUMBER: 2:22-CR-00019-JRG-CRW(l)

Judgment - Page 2 of 7

IMPRISONMENT

The defendant is hereby committed to the custody of the Federal Bureau of Prisons to be imprisoned for a total term of:

It is the judgment of the Court that the defendant, Michael Bentley, III, is hereby committed to the custody of the Bureau of Prisons to 
be imprisoned for a term of 200 months, as to each of Counts One and Two, to be served concurrently, and 84 months as to Count 
Three, to be served consecutively, for a net effective sentence of284 months. This sentence shall be served concurrently with any 
sentence imposed in Sullivan County Criminal Court Docket Number S75796.

El The court, makes the following recommendations to the Bureau of Prisons:

1. Credit for time served from 2/28/22 to the present.
2. 500 hours of substance abuse treatment from the BOP Institution Residential Drug Abuse Treatment Program.
3. Receive a complete physical and mental health evaluation and receive appropriate treatment while in the custody of the 

Bureau of Prisons.
4. Participate in a full range of educational classes and training to learn a trade or marketable skills while incarcerated.
5. Designation to the BOP federal facility in Lexington, KY.

C3 The defendant is remanded to the custody of the United States Marshal.
 The defendant shall surrender to the United States Marshal for this district:

 at  a.m.  p.m. on
 as notified by the United States Marshal.

 The defendant shall surrender for service of sentence at the institution designated by the Bureau of Prisons:
 before 2 p.m. on .
 as notified by the United States Marshal.
 as notified by the Probation or Pretrial Services Office.

I have executed this judgment as follows:

Defendant delivered on
to
at
with a certified copy of this judgment.

RETURN

UNTIED S TA TES MARSHAL

By
DEPUTY UNH ED STATES MARSHAL

Case 2:22-cr-00019-JRG-CRW Document 234 Filed 04/30/24 Page 2 of 7 Pagel D 
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DEFENDANT: MICHAEL BENTLEY, HI
CASE NUMBER: 2:22-CR-00019-JRG-CRW(l)

Judgment - Page 3 of 7

SUPERVISED RELEASE

Upon release from imprisonment, the defendant shall be on supervised release for a term of five (5) years as to each of Counts One, 
Two, and Three, to run concurrently for a net term of five (5) years.

MANDATORY CONDITIONS

1. You must not commit another federal, state or local crime.
2. You must not unlawfully possess a controlled substance.
3. You must refrain from any unlawful use of a controlled substance. You must submit to one drug test within 15 days of release 

from imprisonment and at least two periodic drug tests thereafter, as determined by the court.
 The above drug testing condition is suspended, based on the court's determination that you pose a low risk of future 

substance abuse, (check if applicable)
4.  You must make restitution in accordance with 18 U.S.C. §§ 3663 and 3663A or any other statute authorizing a sentencing

of restitution, (check if applicable)
5. 13 You must cooperate in the collection of DNA as directed by the probation officer, (check if applicable)
6.0 You must comply with the requirements of the Sex Offender Registration and Notification Act (34 U.S.C. § 20901, et 

seq.) as directed by the probation officer, the Bureau of Prisons, or any state sex offender registration agency in which 
you reside, work, are a student, or were convicted of a qualifying offense, (check if applicable)

7.  You must participate in an approved program for domestic violence, (check if applicable)

You must comply with the standard conditions that have been adopted by this court as well as with any other conditions on the 
attached page.

Case 2:22-cr-00019-JRG-CRW Document 234 Filed 04/30/24 Page 3 of 7 PagelD 
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AO 245B (Rev. TNED10/2019) Judginaii in a Criminal Case
DEFENDANT: MICHAEL BENTLEY, Bl
CASENUMBER: 2:22-CR-00019-JRG-CRW(l)

Judgment - Page 4 of 7

STANDARD CONDITIONS OF SUPERVISION

As pari of your supervised release, you must comply with (lie following standard conditions of supervision. These conditions are 
imposed because they establish the basic expectations for your behavior while on supervision and identify the minimum tools needed 
by probation officers to keep informed, report to the court about, and bring about improvements in your conduct and condition.

1. You must report to the probation office in the federal judicial district where you are authorized to reside within 72 hours of 
your release from imprisonment, unless the probation officer instructs you to report to a different probation office or within a 
different time frame.

