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By Andrew Foster Connors

All of us, like progressives across the country and around the 
world, have been stunned by the horrible events leading up 
to and since the November election. We call on all people of 
good will to act: We must stand up and stand against the bla-
tant racism, nationalism and greed that threatens the health, 
safety and future of the people of our country, the people of the 
world and the earth itself. We are pleased to share this sermon 
preached by our friend Andrew Foster Connors at Brown 
Memorial Park Avenue Presbyterian Church in Baltimore on 
the Sunday after the election.

“This is a deserted place,” the disciples tell Jesus. Not 
just the physical space away from the crowds, away from 
people. But the space they have entered after Jesus gets the 
worst news you can imagine. The kind of news that you wake 
up to every day wishing it was just a dream. The kind of news 
that leaves you sick to your stomach. Jesus gets that kind of 
news — his cousin is dead at the hands of a leader. There is 
no jury and no judge, no higher authority he can appeal to 
for justice, and it’s likely that Jesus is now in danger, too. It’s 
instructive to see how Jesus handles devastating news. He 
withdraws. He gets away from other people. 

Sometimes that’s a good first reaction. Give your emo-
tions space to do what they need to do without worrying about 
who you might offend or who might offend you. Maybe Jesus 
withdraws to pray. That’s the way I usually read Jesus going 
off by himself, bringing his pleas and his prayers before God. 
But the text doesn’t make that explicit like it does in lots of 
other places. 

Maybe Jesus doesn’t feel like praying. Maybe in his 
anger and rage, or his fear or his bitterness, he doesn’t want 
to speak to or hear from holy power that has chosen not to 
act. Maybe the psalms with all of their courage in demand-
ing that God show up — maybe those resources don’t feel 
like enough. Whatever the reason, Jesus withdraws and for 
those of us who believe that Jesus shows us who God is, I 
can’t decide whether this holy withdrawal is frightening or 
encouraging. 

It’s frightening to imagine that God sometimes looks at 
our world and wants nothing to do with it. That there are times 
when God is sickened by the state of our dysfunction, our 
inability to care for an earth that does not belong to us; times 
that God despairs at our callous politics that treat refugees as 
threats instead of vulnerable guests in search of safety; times 
when God is offended by immigrants who act as though they 
are indigenously entitled while treating indigenous peoples 
as aliens in their own land1; times that God is insulted by a 
culture that treats women as objects or anyone marked “other” 
as enemy instead of fellow human being bearing the image of 
God. Maybe it’s frightening that God sometimes withdraws. 

Or maybe it’s encouraging. 
Even God takes a time out — a divine innovation: 

withdraw until holy anger softens into compassion for 
foolish children. Maybe we should all be grateful that God 
sometimes takes a breather, waits to speak or act, until judg-
ment is guided by purpose instead of raw emotion. I know 
taking a breather has been necessary for many of us this 
week. Some friends of color need a time out, not just from 
politics but from white people when the president-elect is a 
man endorsed by the KKK. Some gay friends just need to get 
away from the church when it condemns them for entering 
a monogamous marriage, or when evangelicals place fear of 
transgender kids as a higher moral value than condemning a 
man who boasts of sexually assaulting women. Some people 
with disabilities need to get away from our barrier-filled 
world when the man who will soon be the highest office 
holder in the land ridicules people like them. And as much as 
it pains me to admit it, maybe sometimes Trump supporters 
in this church who say they did not vote for racism or xeno-
phobia, but for change, need a break from people like me. 

Maybe it’s good for everyone, including God, to with-
draw. Take a break from the work, from each other. Give 
yourself a breather. Not engage, not try to serve the world, not 

Where Do We Go From Here?
Matthew 14:10 - 21 and Stone Soup, by Jon J. Muth   

By Weldon D. Nisly 

“There is a moral universe, which means that despite all 
evidence to the contrary, there is no way that evil and injustice 
and oppression and lies can have the last word. … [We] 
know that in the end, good will prevail. … To be neutral in a 
situation of injustice is to have chosen sides already. It is to 
support the status quo.” — Archbishop Desmond Tutu

My heart beats a hopeful affirmation with this proc-
lamation by South African Anglican Archbishop Desmond 
Tutu. Yet my heart is troubled by how dimly we see its 
promise. 

In the liturgical season of Epiphany, the heart of the 
Black Jesus breaks into troubled times and hearts. Today, 
imperial powers seek to stop the beating heart of the Black 
Jesus as it did then. (Matthew 2) Yet my heart beats with 
the heart of Jesus as God’s Incarnate Presence in and for the 
world. It is an Epiphany of the Heart — the Black Jesus’ heart 
and ours. 

An endlessly brutal electoral season has left a nation 
numbed. Evil, injustice, oppression and lies ensnared millions 
in a web of deceit by promising to “Make America Great 
Again.” Whatever “great” means (read: “white” or “hate”), it 
is not an Epiphany of the Heart of the Black Jesus. All claims 
to the contrary, it is a false promise that breaks the heart of 
Jesus. 

The Epiphany of the Heart of the Black Jesus reveals a 
counter-story promising that:

“All evidence to the contrary” 
 will not “have the last word.” 
Love and truth will prevail over hate and lies.
Injustice and oppression 
 are not The Way of Jesus or followers of Jesus.
Neutrality supports the status quo of injustice.
“There is a moral universe” because there is a God.
Whatever “good will prevail” must cohere 
 with the Black Jesus and the common good.
The Epiphany of the Heart of Jesus is an Epiphany of 

our hearts. Either our hearts beat with the counter-story of 
Christ or our hearts beat with the false story of country. In 
this troubling presidential transition we choose which heart 
beats within us. In these troubled times we must search our 
hearts over our choices. These troubled times also compel us 
to search the heart and soul of our country over our national 
choices. 

I have long struggled over voting for president, this 

Epiphany 
of the Heart in 
Troubled Times

Nelia Kimbrough

ADDRESS CORRECTION REQUESTED



Hospitalitypage 2

Hospitality is published by the Open Door Community, 
Inc., an Atlanta Protestant Catholic Worker community: 
Christians called to resist war and violence and nurture 
community in ministry with and advocacy for the 
homeless poor and prisoners, particularly those on 
death row. Subscriptions are free. A newspaper request 
form is included in each issue. Manuscripts and letters 
are welcomed. Inclusive language editing is standard.  

A $10 donation to the Open Door Community would help 
to cover the costs of printing and mailing Hospitality for 
one year. A $40 donation covers overseas delivery for 
one year.

HOSPITALITY

Open Door Community
910 Ponce de Leon Avenue, N.E.

Atlanta, GA 30306-4212
www.opendoorcommunity.org  

404.874.9652; 404.874.7964 fax

Newspaper
Editor: Murphy Davis
Managing Editor: Eduard Loring
Photography and Layout Editor: Calvin Kimbrough
Poetry Corner Editor: Eduard Loring
Associate Editors: Catherine Meeks and Pete Gathje 
Copy Editor: Julie Martin 
Proofreaders: Julie Martin and Connie Bonner
Circulation: A multitude of earthly hosts
Subscriptions or change of address: Eduard Loring
 (edloring@opendoorcommunity.org)

Open Door Community
For more information about the life and work of the 
community, please contact any of the following:

Eduard Loring: Activist/Advocate/Ally
Nora Leslie: Administration and Finance 
Sarah Humphrey: Coordinator for Administration and the 

Hardwick Prison Trip
Murphy Davis: Southern Prison Ministry

January 2017

Photographs by Hala Hess White/Episcopal News Service

By Catherine Meeks

Without memory, our existence would be bar-
ren and opaque, like a prison cell into which 
no light penetrates; like a tomb which rejects 
the living. … If anything can, it is memory 
that will save humanity. For me, hope without 
memory is like memory without hope.

