
Sister Helen Prejean
Sister Helen Prejean is perhaps 
the world’s most widely known 
opponent of the death penalty. 
Her book, Dead Man Walking: 
An Eyewitness Account of the 
Death Penalty in the United 
States remained on the New 
York Times best-seller list for 31 
weeks and was an international 
best seller, having been translated 
into ten languages. The book 
would also become the basis 
for a major motion picture and 
an opera.  Prejean’s work has 
taken her around the world for 
speaking engagements, earned 
her numerous awards, and brought 
her into personal conversation 
with presidents, U.S. Supreme 
Court justices, prime ministers and 
popes. 

A greased track to prison and 
death row
But Prejean’s path to prison and 
death row wasn’t as direct as the 
paths of the inmates to whom 
she as ministered over the years. 
Born in Baton Rouge, Louisiana 
on April 21, 1939, Prejean was a 
child of privilege – the daughter 
of an attorney and the product 
of Catholic education. She 
entered the Sisters of St. Joseph 

of Medaille in 1957 and earned 
bachelors’ degrees in English and 
education, and a master’s degree 
in religious education.

Prejean was content to live the 
faith of her childhood which based 
on a personal relationship with 
God and basic kindness to others, 
saying she “did some fast-footed 
mental editing of the scriptures” 
when it came to reading and 
hearing the social gospel of Jesus. 
She would later admit, “It had not 
yet occurred to me that if someone 
is unjustly treated by a system, 
being kind to them is not enough.”

Then, in 1980, when her 
congregation began to renew 
its mission of social justice and 
standing on the side of the 
poor, she began to realize that 
her spiritual life had been too 
disconnected from the lives of the 
poor and suffering.  And so, in 
1981 she moved into St. Thomas, 
an inner city public housing 
development, with four other 
sisters and began to teach GED 
classes. 

Prejean recalls, “it didn’t take 
long to see that for poor people, 
especially poor black people, there 
was a greased track to prison and 
death row.”  

“It didn’t take long 
to see that for poor 
people, especially 
poor black people, 
there was a greased 
track to prison and 
death row”
 
- Sr. Helen Prejean
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More than the worst act of his 
life
Prior to her first visit in 1982 with 
Patrick Sonnier – whose story is told 
in Dead Man Walking – Sr. Helen 
Prejean’s only experience with 
prisoners had been in the 1960s 
when she and another sister went 
to Orleans Parish Prison to play 
their guitars and sing with the men 
who were incarcerated there. Their 
sing-a-long of “If I had a Hammer” 
proved particularly rambunctious as 
the men began singing their own 
lyrics: “if I had an uzi.” The pair was 
never invited back. 

One day a friend of Prejean’s asked 
her if she would be a pen pal to 
a person on death row and she 
agreed. That pen pal was Patrick 
Sonnier, who had been convicted 
of killing two teenagers – Loretta 
Ann Borque and David LeBlanc. 
She and Sonnier exchanged letters 
about life – Prejean would talk 
about life at St. Thomas and he 
would write back about life in his 
small, hot prison cell where he was 
confined for 23 hours out of the 
day. Eventually Prejean agreed 
to be Sonnier’s spiritual advisor 
and their first visit was arranged. 
Their visit would be the first time 
Prejean had knowingly been in the 
presence of someone who had 
killed another human being. 

Of their first meeting, Prejean 
remembers:

“The transcendent part of that 
experience for me was when 
I looked in his eyes, because I 
was sort of afraid of him. I guess 
I thought that in some way, 
someone who had murdered 
someone else, their eyes must 
look different or their face in some 
way would mirror someone who 
was bent on evil or something. It 

was so amazing…because instead 
when I looked into his eyes, I 
remember thinking very clearly, 
‘Whatever he has done, as bad as 
it may be, he’s worth more than 
the worst act of his life’.”

Thus began their relationship and 
Prejean’s introduction to the prison 
system in Louisiana and the death 
penalty in the United States.

A Second Baptism
After months of visiting and 
ministering to Sonnier, Prejean was 
present on April 5, 1985 when he 
was executed by electrocution, 
despite assurances from Sonnier 
that he didn’t need her to be 
present. In the last moments of 
life, Prejean prayed Isaiah 43 with 
him and played a tape of “Be Not 
Afraid” for him.  

“Witnessing his death was a 
second Baptism for me,” she 
writes. “I couldn’t watch someone 
being killed and walk away. Like a 
sacrament, the execution left an 
indelible mark on my soul.” 

Prejean has been an outspoken 
opponent of the death penalty 
ever since, served as the spiritual 
advisor to other inmates on 
death row, and witnessed more 
executions. For Prejean, this kind 
of accompaniment is an act of 
non-violent resistance. From the 
moment she meets with a death 
row inmate she begins to meet with 
attorneys and legal teams and the 
media to find ways to resist their 
execution. 

Three Deepest Wounds of 
Society
In addition to her ministry of 
presence to inmates on death 

“I remember thinking 
very clearly, ‘Whatever 
he has done, as bad as 
it may be, he’s worth 
more than the worst 
act of his life’.”