2. After initially reporting to the probation office, you will receive instructions from the court or the probation officer about how 
and when you must report to the probation officer, and you must report to the probation officer as instructed.

3. You must not knowingly leave the federal judicial district where you are authorized to reside without first getting permission 
from the court or the probation officer.

4. You must answer truthfully the questions asked by your probation officer.
5. You must live at a place approved by the probation officer. If you plan to change where you live or anything about your 

living arrangements (such as the people you live with), you must notify the probation officer at least 10 days before the 
change. If notifying the probation officer in advance is not possible due to unanticipated circumstances, you must notify the 
probation officer within 72 hours of becoming aware of a change or expected change.

6. You must allow the probation officer to visit you at any time at your home or elsewhere, and you must permit the probation 
officer to take any items prohibited by the conditions of your supervision tha t he or she observes in plain view.

7. You must work full time (at least 30 hours per week) at a lawful type of employment, unless the probation officer excuses 
you from doing so. If you do not have full-time employment you must try to find full-time employment, unless the probation 
officer excuses you from doing so. If you plan to change where you work or anything about your work (such as your position 
or your job responsibilities), you must notify the probation officer at least 10 days before the change. If notifying the 
probation officer at least 10 days in advance is not possible due to unanticipated circumstances, you must notify the probation 
officer within 72 hours of becoming aware of a change or expected change.

8. You must not communicate or interact with someone you know is engaged in criminal activity. If you know someone has 
been convicted of a felony, you must not knowingly communicate or interact with that person without first getting the 
permission of the probation officer.

9. If you are arrested or questioned by a law enforcement officer, you must notify the probation officer within 72 hours.
10. You must not own, possess, or have access to a firearm, ammunition, destructive device, or dangerous weapon (i.e., anything 

that was designed, or was modified for, the specific purpose of causing bodily injury or death to another person such as 
nunchakus or tasers).

11. You must not act or make any agreement with a law enforcement agency to act as a confidential human source or informant 
without first getting the permission of the court.

12. If the probation officer determines that you pose a risk to another person (including an organization), the probation officer 
may require you to notify the person about the risk and you must comply with that instruction. The probation officer may 
contact the person and confirm that you have notified the person about the risk.

13. You must follow the instructions of the probation officer related to the conditions of supervision.

U.S. Probation Office Use Only

A U.S. probation officer has instructed me on the mandatory, standard, and any special conditions specified by tire court and has 
provided me with a written copy of this judgment containing these conditions. For further information regarding these conditions, see 
Overview of Probation and Supervised Release Conditions, available at: www.uscourts.gov.

Defendant’s Signature  Date j
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DEFENDANT: MICHAEL BENTLEY, m
CASE NUMBER: 2:22-CR-00019-JRG-CRW(l)

Judgment - Page 5 of 7

SPECIAL CONDITIONS OF SUPERVISION

1. The defendant must participate in a program of testing and treatment for drug and/or alcohol abuse, as 
directed by the probation officer, until such time as the defendant is released from the program by the 
probation officer.

2. The defendant must not take any prescribed narcotic drug or other controlled substance, without 
notifying the physician that he/she has a substance abuse problem and without obtaining prior 
permission from his/her probation officer.

3. The defendant must participate in a program of mental health treatment, as directed by the probation 
officer, until such time as the defendant is released from the program by the probation officer. The 
defendant must waive all rights to confidentiality regarding mental health treatment in order to allow 
release of information to the supervising United States Probation Officer and to authorize open 
communication between the probation officer and the mental health treatment provider.

4. The defendant must submit his or her person, property, house, residence, vehicle, papers, [computers (as 
defined in Title 18 U.S.C. § 1030(e)(1), other electronic communications or data storage devices or 
media,] or office, to a search conducted by a United States probation officer or designee. Failure to 
submit to a search may be grounds for revocation of release. The defendant must warn any other 
occupants that the premises may be subject to searches pursuant to this condition. An officer may 
conduct a search pursuant to this condition only when reasonable suspicion exists that the defendant has 
violated a condition of his/her supervision and that the areas to be searched contain evidence of this 
violation. Any search must be conducted at a reasonable time and in a reasonable manner.
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DEFENDANT: MICHAEL BENTLEY, HI Judgment - Page 6 of 7
CASE NUMBER: 2:22-CR-00019-JRG-CRW(l)

CRIMINAL MONETARY PENALTIES
The defendant must pay the total criminal monetary penalties under the Schedule of Payments sheet of this judgment.