— Elie Wiesel, Nobel Lecture 1986

The Episcopal Diocese of Atlanta took 
a bold step forward on October 22, 2016, 
kicking off a three-year cycle of pilgrimages 
to Georgia martyrdom sites, more commonly 
known as lynching sites. These pilgrimages 
are being organized by the Beloved Com-
munity: Commission for Dismantling Rac-
ism, whose members believe that these sites 
need to be viewed as places where martyrs 
were made. And all of us, whites and people 
of color, who make up the generations of 
their descendants need to acknowledge these 
martyrs and mark the places where their lives 
were sacrificed so that we can make more 
progress in moving toward the day when this 
legacy of terror will be vanished forever and 
hope can have the opportunity to break fully 
into the dawn. 

The chance for the birth of new hope 
can be made viable only through the honest 
declaration of what the past has been and 
why it was that way. The wounds of the past 
will not disappear simply because we wish 
them to. The work of healing has to be done. 
And each time we look at the facts of history 
without trying to make them more acceptable 
by not assessing guilt, we take a step forward 
in that work. Our quest for hope in the 21st 
century requires us to look back at this legacy 
before we can take the much-needed steps 
that will lead us forward.

During the time between the Civil 
War and World War II, thousands of African 

Americans were lynched in our country. Five 
hundred ninety-five of them are documented 
in Georgia. This was the method used to ter-
rorize African Americans into submission. 
The victims were men, women and children. 
Lynchings were for the purpose of creating 
racial subordination without much resistance 
and a fear-based atmosphere that made it 
possible for racial inequality to thrive. This 
inequality has yet to be adequately addressed. 

Mass incarceration, 
excessive penal punishment, 
disproportionate sentencing 
(especially death sentences) 
and continued police abuse 
of people of color, demon-
strate the scope of the prob-
lems that continue in Ameri-
can society as part of the 
legacy of racial terror to this 
very day. There is no denying 
this truth and no energy will 
be spent in trying to do that 
as we move forward with 
these pilgrimages across 
Georgia to places where lynchings occurred.

This year’s pilgrimage began in Macon, 
Georgia at the Douglass Theater with an 
ecumenical gathering. Nearly 200 of us cel-
ebrated Holy Communion and then moved 
across the street to the historic Tubman 
African American Museum to view “Without 
Sanctuary,” a photographic exhibit of lynch-
ings in America. This was followed by small 
group conversations where participants had 
the opportunity to reflect upon the impact 
of the exhibit and other parts of the day’s 
activities.

Over the course of the next two 
years we will take pilgrims to other sites in 
Georgia where markers will be placed for 
those named and unnamed. This way of 
acknowledging the many lives that were 

taken because Black lives had to be sacrificed 
in order to maintain the status quo of racial 
apartheid in America will serve both as a way 
for all who participate to remember and for 
us to move forward in the work of disman-
tling racism and reclaiming hope. The foun-
dation of racism was imagined and securely 
constructed during this era to keep African 
Americans, and any other racial minorities 
who were designated as undesirables, in their 
place, a place of subjugation and degrada-
tion. A place maintained by the terror that 
was created when folks were forcibly taken 
from their homes and many other places to 
be killed at the hands of angry mobs — mobs 
who were often led by law enforcement or 
other leaders in the towns.

The same spirit that allowed for the 

horrors of slavery and lynching continued as 
our nation moved from slavery to Jim Crow, 
to mass incarceration and the death penalty. 
In the present moment it is the guiding spirit 
behind the extra-judicial killings by police 
officers, which is merely a modern method of 
lynching. 

The Commission’s understanding of 
how all of these things are connected com-
pels its members to be more intentional each 
day about naming all of the forces that work 
against long-term sustainable racial healing 
and reconciliation in our nation and lead us 
forward. Our prayer is that many others will 
join us from around the country in doing 
similar work.  W

Catherine Meeks is a community and well-
ness activist and an active member of the 
Open Door Community. She taught African 
American Studies at Mercer University and is 
the retired Clara Carter Acree Distinguished 
Professor of Socio-Cultural Studies at Wes-
leyan College, the author of five books and 
a columnist for The Telegraph in Macon, 
Georgia. (kayma53@att.net)

Reclaiming Hope Through Remembering

October 22 at the Douglass Theater in Macon, Georgia.

Beginning February 1, 2017
Please address your communications to the 

ODC to our new Community Address:

Open Door Community
PO Box 10980

Baltimore, MD 21234

Thank you,  Murphy, David, Robert and Ed
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By Alton Pollard and Henderson Hill

The United States of America was born in violence. 
The brutality, severity and ubiquity of violence during slavery 
preceded and followed our country’s founding. It was, indeed, 
inscribed and fundamentally baked into the parchment of our 
Constitution. For many of us this is a difficult and disturb-
ing truth to face, but one we know too well. It persistently 
unsettles the meaning of our democracy and search for a more 
perfect union. It too often disturbs long-cherished beliefs and 
practices and disrupts visions of what our future holds. The 
death penalty has been and remains an essential and consis-
tent form of this American violence — often its messenger 
— and it is time to stop.

For the first peoples of this land, communities of African 
descent, other communities of color and poor people, news 
about America the violent is not really news at all. Ours is 
a different recognition grounded in a historic set of oppres-
sions established through searing social custom, legislative 
fiat, religious teachings and racial taxonomies. Enslavement, 
segregation, discrimination, criminalization, removal, poverty, 
second-class citizenship and all manner of brutality and viola-
tion are its legacy. It is a legacy that continues still, nowhere 
more prominently than in the continued administration of the 
death penalty.

Oppressions based on race, gender, class, sex, ethnic-
ity and so much more have had deep material and spiritual 
consequences for our national community life. Long before 
ascending to the Supreme Court, Thurgood Marshall battled 
the death penalty on behalf of Black lives in the South that 
were diminished and treated as inconsequential, cheap, 
abbreviated and expendable. Marshall’s 1940s heroics in the 
killing fields of Lake County, Florida, included exposing and 
challenging brandings, lynchings, rape, abuse, burnings and 
bombings. Today, many of those atrocities have given way to 
predatory lending, redlining, mass incarceration, health dis-
parities, voter exclusion, three strikes, stop and frisk and stand 
your ground. The struggle against state-sanctioned violence, 
homegrown terror, sexual aggression, bullying, profiling, 
shootings, killings and assassinations racks the increasingly 
fragile American psyche. The death penalty, then as now, is 
the tip of this iceberg.

Americans are not alone in the urgent struggle to reclaim 
our deeper humanity. The world over is seized with dehuman-
izing pain. It has long been so. Nelson Mandela, and all of 
Africa, bore the pain and scars of violent imperialism and 
systems that by law and practice denied African humanity. 
Mandela saw that there could be no future for South Africa 
or its Black population if the death penalty, as instrument or 
symbol, remained. Today, indifference and hatred seem to 
grow more debilitating by the moment. Violence and terror 
are without boundary. From Palestine and Paris to African 
Mediterranean refugee routes and Syria, the refrain is agoniz-
ingly personal and distressingly the same. Old divisions have 
become new. We have seen “all the oppressions that are prac-
ticed under the sun.” (Ecclesiastes 4:1) 

There is so much in our experience as African Ameri-
cans, as a people who have undergone the terror, who were 
once forcibly enslaved, the raped and the lynched, the fore-
closed and the incarcerated, to warrant our hatred of this coun-
try. This simple and seldom-expressed truth courses through 
our veins and has always been known and feared in this land 
by others, including the perpetrators. Yet somehow, African 
America remains true to itself, waging justice in the face of 
this nation’s grave shortcomings, and our own apprehensions 
no less, declaring that we will find a way to live together in 
this rainbow nation and world and not perish together as fools. 