Helen Prejean



row, Prejean educates the public about the death 
penalty by writing, presenting, and organizing.  
She is convinced that those who support the 
death penalty do so not out of meanness of spirit 
or hardness of heart, but out of ignorance of what 
is really going on: upon whom a death sentence is 
passed and how actual executions are carried out. 

Prejean says she helps the public come to see that 
the death penalty has less to do with crime than 
it has to do with politics by drawing connections 
between the death penalty and what she calls 
the “three deepest wounds of society” – racism, 
poverty, and a penchant to solve problems with 
violence. 

Prejean notes the majority of people who are on 
death row have killed white people, but that states 
seldom prosecute the murders of people of color 
with the same vigor – let alone seek the death 
penalty. 

She makes people aware that the poor are more 
likely to receive the death penalty because of 
the quality of their defense. She tells the story of 
one young black man-- whom she believed was 
innocent -- who was tried, convicted by an all-
white journey and sentenced to death in one week 
but couldn’t get a new trial because his attorney 
did not raise a single objection during the original 
trial as the basis for an appeal. 

Progress in the doctrine about the death 
penalty
Equipped with these facts, Prejean hasn’t been 
afraid to call Catholic leaders to speak out more 
strongly against the death penalty. She wrote 
to Pope John Paul II, challenging his words in 
Evangelium Vitae (The Gospel of Life) upholding 
the state’s right to execute in the case of “absolute 
necessity” saying:

 “How can any government vulnerable to undo 
influence of the rich and powerful and subject 
to every kind of prejudice, have the purity 
and integrity to select certain of its citizens for 
punishment by death?” She went on to tell the 
Pope that she prayed that “Catholic opposition 
to government executions will be unequivocal.” 

While Prejean plays down any role her words 
might have played, a short time later then Cardinal 

Joseph Ratzinger announced a change in the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church to reflect 
“recent progress in the doctrine about the death 
penalty.” The new version of the Catechism reads: 
“Legitimate public authority has the right and the 
duty to inflict punishment proportionate to the 
gravity of the offense,” removing the words “not 
excluding, in cases of extreme gravity, the death 
penalty.”  Now, in the Church’s view, the gravity of 
an offense no longer serves as a legitimate reason 
to execute a person. 

But Prejean is no stranger to pushback either. She 
is often asked why she  -- a nun -- is “involved with 
these murderers.” Her response is a simple one:

“I tell people to go back to the gospel…If we call 
ourselves Jesus’ disciples, we too have to keep 
ministering to the marginated, the throwaways, 
the lepers of today. And there are no more 
marginated, thrown-away, and leprous people in 
our society than death-row inmates.”

On Both Arms of the Cross
Prejean’s ministry doesn’t end with accompanying 
inmates on death row and advocating for the 
abolition of the death penalty. She also ministers 
to the families of victims. 

Prejean admits she made a mistake early on by 
not arranging a visit with the parents of Sonnier’s 
victims, saying she stayed away because she just 
didn’t know how to deal with that kind of pain, 
let alone how to be with them as the spiritual 
advisor to the person who killed their children.  
The first time she met the parents was at a 
pardon-board hearing. She was there to ask the 
board to show mercy; the parents were there to 
demand execution. Lloyd LeBlanc, David’s father, 
confronted Prejean at the hearing and questioned 
why she hadn’t gone to see them. 

But Prejean learned from her mistake and resolved 
to never again hesitate in reaching out to the 
victims’ families and founded “Survive,” an 
organization that provides support and counseling 
for grieving families. 

Prejean continues to stand on both sides of the 
issue and calls on the Church and people of 
faith to do the same. She says the Church should 
put more of its moral influence behind ending 



capital punishment while also 
increasing its presence with 
families of victims. “To me the 
image for the Church is to be 
on both arms of the cross,” 
she says, “with the ones being 
executed and with the victims’ 
families.”  

Are you for life, or are you for 
death?
Recalling the first execution she 
witnessed, she writes: “ You are 
in this building in the middle of 
the night, and all these people 
are organized to kill this man. 
And the gospel comes to you 
as it never has before: Are you 
for compassion, or are you for 
violence? Are you for mercy, 
or are you for vengeance? Are 
you for love, or are you for 
hate? Are you for life or are you 
for death?”

 Prejean is convinced that 
people will choose compassion, 
mercy, love and life, and that 

the death penalty will one day 
be abolished. “The beauty and 
the power of the gospel is that 
when people hear it, they will 
respond to it,” she says. 

Until that day, however, Prejean 
asks a difficult question: “How 
many people have you killed?,” 
she asks. “I have to say ‘you’ 
because we are a democracy. 
Anytime someone has been 
killed in our state, it’s done in 
our name, and if we haven’t 
resisted it, we are a part of it.” 

