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Conference of death penalty opponents
ends with call for compassion

By Ken Neuhaugr
kneuhaugr @courier-journal.com

There were no banna's, poders or bullhoms, but 372 people from 37 states,
induding best-selling author Sister Helen Prejean, converged on Louisville
to peacefully protest capital punishment during the Nationd Coditionto
Abolish the Death Pendty's 2010annud convention.

The convention, which began Thursday, conduded Sunday morningin a
10th floor balroom at The Seelbach Hilton Hotel with an interfaith
ceremony of prayer and healing co-hoged by Interfaith Pathsto Peace, a
nonpofit Louisville organization that promotes inter-religious
undestanding, and the codition.

Thetheme for the closng ceremony was QWidening the Great Circle of
CompassionO

Terry Taylor, director of Interfaith Pathsto Peace, said the purpose of the
convention and prayer were to bridgethe gap between people on opposte
sides of the death pendty issue

QA significant thing for me when amurder occursis tha everyoneis touched
and damaged by tha process N obvioudy thevictim, thevictim's family,
the family of the person who committed the murder N in ever widening
circles of grief,Osaid Taylor. CBometimes in situationsthat involve murder
and capital punishment all we can dois sit togeher in the ashes of our grief
and hopetha we can end an ongoing cycle of violence.O



Prior to the ceremony, Taylor acknowledged his excitement aboutthe
presence of Prejean, whose Dead Man Walking: An Eyewitness Accountof
the Death Pendlty in the United States,Oremained onthe New Y ork Times
Best Sellerslist for 31 weeks. A 1995movie based on the bookfeatured
Susan Sarandonand Sean Penn.

Cshe has name recognition andis quite aforce in efforts to end the deeth
pendty in the United States,Osaid Terry.

Prglean, who gave the convention'’s keynote address Saturday morning and a
brief prayer during the cloang ceremony, began her prison ministry in 1981
when she dedicated her life to the poorof New Orleans The 70-year-old
Roman Catholic nun,who consders capital punishment morally wrongand
rife with injudtice, provides spiritud counglingto prisoninmates facing
execution as well as murder victims' family members.

QDrdinary folks with great courage N all the people working to end the
death pendty N they are remarkable. I've been doing this for 20 years,
crisscrossing the county giving talks. The energy comes back into youwhen
youre doing your life's mission Osaid Prejean, who is working on a prequd
to her best-seller, which she described as her Gypiritud journey to death
row.O

During the 75-minute interfaith ceremony, local folk singe and guitarist
John Gage and his son, Will Owen Gage, performed and engaged the
audience in several songs induding Carol A. Johnn's Q.ittle Bit of LightO
and Harry Chapin's QAll My Life'sa Circle.O

During arousng rendition of the spiritua Qlacob's Ladde,OPrejean
exubeaantly shooka decorative gourd rattle, joyfully raising theingrument
high aboveher head.

Representatives from Islamic, Judac, Hindu and Bahdli faithsalso gave
prayers dunng the ceremony.

Thetheme of compassion was reinforced in a homily on enlarging Ghe great
circleOof compassion by Dondd Vish, director of advocacy for the
Kentucky Coditionto Abolish the Death Pendty.



CGCompassion is the selfless dispostion to relieve human suffering,OVish
told the audience. Ot soars aboveempathy and sympathy and pity.
Compassionis thenoblest trait of human nature. Dante would call it caritas,
pure love with no expectation of a quid pro quoO

Miriam Kelle, 52, of Beatrice, Neb., and Kurt Mesner, 48, of Central City,
Neb., were amongthose attending the conference's closng ceremony who
embraced the theme of compassion. Both of ther lives have been greatly
affected by violence, and both are members of Nebraskans Agang the
Death Pendty.

My brother James Allen Thimm was tortured to desth 25 years agoandI'm
trying to get the assailant off death row because every lifeis sacred,Osaid
Kelle.

Mesner said his sister, Janet Mesner, was stabbed to death multiple times
about30 years ago.

OAfter 21 years my family's efforts were successful in getti ng the murderer
off death row and sentenced to life in prison withoutparole,Ohe said.

It's throughthe efforts of the Nationd Codition to Abolish the Death
Pendty and other organizationstha Debbie Bibler, 57, of Columbus Ohio,
hopes her son ultimately will bereleased from prison.

My son, Robat Bethd, isinnoent on death row because of a coerced false
confession. | attended the convention to bring attention to his situaion,Oshe
said.

Diann Rugt-Tierney, executive director of the codition, said the prayer
service successfully Gempowered, strengthened and energized usto do this
work E to take the spirit and energy that we have generated in this room
and carry it back home.O

Reporter Ken Neuhauser can bereached at (502)582-4204.
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