We care enough to advocate for right, to challenge institu-
tional racism, to be collectively angry and morally indignant 
over the senseless loss and devaluation of Black lives. In 
critical solidarity with other communities of struggle, we are 
forging new meanings of justice and the birth of a new nation.

Truth telling, the call for public conversations on race, 
racism and recognition of intersectional realities — state and 
domestic forms of violence, police shootings and the shoot-
ings of police, health and gender equity, queer and transgen-
der equality, Islamophobia and immigration, to name a few 

— is terribly important. We must learn how to talk meaning-
fully about and act effectively against the complex realities of 
racism. No death penalty trial, whether in Charleston, Boston, 
or Texas, will contribute one iota to this necessary national 
conversation. A new vocabulary and a new resolve in this 
present moment are required. 

Truth telling also requires something even more coura-
geous of us. Sometimes, we have to commit to do the unno-
ticed restorative work of laying the foundation, of walking 
the talk, of consensus-building, of consciousness-raising one 
individual at a time, of sustaining the movement toward a 
more just, sustainable and inclusive world that is ours to envi-
sion even if it has not yet appeared on the horizon.

One year ago in Charleston, South Carolina, nine people 
were killed during Bible study and prayer, by a 21-year-old, 
self-professed white supremacist; five survived, including 
two children. In the current maelstrom, there are those who 
seek to hold the killer accountable by death. Such a response 
is certainly understandable. In some quarters it may even be 
accepted wisdom. But successful prosecution of the death 
penalty extends our national cycle of violence and death and 
the almost certain continued disproportionate execution of 
people who are Black, Brown, poor, and impaired — the 
traditional subjects of capital punishment, a penalty rooted in 
racial terrorism.

We therefore reject the notion that you offer reparations 
to those who have suffered racial violence by offering more 

violence. Our just obligation is to hold the killer fully account-
able, honor the legacy of the lives lost and promote the res-
toration of health and well-being to a devastated community. 
A severe prison sentence of life without possibility of release, 
and ultimately death in prison, is a devastating, lifelong pun-
ishment that powerfully, importantly, rejects the barbarism of 
state-inflicted death. It also allows for redemption. Death and 
the instruments of death must be eliminated from our criminal 
justice system. Our historic struggle against state-sanctioned 
terror requires it. The God of life expects no less.

There is a resurgent movement today insisting it 
is time to end state violence and systemic oppression, 
to break the endless cycle of racial animus, trauma 
and death. Nineteen states have abolished the death 
penalty, seven in the last decade. Four governors have 
imposed moratoria on executions, and new death sen-
tences and executions have been reduced nationwide. 
The Democratic Party platform during this critical 
election year calls for abolition, and public support for 
the death penalty is at an all-time low. Dismantling the 
death penalty is a crucial component for communities 
of struggle to reach their full potential. 

A wellspring of strength is found in the most 
incredible of places: the historic Mother Emanuel 
African Methodist Episcopal Church. The nine mur-
dered saints. The five survivors.

There is an opportunity to unite with countless 
courageous others who have called on our nation 
and our world to learn to return love for hate at this 
crossroads in history: Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther 
King Jr., Coretta Scott King, Bernice King, Daddy 
King, Thurgood Marshall, Desmond Tutu, William 
Barber, Bryan Stevenson, Cornel West, Harry Bela-
fonte, KRS-One, Big Boi, Ta-Nehisi Coates, Michelle 
Alexander, Angela Davis. Some of those others 
have directly lost loved ones to violence. Some have 
directly challenged the prison-industrial complex. All 
have opposed the death penalty. All are champions 
for justice. All have said that the death penalty only 
perpetuates the endless cycle of death. All say, “Not In 

Our Name.” All have testified that the right to life and dignity 
is greater than retribution and fear. Life requires more from us 
than death. Let us work for such a world above all else.  W

Alton B. Pollard, III, Ph.D., is Dean and Professor of Religion 
and Culture at Howard University School of Divinity in 
Washington, DC. He has heald faculty appointments at St. 
Olaf College, Wake Forest University, and Emory University, 
where he was Director of Black Church Studies at Can-
dler School of Theology and Chair of American Religious 
Cultures in the Graduate Division of Religion, and various 
visiting lectureships throughout the United States and Africa. 

Henderson Hill has been a passionate and effective advo-
cate for indigent capital defendants in North Carolina and 
across the country. He was the director of the North Carolina 
Resource Center from 1990-1995 and founded the Center 
for Death Penalty Litigation. Most recently, he was named 
Executive Director of the Eighth Amendment Project, which 
will help coordinate litigation strategies as well as drive legis-
lation and policy, communications, grassroots organizing and 
electoral strategy around capital punishment. Henderson is 
well known for prevailing in seemingly unwinnable cases. He 
won life sentences in several high-profile cases, including the 
case of Brian Nichols in Fulton County, Georgia.

Life Requires More From Us Than Death 
Ending the Death Penalty in Charleston, Too

www.alterni-tee.com
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Open Door Honored  continued on page 9

Moving Toward Abolition

By Mary Catherine Johnson

On October 6, 2016 the Open Door Community was honored 
by Georgians for Alternatives to the Death Penalty (GFADP) 
at the Ninth Annual MaryRuth Weir Memorial Dinner at 
Central Presbyterian Church in Atlanta. The following is an 
excerpt from remarks made by Mary Catherine Johnson at 
the awards ceremony.

It is my great honor and privilege tonight to pres-
ent GFADP’s MaryRuth Weir Award to the Open Door 
Community.

I have been a member of the Open Door’s extended 
community for over six years, and for two and a half of those 
years I worked full time at the Open Door.

I love to tell the story of my first visit to the Open Door, 
when I came to volunteer for the Tuesday Soup Kitchen. 
Before the serving of soup began that day, the outside volun-
teers gathered in a circle with the members of the residential 
community to share a reflection that placed the serving of 
homeless people within the larger context of the Beloved 
Community, and connected the works of mercy we were 
about to perform with a call for a more just society in which 
everyone has enough to eat and a place to call home. 

Since it was my first time in the circle, I was asked to 
introduce myself, and I announced that I was working to end 
the death penalty in Georgia. As soon as I said that, the room 
erupted in cheers and applause. I’ll never forget the feeling I 
had in that moment. No one had ever cheered for me before 
when I mentioned my work against the death penalty. Actu-
ally, I had become accustomed to the opposite reaction: My 
bringing up the death penalty was usually met with stunned 
silence or a polite “That must be hard,” followed by a change 
of subject. When I heard those cheers at the Open Door, I was 
hooked. These were clearly my people. I had finally come 
home.

At that point, I had no idea how extensive the Open 
Door’s activism was in opposition to the death penalty, but I 
would soon find out. I quickly became a regular visitor at the 
Open Door, volunteering every week at Soup Kitchen and 
attending worship there on Sundays.

Within my first few weeks of being there, I heard some-
thing that endeared me to the community beyond adequate 
description. The story was about how Ed Loring and Murphy 
Davis, the founders of the Open Door, went to death row 
following an execution to pick up the body of the executed 
prisoner and transport him to Jubilee in Comer, Georgia to 
give him a proper funeral. Never in my life had it occurred to 
me that there were people in this world who would do such a 
thing — people who would lovingly transport the body of an 
executed prisoner to a lovely location where he could have a 
beautiful funeral and final resting place. But now that I knew 
such people existed, I was more determined than ever to work 
alongside them.

We cannot adequately talk about the movement to 
abolish the death penalty in Georgia without talking about 
the Open Door Community. We can trace the Open Door’s 
involvement in this movement all the way back to 1976, 

which is the year that the U.S. Supreme Court upheld the 
constitutionality of the newly revised Georgia death penalty 
law in Gregg v. Georgia. This landmark case essentially 
ended the de facto moratorium on the death penalty imposed 
by the Supreme Court in its 1972 decision in Furman v. 
Georgia. 