When asked how to begin 
resisting, Prejean says that it is 
important to begin by simply 
getting informed about the 
death penalty by finding out 
who is on death row, who has 
been executed, what happens 
in the courts, and who does 
and doesn’t get sentenced to 
death. “Then just get in there 
and take it from there.” 

God of Compassion

You let your rain fall on the just 
and the unjust.

Expand and deepen our hearts

so that we may love as You 
love,

even those among us

who have caused the greatest 
pain by taking life.

For there is in our land a great 
cry for vengeance

as we fill up death row and kill 
the killers

in the name of justice, in the 
name of peace.

Jesus, our brother,

you suffered execution at the 
hands of the state

but you did not let hatred 
overcome you

Help us to reach out to victims 
of violence

so that our enduring love may 
help them heal.

Holy Spirit of God,

You strengthen us in the 
struggle for justice,

Help us to work tirelessly

for the abolition of state-
sanctioned death

and to renew our society in its 
very heart

so that violence will be no 
more. Amen.

www.futurechurch.org
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RACISM
“In regard to this first and deepest of America’s 
wounds, racism, we’d have to change the 
whole soil of this country for the criminal-justice 
system not to be administred in a racially biased 
manner.” - Sr. Helen Prejean

•	 While	blacks	make	up	roughly	13%	of	the	
total	U.S.	population,	42%	of	the	death	
row	population	is	black.	

•	 Over	75%	of	murder	victims	in	cases	
resulting	in	execution	were	white,	even	
though	only	50%	of	murder	victims	
nationally	are	white.	

•	 Since	the	reinstatement	of	the	death	
penalty	in	1976,	31	white	defendants	
who	had	been	convicted	of	killing	a	black	
victim	have	been	executed.	In	the	same	
span	of	time,	295	black	defendants	who	
had	convicted	of	killing	a	white	victim	
have	been	executed.	

“I	don’t	see	capital	
punishment	as	a	
peripheral	issue	about	
some	criminals	at	the	
edge	of	society	that	
people	want	to	execute.	
I	see	the	death	penalty	
connected	to	the	three	
deepest	wounds	of	our	
society: racism, poverty, 
and violence. “ 
 
- Sr. Helen Prejean

Art by Marcy Hall
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POVERTY
“Who pays the ultimate penalty for 
crimes? The poor. Who gets the death 
penalty? The poor. … and way do poor 
people get the death penalty? It has 
everything to do with the kind of defense 
they get…I tell you it is so shocking to 
find out what kind of defense people on 
death row actually have had.“ - Sr. Helen 
Prejean

• 90%	of	death	row	inmates	could	not
afford	their	own	attorney.

• An	examination	of	461	capital
cases	by	The	Dallas	Morning	News
found	that	nearly	one	in	four
condemned	inmates	had	been
represented	at	trial	or	on	appeal
by	court-appointed	attorneys	who
were	disciplined	for	professional
misconduct	at	some	point	in	their
careers.

• A	2002	report	on	indigent	defense
by	the	Texas	Defender	Service
found	that	death	row	prisoners
“face	a	one-in-three	chance	of
being	executed	without	having
the	case	properly	investigated	by
a	competent	attorney	or	without
having	any	claims	of	innocence	or
unfairness	heard.”

VIOLENCE 
“People are scared of crime, and 
they’ve been manipulated by politicians 
who push this button for all its worth. 
For politicians, the death penalty is a 
convenient symbol and an easy way to 
prove how tough they are on criminals 
and crime. It allows them to avoid tacking 
the complex issue of how to get to the 
roots of crime in our communities.” - Sr. 
Helen Prejean

• There	is	little	evidence	to	support
the	claim	that	the	death	penalty
acts	as	a	deterrent.	FBI	reports
show	that	the	South	has	the	highest
murder	rate	in	the	country,	despite
having	the	highest	number	of
executions	(80%)	.

• In	2008,	88%	of	top	criminologists
in	the	country	rejected	the	notion
that	the	death	penalty	acts	as	a
deterrent.

• A	2009	poll	of	police	chiefs	found
that	they	rank	the	death	penalty
last	among	ways	to	reduce	crime.

• The	exorbitant	cost	of	death
penalty	cases	diverts	funds
away	from	programs	such	as
early	childhood	education,	gang
prevention,	mental	health	services,
and	alcohol	and	drug	treatment
programs	which	address	underlying
causes	of	violence.

Facts compiled from:
The Death Penalty Information Center: 
www.deathpenaltyinfo.org
National Coalition to Abolish the Death Penalty: 
www.ncadp.org



THE DEATH PENALTY
in Recent Catholic Thought
While official Church teaching still “does 
not exclude recourse to the death penalty,” 
developments in Catholic thought on the matter 
since World War II and Vatican II as well as 
contributions from Catholic Social Teaching have 
prompted Catholics like Sister Helen Prejean, 
national bishops conferences, and popes to 
call for the abolition of death penalty in recent 
decades. 

