A Service of Hope:  

Prayer Service on the Occasion of an Execution

This service can be held outside of a prison on the eve of an execution or in a church.  A container holds candles representing the victim(s) and the executed.  During the prayer service two people will reverently light the candles.  These burn throughout the service and at the end.  The candles representing the victim(s) are extinguished during the litany.  The one representing the person to be executed is not extinguished.  Small candles need to be provided for people to light during the latter part of the vigil.

Welcome

(Informally welcome people, introducing presiders and musicians, invite, and set the tone for the service.  If it is a small group, you may want to invite people to introduce themselves to one another.)

Opening Hymn

“God, Teach Us Peacemaking”

(Traditional Irish melody, Harm, by David Evans / Words by Jane Parker Huber / Music from the Revised Church Hymnary, 1927, c. 1980, Jane Parker Huber.  Used by permission of Oxford University Press.  Taken from A Singing Faith by Jane Parker Huber, #64.)

Call to Prayer
Leader 1:

(Invite the community to pray using the words below or other appropriate words.)

Let us pray.

Loving God, be with us tonight as we gather to pray for all those affected by violence.

We pray for (name), a victim of violence in (year).
We pray for healing for her/his family and friends.  Comfort and heal all those whose loved ones have died through violence in the state of (name your state).
We pray for (name)-who is scheduled to die a violent death tonight.  We pray for his/her family and friends-for their comfort and consolation.  We pray especially for all others on death row in this state and across the country.

Help our nation, the state of (name your state), and each of us to turn from revenge to forgiveness and unconditional love.  Bring an end to the death penalty in this country.  Hear our prayer.

All:
Amen.

Prayer of Confession

Leader 2:
Please respond: Forgive us our sin.
All:

Forgive us our sin.
Leader:
We recognize that the death penalty is part of the violence in our society.  Let us ask forgiveness for all forms of violence.  We acknowledge the violence we perpetuate in our world:  providing weapons; imposing crushing debt payments; withholding food from governments which we call “enemies.”

All:

Forgive us our sin.

We acknowledge the violence within our country:  allowing millions of children and elderly to live in hunger and without homes or shelter; depriving the sick of adequate health care; imprisoning and executing racial minorities in disproportionate numbers.

All:

Forgive us our sin.

We acknowledge the violence in our communities and homes: battering children and abusing women; discriminating against minorities in disproportionate numbers.

All: 

Forgive us our sin.

We invite you to name the acts of violence which lie heavy on your heart.

(After all have had a chance to respond, leader leads response.)

All:

Forgive us our sinfulness, O God.  Heal us of the wounds that afflict us and our society.  Empower us to erase the hatred and violence that continue to scourge people and creation.  Empower those of us gathered here tonight to continue our efforts to work for an end to the death penalty.  

(Invite the congregation to be seated.)

Lighting of Candles

(While the congregation observes a few minutes of silence, two people light the candles in the front of the church.)

First Reading

(If family or friends of the person to be executed are present, invite them to tell something about the person and/or if there are members of murder victims’ families present, invite them to offer testimony, as well.)
(Silence.)

Second Reading

(Adapted from “Fear To Hope:  Statement of Religious Leaders in Virginia on Public Safety and the Death Penalty.”)

Our religious traditions impel us to be concerned about public safety and to evaluate the death penalty from a moral perspective.

We understand the fears of the general public regarding crime.  We share these fears.  Drug trafficking and murder are terrible scourges that cry out for effective remedies.  We must encourage personal responsibility, basic moral values and a respect for human life.  At the same time, we must call upon society as a whole to remedy the social circumstances that contribute to hopelessness, despair and a breakdown in respect for the value of human life.  Crushing poverty and chronic unemployment breed violence.

Despite our fears, we are called to look with honesty, courage and moral conviction at how our state of (_____) is attempting to stem the tide of violence.  We can understand how fear and frustration may tempt us to find simple solutions.  We are convinced that the escalating imposition of the death penalty is a misguided attempt to improve public safety.  

We believe that the death penalty is morally objectionable and pragmatically ineffective for several reasons:

1. The death penalty is not a deterrent to crime.  Numerous national and international studies have failed to document any deterrence effect.  Most nations have abandoned it long ago and all of these nations have lower violent crime rates than our own.  

2. The application of the death penalty in our nation is clearly discriminatory.  Again, numerous studies have documented this fact.  If a suspect is poor or a member of a minority group, the death penalty is much more likely to be imposed.

3. The death penalty eliminates the possibility of rehabilitation and it is more costly to administer than life in prison.  Fiscal responsibility alone calls us to reexamine the death penalty.

4. The death penalty does not allow for human error.  There is always the horrible possibility that an innocent person will be executed…Our sad history is that innocent persons have been executed, at least 23 in this century.

5. The death penalty undermines respect for human life and breeds yet more violence.  State sanctioned killing weakens respect for human life.  As a society, our attempts to encourage a respect for human life will not be credible until we repudiate the death penalty.
(Silence.)

Closing Ritual

(Leader 1 invites all to stand.)

Leader 1:

We live in a time of darkness.  Many lives have been snuffed our senselessly.  Tonight we remember the victims and those executed in (name your state) in retaliation for their deaths, since the restitution of the death penalty.

(Remind the congregation that after both the name of the victim and of the person who is going to be execute have been read to respond with “Hold them in your care, God.”  Leader 1 reads the name of the victim, and Leader 2 reads the name of the executed.  One person extinguishes one of the candles as the name of the victim is read.)

(Silence after the reading of the names.)

Leader 2:

(Invite people to come forward and encircle the candles.  As they come forward, they light their candles from the one left burning.  People can remain in silence or offer prayers, reflections, songs.  An appropriate song is “Swing Low Sweet Chariot.” They are invited to continue holding vigil until the execution takes place.)

Closing Prayer

Leader 2:

But darkness has not triumphed.  Death and suffering are not to triumph over life.  Revenge and anger shall not triumph over forgiveness and love.  We pray that God will bless us, and go before us in the flame of these candles which we carry in our hearts as reminders of our burning desire to be co-creators of peace and justice in the world.

(Adapted from a prayer service created by Dr. Kathleen Kenney and St. Marilyn Winter, OP, for the Office of Justice and Peace and the Office of Worship, Catholic Diocese of Richmond, Virginia, on the occasion of executions being held regularly in the State of Virginia.)