When the Gregg decision came down, Georgia activists 
quickly rallied to address the reality that executions would 
soon resume in their state. Ed Loring, who would become 
one of the founders of the Open Door along with his wife 

Murphy Davis, helped start a group called Georgia Christians 
Against the Death Penalty. It was through this group that 
Ed and Murphy first met some of the mothers of Georgia’s 
death row prisoners, and heard their stories of pain, ostracism 
and grief over having a family member on death row. These 
stories were transformative for Ed and Murphy, moving them 
closer to the founding of the Open Door and a long-haul 
commitment to the abolition of the death penalty.

The following year, in 1977, Murphy was hired by the 
Southern Coalition on Prisons to organize a national dem-
onstration against the death penalty called “Witness Against 
Executions.” Over 3,000 people from around the United 
States gathered on Easter weekend that year to participate in 
the demonstration, which garnered national media attention.

I mention these two things — the stories of the death 
row mothers and the national demonstration against the death 
penalty — because I think they’re both critical to understand-

ing the unique type of anti-death penalty activism that the 
Open Door Community has embodied for 40 years. Much 
like the Open Door’s homeless ministry, which combines 
loving hospitality for people experiencing homelessness with 
active resistance against the system that supports homeless-
ness, the Open Door’s opposition to the death penalty is 
characterized by street actions and political resistance, while 
simultaneously putting a human face on the death penalty by 
keeping the stories of the people most directly impacted by its 
practice in the forefront of people’s consciousness. 

Over the past 40 years, countless others have joined the 
Open Door’s efforts to abolish the death penalty. Some have 
come to participate for many years at a time, while others 
have come only for one street action, but they have consis-
tently come, and they have consistently reported experiences 
with the community that were transformative to their beliefs 
and the ways they followed the executed and risen Christ. 

Here’s just a sampling of the many ways that the Open 
Door has fulfilled its commitment to death penalty abolition 
over the years: visiting and writing to death row prisoners; 
transporting family members to death row visitation; standing 
vigil outside the U.S. Supreme Court and at the Georgia Capi-
tol; participating in protest marches, street actions and banner 
drops; speaking at churches and political events; providing 
forums for those impacted by the death penalty to speak and 
be heard; providing annual Christmas packages for Georgia 
death row prisoners, many of whom might otherwise receive 
nothing; accompanying prisoners and their families through 
death watches and executions; and so much more. The list 
could go on and on.

There have been 66 people executed in Georgia since 
1976, and the Open Door has stood vigil across the street from 
this room, on the steps of the Georgia Capitol, for every one 
of them. At these vigils the stories of the executed prisoners 
are told, and their full humanity as children of God is put on 
display for all to see, replacing the distorted images of irre-
deemable killers put forth by mainstream media. When the 
local press uses a headline like “Vicious Cop Killer Finally 
Executed,” the Open Door presents a counter-narrative rooted 
in the radical discipleship of Jesus. The Open Door’s headline 
instead reads “Beloved Child of God Put to Death at the 

Hands of a Merciless State That Never Gave Him a Chance.”
When an execution date is approaching, that prisoner’s 

name and story become present to the daily life at the Open 
Door. The prisoner is prayed for constantly, and his or her 
story is told again and again, aloud and in the Open Door’s 
newspaper, Hospitality, which reaches thousands of people 
around the world.

When my dear friend Marcus Wellons was executed 
here in Georgia in 2014, it was the Open Door that provided 
essential pastoral support for me during that ordeal — one 
of the most difficult times of my life — and they helped me 
find the necessary strength to get up the next day and continue 
doing this work. The morning after Marcus’s execution, when 
my spirit was heavy with grief and the pain made me want to 
run away, I asked Murphy how she was able to keep doing 

Open Door Honored for 40 Years 
of Death Penalty Abolition Work

The Open Door’s opposition to the death penalty is characterized by street actions and political resistance, 
while simultaneously putting a human face on the death penalty 
by keeping the stories of the people most directly impacted by its practice in the forefront of people’s consciousness.

Calvin Kimbrough
Vigil for Life at the Death of Travis Hittson 

February 17, 2016, at the Georgia Capitol in Atlanta.
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Choosing Life  continued on page 9

By Nibs Stroupe

Nibs delivered this sermon at the Open Door 
on July 24, 2016.

In the summer of 1990, I remember Ed 
and Murphy and Elizabeth Dede and others 
sneaking in the early morning hours to the 
abandoned Imperial Hotel. Their purpose was 
to occupy it and provide a flashpoint for call-
ing attention to the plight of homeless people. 
Although I supported the action and worked 
to make it possible, my imagination and 
my heart couldn’t wrap around it. I felt like 
it would be perceived as a stunt and would 
die quickly, kind of like Don Quixote tilting 
with the windmill. And, of course, it was my 
imagination that was stunted. The action at 
the Imperial Hotel was the spark that helped 
to set off a fierce struggle in the city and in 
the region’s approach to providing hospitality 
for people who are homeless. In that sense, 
the action by the Open Door at the Imperial 
Hotel was the local equivalent of Rosa Parks’s 
refusal to give up her seat on the bus.

As the state of Georgia prepared to 
carry out its sixth execution this year, getting 
ready to kill John Wayne Connor, Ed Loring 
quoted from the last speech of Moses in Deu-
teronomy 30. Moses was urging the people, 
who had been freed from slavery in Egypt but 
had spent 40 years in the wilderness because 
they still had the definition of slavery in their 
hearts. Moses told them that they would need 
to choose between life and death, and he 
urged them to choose life. Ed noted that we 
all face the same choice, and that whether we 
choose life or death, we are moving toward 
death. 

If we choose death, we will be taken 
over by its forces and go down into meaning-
lessness and violence and domination. If we 
choose life, we will still be moving toward 
death, because the power of life calls us into 
places dominated by death, in order to seek 
to bring life to those trapped in the power of 
death; to do what Zechariah, father of John 
the Baptizer, prophesied for the Black Jesus as 
he celebrated the birth of his son John in Luke 
1:78-79:

By the tender mercy of our God, the 
dawn from on high will break upon us,
to give light to those who sit in confu-
sion and in the shadow of death, to 
guide our feet into the way of peace.

You here at the Open Door have been 
those folk who have chosen life. As the larger 
public learns about the closing of this building 
at 910 and the changing of the ministry, we 
must recall and we must celebrate that you 
have been (and you continue to be) like the 
EMTs and firefighters and even the police 
officers, who are the first responders in times 
of crisis. While the rest of us shrink back and 
cling to life in the midst of death, you run 
toward death in order to bring life.  

In our Gospel lesson in Luke 11, I want 

to note that you have been all over this 
lesson, as Jesus teaches his disciples how 
to pray and how to practice what they are 
praying. You have re-written the version of 
the Lord’s Prayer that is found here in Luke, 
reminding us of the power of sexism in see-
ing God only as male and as king. You have 
reminded us of the marriage of individual-
ism and racism, which seeks to reduce life 

to “me and God,” all the while reaping the 
benefits of the labor of dark-skinned people 
and poor people. You have reminded us that 
the Lord’s Prayer is about “us and God,” not 
about “me and God.” You have reminded 
us that the call of this prayer is not about 
individual salvation, but rather about the 
creation of the Beloved Community, where 
all people are welcomed and are treated as 
children of God.

In the strange, short parable that fol-
lows in Luke 11, Jesus talks about hospital-
ity at midnight. Your life together has been 
one of welcoming strangers at midnight. 
Your newspaper is Hospitality, and I 
will always remember one of your many 
mantras: Justice is important, but supper is 
essential. You have the main voice in the city 
and in the country for the life of hospitality 
for the poor, the marginalized, the oppressed, 
the prisoner. You’ve had to come out of the 
comfort zone of your warm and snuggly 
beds in order to provide hospitality at mid-

night, and you have educated and taught and 
cajoled and shamed and transformed so many 
of us. You have chosen life, but you have 
moved toward death, and for that we give you 
thanks.