The Influence of Vatican II
While the Second Vatican Council did not treat 
the death penalty directly, it laid important 
groundwork that would help in developing the 
Catholic case against use of the death penalty. 
In the midst of the Cold War and mindful of the 
atrocities and human suffering caused by World 
War II, the Council went to great lengths to 
promote a universal recognition of the inherent 
dignity of human kind and of each individual. In 
Gaudium et Spes, the Council wrote: 

“it is necessary to distinguish between error, 
which always merits repudiation, and the person 
in error, who never loses the dignity of being a 
person …God alone is the judge and searcher 
of hearts, for that reason forbids us to make 
judgments about the internal guilt of anyone…
The teaching of Christ even requires that we 
forgive injuries, and extends the law of love to 
include every enemy” (28). 

The Council’s emphasis on the sanctity and 
inviolable dignity of human life – a core theme 
of Catholic Social Teaching -- took hold and 

would animate Catholic opposition to the death 
penalty in the coming years. Sr. Helen Prejean 
writes, “Allowing our government to kill citizens 
compromises the deepest moral values upon 
which this country was conceived: the inviolable 
dignity of human persons.” 

In Dei Verbum, the Council put forth guidelines for 
interpreting Scripture, including the use modern 
critical methods to better understand a particular 
book’s historical and cultural context, style, 
purpose and audience. The document goes on 
further to say “serious attention must be given to 
the content and unity of the whole of Scripture if 
the meaning of the sacred texts is to be correctly 
worked out” (12). 

The Council’s approach to the interpretation of 
Scripture would eventually limit the persuasiveness 
of what Sr. Helen Prejean later called “biblical 
quarterbacking” when it comes to the Bible 
and the death penalty– using isolated quotes 
from Scripture “to back up what they’ve already 
decided anyway.” 

Proponents of the death penalty have long 
relied upon individual Old Testament passages 
and even some New Testament passages to 
legitimatize the use of the death penalty but in 
their 2005 statement in opposition to the death 
penalty, the US bishops wrote: “it is important 
to read individual passages in the context of 
Sacred Scripture as a whole…the Old Testament 
and the teaching of Christ in the New testament 
call us to protect life, practice mercy, and reject 
vengeance.” 

“It didn’t take long 
to see that for poor 
people, especially 
poor black people, 
there was a greased 
track to prison and 
death row”
 
- Sr. Helen Prejean
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A Change in the Catechism
Perhaps the most direct and important 
development in Catholic thought on the death 
penalty, however, came in the 1997 in the form of 
a change made to the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church by Pope John Paul II. The change, 
according to then Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, was 
made to reflect “recent progress in the doctrine 

about the death penalty.”

The change – an omission and an addition – 
placed greater restrictions on the use of the death 
penalty by removing the “extreme gravity” of 
a crime as a possible criterion for imposing the 
death penalty and by noting that cases where 
execution is necessary are “practically non-
existent.”The following chart shows the changes. 

Catechism of the Catholic Church on the Death Penalty

2266. Preserving the common good of society 
requires rendering the aggressor unable to inflict 
harm. For this reason the traditional teaching of the 
Church has acknowledged as well-founded the right 
and duty of legitimate public authority to punish 
malefactors by means of penalties commensurate 
with the gravity of the crime, not excluding, in 
cases of extreme gravity, the death penalty. For 
analogous reasons those holding authority have the 
right to repel by armed force aggressors against 
the community in their charge. The primary effect 
of punishment is to redress the disorder caused 
by the offense. When his punishment is voluntarily 
accepted by the offender, it takes on the value of 
expiation. Moreover, punishment has the effect of 
preserving public order and the safety of persons. 
Finally, punishment has a medicinal value; as far as 
possible it should contribute to the correction of the 
offender.

2267. If bloodless means are sufficient to defend 
human lives against an aggressor and to protect 
public order and the safety of persons, public 
authority should limit itself to such means, because 
they better correspond to the concrete conditions 
of the common good and are more in conformity to 
the dignity of the human person.

2266. The efforts of the state to curb the spread of 
behavior harmful to people’s rights and to the basic 
rules of civil society correspond to the requirement 
of safeguarding the common good. Legitimate 
public authority has the right and the duty to 
inflict punishment proportionate to the gravity of 
the offense. Punishment has the primary aim of 
redressing the disorder introduced by the offense. 
When it is willingly accepted by the guilty party, it 
assumes the value of expiation. Punishment then, in 
addition to defending public order and protecting 
people’s safety, has a medicinal purpose: As far as 
possible, it must contribute to the correction of the 
guilty party.

2267. Assuming that the guilty party’s identity 
and responsibility have been fully determined, the 
traditional teaching of the Church does not exclude 
recourse to the death penalty, if this is the only 
possible way of effectively defending human lives 
against the unjust aggressor.

If, however, non-lethal means are sufficient to 
defend and protect people’s safety from the 
aggressor, authority will limit itself to such means, 
as these are more in keeping with the concrete 
conditions of the common good and more in 
conformity with the dignity of the human person.