Assessment Restitution Fine AVAA Assessment* JVTA Assessment **
TOTALS $300.00 $.00 $.00 $.00 $.00

□ The determination of restitution is deferred until An Amended Judgment in a Criminal Case (AO245C) will be entered
after such determination.

□ The defendant must make restitution (including community restitution) to the following payees in the amount listed below.

If the defendant makes a partial payment, each payee shall receive an approximately proportioned payment, unless specified 
otherwise in the priority order or percentage payment column below. However, pursuant to 18 U.S.C. § 3664(i), all nonfederal 
victims must be paid before the United States is paid.

□ Restitution amount ordered pursuant to plea agreement $

The defendant must pay interest on restitution and a fine of more than $2,500, unless the restitution or fine is paid in full before 
the fifteenth day after the date ofthe judgment, pursuant to 18U.S.C. § 3612(f). All of the payment options under the Schedule 
of Payments sheet of this judgment may be subject to penalties for delinquency and default, pursuant to 18 U.S.C. § 3612(g).

□ The court determined that the defendant does not have the ability to pay interest and it is ordered that:
□ the interest requirement is waived for the □ fine □ restitution
□ the interest requirement for the □ fine □ restitution is modified as follows:

* Amy, Vicky, and Andy Child Pornography Victim Assistance Act of 2018, Pub. L. No. 115-299.
** Justice for Victims of Trafficking Act of 2015, Pub. L. No. 114-22.
♦♦♦ Findings for the total amount oflosses are required under Chapters 109A, 110,110A,and 113A of Title 18 for offenses committed on or after September 13,1994, 
but before April 23,1996.
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DEFENDANT: MICHAEL BENTLEY, III
CASE NUMBER: 2:22-CR-00019-JRG-CRW(l)

Judgment - Page 7 of 7

SCHEDULE OF PAYMENTS
Having assessed the defendant’s ability to pay, payment of the total criminal monetary penalties is due as follows:

A 13 Lump sum payment of $300.00 due immediately
 not later than , or

13 in accordance with  C,  D,  E, or (3 F below; or

B  Payment to begin immediately (may be combined with  C,  D, or  F below); or

C  Payment in equal (e.g., weekly, monthly, quarterly) installments of $ over a period
of (e-g-, months or years), to commence (e.g., 30 or 60 days) after the date of this judgment; or

D  Payment in equal (e.g., -weekly, monthly, quarterly) installments of $ over a period
of (e.g., months or years), to commence (e.g., 30 or 60 days) after release from imprisonment to a term of
supervision; or

E  Payment during the term of supervised release will commence within (e.g., 30 or 60 days) after release from
imprisonment. The court will set the payment plan based on an assessment of the defendant’s ability to pay at that time; or

F E3 Special instructions regarding the payment of criminal monetary penalties:

Unless the court has expressly ordered otherwise, if this judgment imposes imprisonment, payment of criminal monetary penalties is 
due during imprisonment. All criminal monetary penalties, except those payments made through the Federal Bureau of Prisons’ 
Inmate Financial Responsibility Program, are made to U.S. District Court, 220 West Depot Street, Suite 200, James H. Quillen 
United States Courthouse, Greeneville, TN 37743. Payments shall be in the form of a check or a money order, made payable to 
U.S. District Comt, with a notation of the case number including defendant number.

The defendant shall receive credit for all payments previously made toward any criminal monetary penalties imposed.

 Joint and Several
See above for Defendant and Co-Defendant Names and Case Numbers (including defendant number), Total Amount, Joint 
and Several Amount, and corresponding payee, if appropriate.

 Defendant shall receive credit on his restitution obligation for recovery from other defendants who contributed to the same 
loss that gave rise to defendant's restitution obligation.

 The defendant shall pay the cost of prosecution.
 The defendant shall pay the following court cost(s):

El The defendant shall forfeit the defendant’s interest in the following property to the United States:

The defendant shall forfeit his interest in the items listed in the Preliminary Order of Forfeiture filed on 
April 11,2024, as Document 222.

Payments shall be applied in the following order: (1) assessment, (2) restitution principal, (3) restitution interest, (4) AVAA 
assessment, (5) fine principal, (6) fine interest, (7) community restitution, (8) JVTA Assessment, (9) penalties, and (10) costs, 
including cost of prosecution and court costs.
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