In this sense, you have disregarded the 
final petition of Luke’s version of the Lord’s 
Prayer: “and do not bring us to the time of 
trial.” Like those first responders who I named 

earlier, you 
have relished 
going into the 
time of trial, 
and you have 
encouraged 
many others, 
including me, 
to make that 
kind of move-
ment — to 
choose life but 
move toward 
death. You 
have endured 
many friends 
who have been 
like “sunshine 
soldiers and 
summertime 
patriots,” to use 
Tom Paine’s 
militaristic 
phrase — those 
of us who have 
been attracted 
by your pas-
sion and your 
resistance and 
your witness, 
but have faded 

in the roaring heat of moving toward the fires 
of death.  

You have been consistent and persistent 
in your prayers and in your witness, as Jesus 
tells his disciples in the closing part of Luke’s 
passage. You have asked and searched and 
knocked, and you have asked all of us to 
do the same. Society gives people who are 
homeless and poor and imprisoned, snakes 
and scorpions, but you have witnessed to 
them and to us, in visceral and physical and 
emotional and spiritual ways, that all people 
are children of God and are entitled to the 
gifts of the Beloved Community through the 
life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. To 
use those wonderful phrases from Psalm 85: 
you are a place “where love and faithfulness 
have met, where righteousness and peace 
have kissed.” Or, to use a quote attributed to 
John Wesley but never found in his writings, 
your call continues to be testimony to the 
Methodist creed: “Do all the good you can, 
by all the means that you can, in all the ways 

you can, in all the places you can, at all the 
times you can, to all the people you can, as 
long as ever you can.” Or, to sum it up better, 
I’ll quote from your beloved member Willie 
D. Wimberley: “We’re gonna do the best we 
can, until we can’t.”

And, so you have, and so you continue, 
and we give thanks! But now you are tired, 
indeed you are worn out. No one is surprised 
to hear this. Some of us have wondered how 
you have held out for so long. I am retiring 
as pastor of Oakhurst Presbyterian Church 
after almost 34 years as pastor there, and I am 
tired. Being pastor at a multicultural church, 
which seeks to be anti-racist, Black Jesus 
centered, justice seeking, Beloved Commu-
nity making — that stuff will wear you out. 
But I’m sitting in a wading pool compared to 
the raging river in which you have done and 
continue to do your ministry. 

When my mother was still living in 
Helena, Arkansas, Ed and I visited her on 
occasion. It’s right on the Mississippi, and the 
river there is a mile wide. It is full of eddys 
and rip currents that will drown you if you try 
to swim across it. I am reminded of its power 
in this metaphor — the ministry of the Open 
Door has not been in the wading pools of life, 
but in the raging rivers of life.

The ministry of the Open Door has 
worn you out, but you’re in good company. 
As the beloved Presbyterian Lucy Craft 
Laney put it, after a life of struggle and wit-
ness against racism and on behalf of African 
American girls and boys devastated by rac-
ism: “I want to be worn out — I don’t want 
to rust out.” You’ve lived that, and we thank 
God for it. Like Lucy Craft Laney, you are 
mortal after all. You are human; but hey, your 
ministry lasted longer than that of Jesus, and 

we thank God for you.
As we gather around the Eucharist this 

evening, we must remember that those first 
women and men who gathered with Jesus 
were in the same position that we are tonight. 
They weren’t sure what the future would 
bring. They thought that maybe they would 
overthrow Rome and reform the Temple, but 
that’s not what the future held for them. Yet, 
it is their witness that brought us here tonight. 
The future was not clear for them, as it is not 
clear now for all of us in these times of transi-
tion. Yet we must remember that, as they ate 
this bread and drank this cup, they began to 
be filled with the Holy Spirit and became 
different yet powerful witnesses.

So let it be with us — all of us — those 
of you who have been here at the center of 
the Open Door Community, and those of us 
on the peripheries and in support of you. Let 
us all listen for the power of the Holy Spirit 

Choosing Life But Moving Toward Death

You’ve had to come out of the comfort zone of your warm and snuggly beds 
in order to provide hospitality at midnight, and you have educated and taught 

and cajoled and shamed and transformed so many of us. 

Meinrad Craighead
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By Peter Gathje

At Manna House I have come to know some saints over 
the years. In their lifetimes I would guess few of them would 
have been considered prime candidates for sainthood. Saints 
are people of faith who were particularly exemplary in their 
lives, those to whom we turn for inspiration and edification. 
They are God’s “holy ones” who share with us something 
of God’s presence and power, something of God’s love and 
life-giving, liberating Spirit. They incarnate Christ for us in 
this time and place. None of this should be taken to suggest 
that they are perfect or without faults and failings. (No human 
is perfect and the desire for perfection is more destructive than 
helpful.) Still, they help us along the path of faith; they are 
guides for the journey of discipleship.

Sarah, Abe and Tyler constitute a holy trinity of found-
ing saints for Manna House: a Native American woman, a 
white man, and a Black man. They each brought to Manna 

House in its earliest days a spirit of welcome, of humor and of 
willingness to forgive. The small group of people who formed 
Manna House talked with them and learned from them what 
people on the streets needed in the neighborhood around 
Sacred Heart Catholic Church.

Just down the street from the church was the St. Vincent 
de Paul Food Mission, known as “the radio station” because 
at that time it was in an old radio station building. Just up the 
street from the church was “Friends for Life,” ministering to 
people with HIV/AIDS; a day labor business and a shelter. 
(The day labor place and the shelter are both gone now.) To 
the west was the VA and the Med (now Regional One medi-
cal center). To the east were many low-income apartment 
buildings (now a massive empty field).

They told us, “We need a place where we won’t be 
bothered, where we’ll feel welcomed. We need a place where 
we can sit and talk and enjoy a cup of coffee.” They also told 
us, “We need a place to shower and to get a change of clothes, 
and maybe a few other things.” So Manna House was born as 
a sanctuary for people from the streets. It is a place to get cof-
fee or water and relax with friends. It is a place for showers, 
“socks and hygiene,” once a week a meal and once a month a 
foot clinic. They taught us what was needed.

All three of them had a sense of humor. They easily 
laughed at their own foibles and at the silliness that sometimes 
bubbles up from the absurdity of homelessness. Sarah, as an 
amputee, would ask a new volunteer for shoes. Abe would tell 
stories that had life lessons wrapped around incredible series 

of unfortunate events. Tyler had a quiet comic sense, ready to 
smile at some quirk he observed in himself or others.

Sarah would hold court from her wheelchair, sitting in 
the middle of the house. She knew everybody and everybody 
knew her. Tyler and Abe were not exactly retiring in their 
personalities, but both seemed more comfortable from the 
corners than at the center of a room. Still, they were known 
quantities in the neighborhood, fixtures in the Claybrook and 
Cleveland cast of characters. All three could be rascals, mis-
chievous to the point of trouble (ok, even into trouble from 
time to time). But all three had expansive hearts, ready to 
share and help and support those who came to them in need.

I will never forget Abe jumping in to help me dig a 
ditch for our new waterline after I had punctured the old line 
with a misapplied pick axe. He dug with me for hours on a 
hot and humid day. I would never have finished without him. 
Tyler was known for finding treasures in other people’s trash 
and then sharing them with people in need on the streets. 

Sarah held people together with her charisma. When she 
entered a room, the place lighted up.

All three of them are dead now. As I thought of them 
today, I had to sing:

 
For all the saints, who from their labors rest, 
Who Thee by faith before the world confessed, 
Thy Name, O Jesus, be forever blessed. 
Alleluia, Alleluia!