Today, in fact, as a consequence of the 
possibilities which the state has for effectively 
preventing crime, by rendering one who has 
committed an offense incapable of doing harm 
— without definitively taking away from him the 
possibility of redeeming himself — the cases in 
which the execution of the offender is an absolute 
necessity “are very rare, if not practically non-
existent.”

1992 1997



Without question, the teaching of the Church, 
reflected in the Catechism, now opposed the 
death penalty in nearly every case. Sr. Helen 
Prejean, who had written to the pope* about her 
opposition to the death penalty shortly before 
the change was announced, celebrated the 
change, writing:
“With this seismic change, church teaching 
on the death penalty forever flows in another 
direction. At the end of the twentieth century, 
the official Catholic teaching about the death 
penalty has become aligned with the core value 
of the ‘inviolable dignity of the human person’ 
that Pope John XXIII first illumined in Pacem in 
Terris forty years ago. At last my church upholds 
a moral position on the death penalty I can 
embrace.”

Preferential Option for the Poor
The Catholic case against the death penalty 
appeals to another core value of Catholic Social 
Teaching – the preferential option for the poor 
and vulnerable – which is a logical extension of 
the dignity of the human person. The option for 
the poor, which holds that the poor and badly 
off have a claim to special consideration when 
it comes to defending the rights of individuals, 
was first articulated as a theological principle by 
liberation theologian Gustavo Gutierrez, O.P. in 
the 1970s but is rooted in the Gospel and earlier 
teachings of the Church. 

In developing statements in opposition to the 
death penalty several communities of religious 
as well as conferences of bishops throughout the 
world have highlighted what Sr. Helen Prejean 
knows to be true – that “the death penalty is still 
foremost a poor person’s issue.”

In their 2005 statement against the death penalty, 
the United States Bishops argued that the death 
penalty’s “application is deeply flawed” and 
“biased by factors such as race, the quality of 
legal representation, and where the crime was 
committed.” 

This sentiment was echoed by Pope Francis in a 
2015 letter to the president of the International 
Commission Against the Death Penalty, writing, 
“the death penalty loses all legitimacy due to the 
defective selectivity of the criminal justice system 

and in the face of the possibility of judicial error.” 

In the same letter Pope Francis points out the 
various ways in which states sentence the poor 
and the vulnerable to death which go beyond 
the application of capital punishment for a crime: 
“when they lead their people to war or when they 
perform extrajudicial or summary executions…
when they do not guarantee their people access 
to the basic necessities of life.” 

He notes further that capital punishment is used 
by “totalitarian regimes and fanatical groups” to 
exterminate “political dissidents, minorities, and 
every individual labeled as ‘dangerous’ or who 
might be perceived as a threat to their power or 
to the attainment of their objectives.” 

The developments in Catholic thought since the 
Second Vatican Council along with an increased 
awareness of the failures of the criminal justice 
system and the abuses of some states and 
groups have led the Catholic Church to issue 
increasingly strong condemnations of the death 
penalty over the last several decades. Whether 
these developments will lead to further changes 
to the Church’s official teaching on the death 
penalty remains to be seen. 

But Sister Helen Prejean isn’t content to wait 
for a complete and categorical rejection of the 
death penalty from the Church: “We have to put 
our trust in the church as the people of God: 
things have to come up from the grassroots. 
The religious community has a crucial role 
in educating the public about the fact that 
government killings are too costly for us, not only 
financially, but – more important – morally.” 
*Excerpts from Sr. Prejean’s January 1, 1997 letter to Pope John Paul II 
are found on the last page of this article.
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I have seen the death penalty close up and have no 
doubt that it is the practice of torture. What all of the 
men I have accompanied have said when at last they 
died was: “I am so tired.” Concious human beings 
anticipate death and die a thousand times before 
they die, no matter what the “humane” method 
of death may be, even lethal injection, which is 
supposed to just “put you to sleep.” 

The death penalty is very much a poor person’s 
issue…and I have found that as a general rule those 
involved with justice for poor people readily oppose 
the death penalty whereas those separated from 
poor people and their struggles readily support 
it. They are more prone to see poor people as 
the “enemy” and to be willing to inflict harsh 
punishments to “control” them. 

Your words on the death penalty in Evangelium Vitae 
have come as a fresh breeze. Your strong words on 
behalf of life even of violent offenders encourage 
church leaders to be more courageous in voicing 
gospel values in opposition to the death penalty 
and hopefully these words will make their way into 
classrooms and pulpits…

Unfortunately, however, when in Evangelium Vitae, 
paragraph 56, you uphold the state’s right to execute 
in cases of “absolute necessity,” some pro death 
penalty advocates…use those words to justify their 
vigorous pursuit of the death penalty. 

From the time of St. Augustine of Hippo, one of the 
first to argue that the “wicked” might be “coerced 
by the sword,” we Catholics have upheld the 
rights of governments to take life in defense of the 
common good. But, as you point out in Evangelium 
Vitae, the development in socieities of penal 
institutions no offers a way for societies to protect 
themselves from the violent offenders without 
imitating the very violence they claim to abhor. How 
can any government, vulnerable to undue influence 
of the rich and powerful and subject to every kind 
of prejudice, have the purity and integrity to select 
certain of its citizens for punishment by death? 
… A society and its government would have to 
care equally about the life of all its members to be 
entrusted with the death penalty, and we know that 
on this earth no society can make that claim. 