 
Thou wast their Rock, their Fortress and their Might; 
Thou, Lord, their Captain in the well fought fight; 
Thou, in the darkness drear, their one true Light. 
Alleluia, Alleluia!

 
O blest communion, fellowship divine! 
We feebly struggle, they in glory shine; 
Yet all are one in Thee, for all are Thine. 
Alleluia, Alleluia!  W

Peter Gathje is a professor and Assistant Academic Dean at 
Memphis Theological Seminary, and a founder of Manna 
House, a place of hospitality in Memphis. He wrote Sharing 
the Bread of Life: Hospitality and Resistance at the Open 
Door Community (2006) and edited A Work of Hospitality: 
The Open Door Reader 1982 – 2002. (pgathje@memphis-
seminary.edu)

For All the Saints: 
Feast of All Saints

Saints are 
people of faith 

who were 
particularly exemplary 

in their lives, 
those to whom 

we turn 
for inspiration 

and edification. 
Willa Bickham
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Reviewed by Milt Tambor

On September 24, 2016, Metro Atlanta Democratic 
Socialists of America (MADSA) members and friends heard 
a presentation from Terry Easton, author of Raising Our 
Voices, Breaking the Chain:The Imperial Hotel Occupation 
as Prophetic Politics. Hosting the program at the Open Door 
Community (ODC) was most fitting. MADSA would be say-
ing goodbye to our home and meeting place for the past five 
years.

By learning the dramatic story of the sixteen-day occu-
pation of the abandoned Imperial Hotel in 1990, we would be 
paying tribute to ODC activists, known collectively as People 
for Urban Justice (PUJ), and to the 300 homeless who joined 
in the nonviolent direct action. Easton’s account and the reflec-
tions shared by Ed Loring, Murphy Davis and other veterans 
of the occupation grabbed hold of me. The book, I concluded, 
was a must read. Being a relative newcomer to Atlanta (relo-
cating from Detroit in 2001), I had only been aware of the 
occupation through passing references by fellow activists. 
Now, I would be able to read the full account.

The author states clearly his intention in writing the book 
at the outset. The story, based on oral accounts by the occupi-
ers, would be told from their perspective as ODC activists. In 
focusing upon and amplifying their voices, the author lends 
authenticity and vibrancy to the account. Easton provides 
the necessary political and moral framework to the account, 
as well. He offers two competing visions of the city: The 
“Atlanta Way” — a governing system where white business 
leaders allied with middle-class Blacks and public officials 
to advance a plutocratic agenda that ignored the problems of 
poverty and affordable housing; and the “Beloved Commu-
nity” — a set of inclusive, egalitarian and communal institu-
tions oriented toward justice for the poor and marginalized. 
Central Atlanta Progress represents the Atlanta Way while 
PUJ and its supporters advocate for the Beloved Community. 
In addition, Easton adds a useful sociological dimension to the 
narrative. Drawing on the work of social movement theorist 
Frances Fox Piven, he notes how withdrawing cooperation 
and engaging in disruptive actions serve to increase the power 
of the poor.

Rising homelessness in the city and the lack of afford-
able housing had become an urgent issue. Single-room-occu-
pancy hotels (SROs) in Atlanta had been demolished; the Ris-
ing Star Shelter was closed; public monies had been diverted 
to Underground Atlanta. The stage was set for the occupation.

Rosalie Riegle details the events surrounding the occu-
pation in the October 2016 Hospitality article, “Preaching 
With Our Feet.” Designed as a half-day action, the eight ODC 
activists planned to simply break the chain that locked the 
front door of the Imperial, enter the hotel and hang a banner 
with the words “House the Homeless.” They expected imme-
diate media attention and speedy arrests. When neither the 
police nor media appeared, a kairos moment occurred.

Sensing an opening requiring instant action, Loring 
proclaims, “Open the gate! We want to invite all the homeless 
to stay here!” Homeless people enter the hotel, later renamed 
“Welcome House.” For the next two weeks, ODC activists 
and their allies bring in food, bedding and supplies. Facili-
ties for privacy are improvised; floors are cleaned; walls are 
scrubbed: mounds of debris are hauled outside. To keep the 
spirits up and generate solidarity, music and song ring out 
through the halls of the hotel.

Community governance is developed as PUJ and an 
executive committee representing the homeless occupiers 
share leadership. Meetings with Mayor Jackson are initiated. 
Demands are presented calling for 3500 units of SRO housing 
and an oversight committee to include homeless people and 
their advocates.

Nelson Mandela’s visit and the Fourth of July parade 
provide the occupiers with bargaining leverage. A police 
raid on 100 homeless people during the festivities would do 
much to embarrass the mayor and tarnish the reputation of the 
city. Initially, PUJ and the executive committee struggle col-
laboratively with power being shared. After several meetings, 
the executive committee is given full authority to bargain for 
the homeless. However, the collaboration between PUJ and 
the executive committee suddenly comes apart. While PUJ 
had negotiated openly with the city, the executive committee 
had been negotiating secretly with Mayor Jackson’s assistant 
Shirley Franklin. A deal between the executive committee and 
Franklin is reached. By agreeing to leave, they are promised 
jobs at the newly opened shelter. Later, the PUJ activists who 
refuse to leave are arrested. Easton describes in painful detail 
the sorrow and anguish Murphy and Ed felt at this betrayal. 
Their expectation of an agreement based on demands for 
more housing units had been dashed.

Drawing on my experience as a union representative, I 
was not surprised by the outcome. As the union spokesperson, 
besides bargaining with management across the table, I have 
had to negotiate with factions within the union bargaining 
committee. Competing member interests could create tensions 
and divisions that would have to be bridged. If not, negotia-
tions could collapse. In this situation, the immediate interests 
of the executive committee seemed to diverge from the longer 
term goals of PUJ.

Since the executive committee was granted full author-
ity to negotiate without limits or oversight, any such similar 
result would be possible. Interviews with members of the 
executive committee might have provided a fuller picture of 
the problems in the two teams collaborating and why the split 
then happened.

The recriminations and feelings of failure by PUJ activ-
ists are palpable. Again, reflecting on my experience as a 
union strike leader, achieving some gains, though far from the 
original demands, can be seen as a victory. So I come down 
on the side of the “Beloved Community” as victor. In the last 
chapter, Easton places the occupation within the larger context 
of poor peoples’ movements. Citing Richard Cloward and 
Piven, Easton notes how protest movements reflect a trans-
formation of consciousness and behavior. The system loses 
legitimacy. People on the margin begin to assert their rights 
and demand change. They come to believe their actions can 
make a difference. The occupation did, indeed, lead to such a 
transformation of consciousness and behavior for the occupi-
ers. Another measure of success would be the subsequent 
Imperial Hotel renovation, the creation of Welcome House 
and the development of other affordable housing units. His-
torian Charles Steffen called the occupation “one of the most 
dramatic actions in Atlanta since the student-led civil rights 
protests of the ‘60s.” For this writer, the Imperial Hotel occu-
pation, as a powerful act of defiance and resistance, captures 
the spirit of Frederick Douglass when he spoke these words on 
July 4, 1852: “For it is not light that is needed, but fire; it is not 
the gentle shower, but thunder. We need the storm, whirlwind 
and earthquake.”  W

Milton Tambor is one of the great Elders in the Atlanta Peace 
and Justice movement. He has been Chair of the Metro 
Atlanta Democratic Socialists of America for the past ten 
years.

Raising Our Voices, Breaking the Chain 
The Imperial Hotel Occupation as Prophetic Politics 

by Terry Easton
The Open Door Press

Occupy Imperial Hotel

On Saturday, December 10, Terry Easton spoke about the 
Imperial Hotel Occupation and signed books at the newly 
renovated Commons at the Imperial Hotel. Below: Murphy 
Davis, Terry Easton and Eduard Loring at the Imperial. 
Bottom: David Payne and Robert Lee at the entrance to the 
Imperial.