I pray for the day when the Catholic opposition 
to government executions will be unequivocal. I 
saw this because I know that words of the law and 
words in church teachings can be used to justify 
and pursue the death penalty, and I have watches 
as these words become flesh in front of my eyes as I 
have watched human beings die at the hands of the 
state. “I just pray that God holds up my legs,” each 
of the condemned said to me as they were about 
to walk to their deaths, and from the depths of my 
soul, from Christ burning within me, I found myself 
saying to them, “Look at me. Look at my face. I will 
be the face of Christ for you. In such an instance the 
gospel of Jesus is very distilled: life not death; mercy 
and compassion, not vengeance. Surly, Holy Father, 
it is not the will of Christ for us to ever sanction 
governments to torture and kill in such a fashion, 
even those guilty of terrible crimes. 
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In Her Words: Excerpts Sr. Helen’s Letter to the Pope
On January 1, 1997 Sr. Helen Prejean wrote to Pope John Paul II to thank him for his intervention on behalf of 
a death row inmate she was the spiritual advisor to. The letter, also gave her a long-awaited opportunity to 
dialogue directly with the pope regarding the death penalty and his encyclical Evangelium Vitae. The pope 
received the letter on January 22, 1997. The change to the Catechism was announced on January 29 and offi-
cially promulgated. “My My letter to the pope was only one small part of the dialogue about the death penalty 
taking place across the church,” writes Prejean. “I laid the suffering of apeople affected by the death penalty 
in the pope’s lap and his compassionate heart responded. Personal experience has a way of turning absolute-
sounding moral formulas on their heads.” Below are excerpts from that letter. 

*Prejean, Helen, “Letter from Sr. Helen Prejean to Pope John Paul II, page 1, 1997.,” DePaul University Special Collections and Archives,
accessed December, 2015, https://dpuspecialcollections.omeka.net/items/show/79 (80, 81).
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Sister Helen Prejean’s Biography
What did you know about Sr. Helen Prejean before reading her short biography? What did you read 
about her that surprised you?

Of her first meeting with Patrick Sonnier, Sr. Helen writes: “I guess I thought that in some way, 
someone who had murdered someone else, their eyes must look different or their face in some way 
would mirror someone who was bent on evil or something. It was so amazing…because instead 
when I looked into his eyes, I remember thinking very clearly, ‘Whatever he has done, as bad as it 
may be, he’s worth more than the worst act of his life’.” What is your image of people on death row? 
How does Sr. Helen’s life and work reinforce or challenge that image?

Sr. Helen asks a difficult question: “How many people have you killed?,” She goes on to say, “I have to 
say ‘you’ because we are a democracy. Anytime someone has been killed in our state, it’s done in our 
name, and if we haven’t resisted it, we are a part of it.” Do you agree with her assessment? Why or why 
not?

These questions have been developed to accompany the 
education resources provided as a part of the Women Witnesses 
of Mercy: Sr. Helen Prejean pack. All or any of them may be used 
in a group setting or for individual reflection and journaling.  
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Questions for Reflection 
& Discussion on the 
Death Penalty



Three Wounds of Society: A Death Penalty Fact Sheet
Sr. Helen describes racism, poverty, and violence as “three wounds of society” that are strongly 
linked to the application of the death penalty. Are there any “wounds” that you would add? 
Subtract? Why?

Did any of the facts that were presented suprise you? How does this information impact your 
views on the death penalty?

Are these “wounds” able to be healed? If so, what steps would be necessary? If not, why not? 

The Death Penalty in Recent Catholic Thought
For much of its history, the Catholic Church has upheld the state’s right to avail itself of the death 
penalty to protect the common good. Supporters of the death penalty argue that this centuries-
long teaching is unchangeable. Do you agree? Does the Church need to take an unequivocal 
stand against the death penalty, beyond condemning it in practice, or has it gone far enough?  

Were you aware of the developments in Catholic thought on the death penalty over the last 
several decades? Do you think most Catholics are aware of the developments? What impact do 
you think it would have, if any, if more Catholics were aware of these developments?

In a society that prides itself on the “separation of Church and state” what difference does 
stronger Catholic opposition to the death penalty make? 

www.futurechurch.org
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Dead Man Walking
Movie Discussion Guide

An Initial Question
Dead Man Walking is a powerful film, filled with emotional scenes, moments, and conversations. 
What scenes, moments, or conversations stood out for you? Why do you suppose they struck you?

Questions About the Experiences of the Characters
Sister Helen, throughout the course of the film (and in real life), attempts to listen to and minister to 
both sides: the murderer and the victims’ families. What do you make of this approach? What did this 
film teach you about listening? How might both sides of the death penalty argument benefit from 
listening? What about both sides of other issues?