Clive Bonner
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Where Do We Go From Here? Matthew 14:10 - 21 and Stone Soup, by Jon J. Muth  continued from page 1

even hope. Just hang it up for a while. Like 
that village in Stone Soup — forget about 
happiness or meaning or anything outside 
of yourself. Work hard but only for yourself 
or your immediate family. Resign yourself 
to accept a community that is marked by 
suspicion and fear. Withdraw from commu-
nity. Maybe that’s what we sometimes need 
— not another Facebook analysis or rant, not 
another article explaining who’s to blame for 
the state of our nation, not another doomsday 
prediction or self-satisfied celebration — just 
a break. A break from caring. A breather 
from hoping. 

That seems like what Jesus tries to do. 
He tries to get away, to leave it behind. But 
the crowds find him. Hungry people find 
him. Desperate people find him. Curious 
people find him. Poor people find him. Rich 
people find him. Outsiders find him. Insiders 
find him. Frightened people find him. The 
people find him with their hunger and their 
need. And Jesus doesn’t turn them away. 

Which may just be one of the hardest 
things about Jesus to accept in these divided 
times. Jesus doesn’t turn anyone away. He 
doesn’t turn away the angry white man who 
voted for Trump because he does fear or 
hate non-white people. He doesn’t turn away 
those who ridicule people with disabilities. 
He doesn’t turn away the people who do 
want women to be silenced in the church and 
the public sphere. He engages the tax collec-
tors. He challenges the Pilates of the world. 
He goes to rich men’s houses and to religious 
leaders who sell out their own people to 
get closer to power. He eats with them and 
argues with them, and demands hard things 
from them. Jesus doesn’t turn them away. He 
builds relationships with people I don’t like 
and whose views I find offensive. 

But neither does he turn his back on the 
people who are made vulnerable by those 

who take power, whether by the sword or by 
the ballot box. Jesus identifies with the poor 
and the oppressed. He takes sides with them. 
He takes sides with people of color who 
have testified to anyone who will listen that 
a Trump election makes you less safe. He 
takes sides with immigrants and refugees, as 
the scriptures make crystal clear. He engages 
the powerful without forsaking the vulner-
able. He crosses boundaries without soften-
ing God’s demands. He relates to all people 
without accepting the injustices that some of 
us perpetuate.

And the church has to learn how to do 
both without neglecting one or the other.2 
That’s our calling whether we voted for 
Trump or think he’s the worst thing that ever 
happened to democracy. Whether we think 
he was elected on a platform of bigotry or 
fed-up change. The church has to set the 
table for a different kind of politic — one 
where we engage people whom we find 

offensive, even scandalous, in real relation-
ships, standing with the most vulnerable 
among us — personally and politically.

I’m open to hearing where Trump 
wants to lead us. I accept him as our president 
even though a significant number of his fol-
lowers rejected our current president for the 
entire duration of his two terms. But I’m also 
preparing myself to suffer with the newest 
immigrants in Baltimore. We have to be 
prepared to suffer with people of color resist-
ing the return of Jim Crow. We have to be 
prepared to suffer with LGBT brothers and 
sisters, and American Indians protect-
ing land that they keep trying to tell 
us isn’t ours to spoil. Regardless of 
how you voted, more than 200 hate 
crime complaints have been lodged 
since the election, and we have to 
stand with anyone victimized by 
hate.3 The church has to be prepared 
to teach and nurture and lead people 
— however small our numbers — to 
love and fight alongside Jesus.

And I know that less than a 
week after the election, with deep 
division in our land, it probably 
seems like we don’t have that much 
to offer. Like those people in the 
Stone Soup village, it’s not at all clear 
that we’ve got anything to share; and 
perhaps the best we can do is with-
draw and stay there. I understand that 
desire. It’s what the disciples want 
Jesus to do. “Send the crowds away,” 
they tell him. Not because they don’t 
want to help them. Not because they 
don’t see that it would be great if 
everyone could sit down together at 
one big table. They want to send the crowd 
away because they think they’ve got noth-
ing left to give. Not after what happened to 
John. No food left to feed a hungry people. 

No energy left to engage people hungry for 
justice or food or safety or meaning. No 
resources left to listen. 

But if we allow our sorrow, our pain, 
our fear or our cynicism to convince us that 
disciples of Jesus have nothing to offer this 
divided, hungry, hurting nation, then we are 
participating in a lie. Jesus’ disciples know 
they have more than nothing. They know 
they have some food. We find that out about 
ten seconds after they tell Jesus, “We’ve got 
nothing.” The fact is that they’ve got five 
loaves and two fish. They’ve got something 
to eat. They just don’t think it’s enough. 
Not with John’s shattered body lying in the 
grave. Not with the brutality of power that 
they anticipate is coming. Not with their own 
dampened spirits, weak and unsure.

They’ve got something, they just don’t 
think that it is enough. Any basic student 
of the Bible knows that this is the main 
crisis of faith of every generation. Moses 

liberates the people from Egypt, and in 
the wilderness they complain there isn’t 
enough. Elijah meets the starving widow 
and she’s ready to die because she knows 
there just isn’t enough. The temple falls in 
Jerusalem and people say they can’t go on 
because they don’t have enough. It’s the 
main crisis of every generation of people of 
faith. How many people do you think told 
Sojourner Truth that she didn’t have what 
was enough. Or Martin Luther King Jr. or 
Susan B. Anthony or Patrisha Wright, whose 
blindness did not stop her from bringing the 

Americans With Disabilities Act into law 
under a Republican president. Bayard Rustin 
and Harvey Milk and John Lewis and Diane 
Nash — I could go on and on. “Not enough” 

leaves lonely villages without soup, and 
angry, disconnected nations without a heart.

Not enough bread to go around. Not 
enough people of goodwill to go around. Not 
enough power to defeat hate. Not enough, 
not enough, not enough. It’s the first lie that 
robs people of their faith, which is to say 
the courage and the hope and the joy that is 
needed and given by God in this moment, in 
this church, in this space today. Meanwhile, 
Jesus demonstrates to those frightened 
disciples, just like Hok, Lok and Sau, that 
they’ve got what they need among them. 
They’ve got what they need for a feast, for 
community, for justice and generosity and 
peace — they’ve got it right there among 
themselves.

So withdraw if you need to grieve by 
yourself for a few hours or a few days. Go 
pray or rest or cry or meditate. Get away 
when grief overwhelms. But don’t stay 
there too long, because we’ve got a mis-

sion, church, and we need all hands on deck. 
We’ve got a mission to meet Jesus in the 
fray in relationships we’re not sure we can 
stomach, in resistance we’re not sure we’re 
ready for; and the church needs your gifts to 
make it happen. We’ve got a mission to keep 
setting a table that hosts anyone who wants 
to give up claims to their own life in order to 
receive the banquet that God is hosting, and 
the church needs you at the table to make it 
happen. We’ve got a mission to announce that 
there’s a better way to live than fearing people 
different from you, that there’s a better way 
to govern than divide-and-conquer politics. 
And the church needs your money to make 
it happen. Bring your pledge next week; we 
just might need more bail money. We’ve got a 
mission to join God in creating a world where 
there is enough. To leave the village better 
off than when we found it, with people who 
trust each other and love each other and fight 
for each other — just as Jesus loved us and 
fought for us and died for us — fueled mainly 
by the truth that there is enough.

1 The presence of American Indians in 
our worship today was a reminder that most 
people in the United States are immigrant 
people, non-native to this land.