 

What changes did you witness in Matthew Poncelot? What prompted these changes? Have you ever 
experienced change or conversion in your life? In what ways might you personally, professionally, 
spiritually, politically, etc. be called to change by watching this film?

The critically acclaimed film, Dead Man Walking (1995), is based 
on the book Dead Man Walking: An Eyewitness Account of 
the Death Penalty in the United States, written by Sister Helen 
Prejean. Presenting an accurate – if dramatized -- account of the 
life and work of Sister Helen Prejean, the film allows audiences 
to explore the reality of murder and capital punishment from the 
perspectives of victims’ families and death row inmates and their 
families. The film carries an R rating for a depiction of rape and 
murder and runs 122 minutes. Choose any or all of the questions 
below to reflect or engage your community in a dicussion of the 
film and their own lives following the film. 
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What did you learn about the experience of the families of both victims and death row inmates by 
watching the film? How will you respond to this new information? 

Questions About the Issues Raised in the Film
What did you learn about capital punishment through watching this film? What was most shocking 
for you? How does what you learned impact or affect your own beliefs regarding the death 
penalty?

After Matthew Poncelet takes responsibility for his crimes, Sister Helen says, “You have dignity 
now, nobody can ever take that from you. You are a son of God.” Do you agree hat nothing -- not 
even a horrible act -- can take someone’s dignity away? What does it mean to see each person 
as a child of God, even those who have committed terrible crimes? What changes would happen 
in our world if each person was seen as a child of God, regardless of their race, gender, culture, 
religion, or past?

Sr. Helen tells Matthew Poncelet “I want the last thing you see in the world to be the face of 
love. So you look at me when they do this thing. I’ll be the face of love for you.” Are people who 
commit horrible crimes worthy of your love? Would you be able to show love to someone who has 
done something to wrong you? Who has been the face of love to you during difficult times and 
struggles in your life? To whom, specifically or generally, are you being called to be the face of 
love in your life right now? 

A Final Question
What remains unresolved for you? What will steps will you take to resolve those questions, issues, 
concerns? 
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Prayer for Justice
by Sister Helen Prejean
God of Compassion,

You let your rain fall on the just and the unjust.

Expand and deepen our hearts

so that we may love as You love,

even those among us

who have caused the greatest pain by taking life.

For there is in our land a great cry for vengeance

as we fill up death row and kill the killers

in the name of justice, in the name of peace.

Jesus, our brother,

you suffered execution at the hands of the state

but you did not let hatred overcome you

Help us to reach out to victims of violence

so that our enduring love may help them heal.

Holy Spirit of God,

You strengthen us in the struggle for justice,

Help us to work tirelessly

for the abolition of state-sanctioned death

and to renew our society in its very heart

so that violence will be no more. 

Amen.www.futurechurch.org
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INTRODUCTORY RITES

Invitation to Prayer: “You are in this building in the middle of the 
night, and all these people are organized to kill this man. And the 
Gospel comes to you as it never has before: are you for compassion, or 
are you for violence? Are you for mercy, or are you for vengeance? Are 
you for love, or are you for hate? Are you for life, or are you for death?“ 
(Sister Helen Prejean)
Following the invitation to prayer there is a moment of silent reflection, followed by 
an opening song: 

Opening Song: Prayer of Saint Francis/Make Me a Channel of Your 
Peace by Sebastian Temple

Introductory Remarks and Opening Prayer: 
LEADER: As we gather together this day, thousands of God’s children 
are tortured and cry out for mercy and peace, healing and forgiveness: 
there are the loved ones and families of victims of violence and murder; 
there are those -- guilty and innocent-- who sit on death row and their 
families. As we gather today, our society is need of God’s wisdom, 
mercy and healing. And so, together, we pray:  

ALL: Loving God, 
may we find in you, the source of all life and well spring of mercy,
a model for our human relationships and justice.  
Enlightened by your Word, healed by your presence, and inspired by 
your witness, Sister Helen Prejean, 
May we always choose compassion over violence; mercy over 
vengeance; love over hate; and life over death. 
We ask this, confident in your healing and transforming power. 
AMEN.  



LITURGY OF THE WORD

A Reading From “Would Jesus Pull the Switch” by Sr. Helen Prejean
Religion is tricky business. Quote that Bible. God said torture. God said kill. God said get even. 
I can’t accept that.
Jesus Christ, whose way of life I try to follow, refused to meet hate with hate and violence with 
violence. I pray for the strength to be like him. 
I cannot believe in a god who metes out hurt for hurt, pain for pain, torture for torture. Nor do I 
believe that God invests human representatives with such power to tortue and kill. The paths of 
history are stained with the blood of those who have fallen victim to “God’s Avengers.” Kings, 
pope, military generals, and heads of state have killed, claiming God’s authority and God’s 
blessing. 
I do not believe in such a God.

Psalm: Psalm 103: Loving and Forgiving by Scott Soper. Copyright 1992, OCP.

 
Gospel Acclamation: Alleluia! Raise the Gospel by Bernadette Farrell. Copyright 2001, 2002. Published by 
OCP. 

Gospel: Matthew 5:38, 43-48

Reflection: preach on any of these topics
• the fallacy of invoking God’s name to defend the use of the death penalty
• healing the “three wounds of society” as described by Sister Helen Prejean
• the need to personally overcome temptations towards vengeance and violence in human 

relationships as a foundation for a society that rejects vengeance and violence as a way of 
solving problems

When the reflection has ended, allow some time for quiet reflection. 

Prayers of Petition
LEADER: As Sister Helen Prejean points out, Jesus “refused to meet hate with hate and 
violence with violence.” We now pray that we as individuals and we as a society may find the 
strength to be more like him. 
Response: Loving God, hear our prayer

READER: 
For victims, who have died at the hand of another. That they may find comfort and protection 
in your loving embrace, we pray...

For the families of victims of violence, that they may experience our love and support and find 
healing comfort in your compassion and in the promise of eternal life.

For those on death row, that their lives may be spared, that the innocent may be freed and that 
the guilty may come to acknowledge their faults and seek reconciliation with you.



For the families of those who are facing execution, that they may be comforted by your love 
and compassion, we pray...

For civic leaders, that they may commit themselves to finding ways of protecting the common 
good without imposing the death penalty, we pray...

For ourselves, that we may commit ourselves to living in right relationship with God and with 
one another and that we may find the strength to advocate and work for a more just society, 
we pray...

LEADER: Loving God, receive the prayers of your people. Transform us and our society. In our 
words and actions, make us witnesses to your healing power, forgiveness, and mercy. 
ALL: AMEN.  

CANDLE LIGHTING & LITANY 
Three large candles are placed at the front or in the center of the assembly and are lit as the reader introduces each part 
of the litany. The litany may be led by a single reader or by four different readers. 

LEADER: We light a candle for the victims of crime and their loved ones and call upon Mary, 
the mother of Jesus. Our response is “pray for us”

READER 1: Mary, who lost your son to murder
ALL: PRAY FOR US
READER 1: Mary, who knows the pain and suffering of victims and their families
ALL: PRAY FOR US

LEADER: We light a candle for all those who have been executed, for the nearly 3,000 persons 
awaiting execution in the US and the thousands more across the globe and call upon the 
Crucified Jesus. Our response is “have mercy on us”
      READER 2: Crucified Jesus, who was condemned to die and executed on a cross
      ALL: HAVE MERCY ON US

READER 2: Crucified Jesus, who knows the anguish and distress of those on executed  and 
those awaiting execution on death row
ALL: HAVE MERCY ON US

LEADER: We light a candle for ourselves and for a more just and merciful society, and call 
upon our Holy God. Our response is “transform us” 

READER 3: Heavenly Creator, Source of all life, you created us in your divine image
ALL: TRANSFORM US
READER 3: Jesus, the Way, the Truth, and the Life, you resisted violence and proclaimed 
liberty to captives, 
ALL: TRANSFORM US
READER 3: Holy Spirit, Breath of Life, you strengthen and sanctify
ALL: TRANSFORM US 

Sung Response: There is a Light by Cyprian Consiglio. Copyright 1995 by Spirit and Song, a divison 
of OCP. Available to download at http://www.ocp.org/compositions/12096#tab:sheetmusic 

Alternatively, Prayer of Saint Francis may be split and sung both as opening song and here. 
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CONCLUDING RITES

Closing Prayer
LEADER: Together we pray the words of Sister Helen Prejean,
ALL: God of Compassion,
You let your rain fall on the just and the unjust.
Expand and deepen our hearts
so that we may love as You love,
even those among us
who have caused the greatest pain by taking life.
For there is in our land a great cry for vengeance
as we fill up death row and kill the killers
in the name of justice, in the name of peace.
Jesus, our brother,
you suffered execution at the hands of the state
but you did not let hatred overcome you
Help us to reach out to victims of violence
so that our enduring love may help them heal.
Holy Spirit of God,
You strengthen us in the struggle for justice,
Help us to work tirelessly
for the abolition of state-sanctioned death
and to renew our society in its very heart
so that violence will be no more. 
Amen.

Final Blessing
Leader: As we commit ourselves to living the Gospel, to being witnesses of mercy, to bringing
God’s healing power into the world, we ask our loving God to guide us and strengthen us and 
so we pray for God’s blessing,
You have have given us the example of Sister Helen Prejean who tirelessly ministers to victims 
and perpetrators of violence alike and seeks to abolish the death penalty. Indeed, you promise 
to us everything we need to build a more just and merciful society. Bless us now and always, 
we pray, that we may go forth from this place with the assurance that you accompany us on our 
way. AMEN. 

Closing Song: Let There Be Peace on Earth by Jill Jackson and Sy Miller. Copyright 1995 by Jan-Lee
Music. N.B use the optional inclusive language as published by both GIA and OCP. 
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