2 “A mood of nativist discontent and 
racial scapegoating, married to actual eco-
nomic displacement among a broad cross-sec-
tion of American society, has up to this point 
lacked a determinate and focused ideological 
articulation. It is a mood that is easily captured 
by a demagogue like Trump. The only way to 
counter this kind of capture are forms of orga-
nizing that intervene to disrupt the sense that 
only Trump is speaking into and giving voice 
to this mood. Such organizing helps dis-iden-
tify potential supporters from either a right 
wing populist like Trump, or explicitly fascist 
groups, through creating alternative politi-
cal scripts that disarticulate the reasons for 
discontent from the interpretative frameworks 
the likes of Trump provide. But the kind of 
engaged, relational organizing that does not 
begin by denouncing people as a ‘basket 
of deplorables’ requires leftists to stomach 
building relationships with people they don’t 
like and find scandalous.” Luke Bretherton, 
“How to Go On? Democratic Politics in the 
Age of Trump,” ABC Religion and Ethics, 
10 Nov 2016, http://www.abc.net.au/religion/
articles/2016/11/10/4572473.htm

3 “Post-election spate of hate crimes 
worse than post-9/11, experts say,” Mela-
nie Eversley, USA Today, November 12, 
2016, http://www.usatoday.com/story/
news/2016/11/12/post-election-spate-
hatecrimes-worse-than-post-911-experts-
say/93681294/  W

Andrew Foster Connors is Senior Pastor of 
Brown Memorial Park Avenue Presbyterian 
Church in Baltimore, Maryland (andrew@
browndowntown.org). Andrew and his wife, 
Kate Foster Connors, were volunteers at the 
Open Door during their years as students at 
Columbia Theological Seminary. 

But if we allow our sorrow, our pain, our fear or our cynicism 
to convince us that disciples of Jesus have nothing to offer this 

divided, hungry, hurting nation, then we are participating in a lie.

Bruce Bishop
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Epiphany of the Heart in Troubled Times  continued from page 1

year more than ever. My struggle is threefold: the imperial 
domination system of our country, the fractured fallacy of our 
two-party electoral system, and the dismal character of most 
presidential candidates, who are political demagogues and 
religious ideologues. 

Sadly, in over half a century of political engagement, 
I have found a candidate’s “public” faith to be an unreliable 
guide for my vote. Candidates who make the loudest faith 
claims demonstrate allegiance to country, not Christ. The rare 
candidate who says little about faith lets their lives and politics 
bear witness to Christ. Faith is not an electoral litmus test or 
political weapon. 

Sadly, it hardly matters who gets elected as President. 
The national military-industrial-intelligence-financial com-
plex grinds on, crushing anyone who gets in its way or is 
labeled an enemy or perceived as a threat. 

The paradox is that it matters greatly who inhabits the 
oval office. Intelligence matters. Character matters. Experi-
ence matters. Policies matter. Appointments matter. Building 
bridges not walls matters. Looking out for the most vulner-
able people matters. Black Lives Matter. Building partner-
ships matters. Listening to others matters. Caring for creation 
matters.

What if Christians truly weighed these questions in our 
hearts before voting for President?

How does Jesus illumine my decision? (Luke 4)
Who will be harmed at home 
 and around the world? (Matthew 25)
How will God’s creation be 
 talked about and treated? (Romans 8)
Will fewer people die 
 with this person as President? (Matthew 5-7) 
What do the candidate’s life, language, character, 
 experience and promises reveal?
Who does the candidate surround themselves with,   

  listen to, and appoint to office? 
Our real work does not end with voting, nor is it 

resolved by an election. Our task goes on whoever is presi-
dent. While it may appear easier with a president we voted 
for, that often hides our real responsibility as a citizen and per-
son of faith. It is too easy to place false hope in the president. 
While our task may appear harder with a president we didn’t 
vote for in office, it will clarify our call and responsibility to 
the Black Jesus in our time and world. 

This is a troubling time of presidential transition that 
must deepen our call to:

stand in solidarity with those 
 who are oppressed and disenfranchised,
listen to voices of the voiceless and amplify their voice,
work for the common good of all people and creation,

this work after facing more than 50 executions. Murphy 
lovingly explained to me that the pain would subside, and 
that God’s call for me to do this work would be rekindled in 
me. She reminded me that it was community that had helped 
sustain her through the challenges of death penalty work, and 
community would sustain me if I let it.

I mention this to highlight what I think has been one of 
the greatest contributions of the Open Door to the abolition 
movement: providing a supportive community for abolition-
ists, both in the larger sense of community and literally at the 
community’s physical space at 910 Ponce de Leon Avenue. 
For 37 years that physical space has offered hospitality in the 
form of delicious meals, cozy guest rooms, pastoral counsel-
ing or simply warm hugs to volunteers, activists, lawyers, 
former death row prisoners, death row families, death row 
exonerees and so many more.

Last week Bryan Stevenson, the founder of Equal Jus-
tice Initiative and author of the bestseller Just Mercy, began 
his lecture here in Atlanta by acknowledging Murphy Davis 
and the Open Door as essential respites for him when he was 
first getting started as a death row lawyer and activist in Geor-
gia. He spoke of a great yearning he felt in those early years to 

for our next steps, as crazy and chaotic and challenging as 
those may be. Let us always live by the signpost that you have 
shown us in your life together at the Open Door:  “Choose life 
but move toward death.” And knowing you as I do, whatever 
you are thinking and feeling in these days of transition, I’m 
hoping that you will be guided and strengthened by these 
words from the Anglo British poet Alfred, Lord Tennyson, 
in his poem “Ulysses,” as he wrote about the mortality of life 
and the aging process and as he considered Ulysses leaving 
home one more time:

Old age hath yet his honour and his toil;
Death closes all: but something ere the end,
Some work of noble note, may yet be done,

build bridges of welcome for the stranger,
provide sanctuaries of refuge for the homeless,
visit those in prison 
 and challenge our being an incarceration nation,
work for Just Peace as a paradigm shift 
 away from Just War, which is always just war.
Do not lose heart. This Epiphany of the Heart of 

the Black Jesus is an encouragement for our hearts in this 
troubled time. Let Jesus’ words echo in your heart: “Do not 
let your heart be troubled and do not let them be afraid.” (John 
14:25) 

Jesus was wholly grounded in Isaiah’s prophetic word 
and witness. The prophet begins with a word as prophetic 
for our time as for Jesus’ time and Isaiah’s (Isaiah 1:16-17): 
“Remove the evil of your doings from before my eyes; cease 
to do evil, learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, 
defend the orphan, plead for the widow.” 

May God grant us grace and wisdom to face these 
troubled times.  
 Together let us live the Black Jesus Uprising!  W

After 40 years of Mennonite Church ministry that included 
community, pastoral and peace ministries, Weldon Nisly cur-
rently devotes himself in “retirement” to Contemplative Just 
Peacebuilding and work with Christian Peacemaker Teams. 

find a place where his Christian faith would be nourished as 
he sought to be a radical disciple of Jesus in prisons and court-
rooms. The Open Door became that place for Bryan.

This past summer I was speaking with death row 
exoneree Shujaa Graham as we stood vigil against the death 
penalty at the U.S. Supreme Court. When I reminded him that 
I was part of the Open Door, he recalled his visit there with 
three other death row exonerees, exclaiming, “Ahh, Open 
Door — one of the warmest and most special places I’ve ever 
been. I’ll never forget the love I felt there.” As we speak, Shu-
jaa is spreading that love in California, urging voters to repeal 
the death penalty in the November election as part of a state 
ballot initiative. 

Bryan Stevenson and Shujaa Graham: just two of many 
who have received sustenance through love at the Open Door, 
and carried it forward with a vision for a world without the 
death penalty.

What is the result of all of this love and activism from 
the Open Door? It’s impossible to quantify. I believe in my 
heart that everything that the Open Door does on a daily basis 
is helping to chip away at the death penalty, moving us ever 
closer to abolition. We recently learned from a national Pew 

Research Center poll released on September 29 that public 
support for the death penalty fell by 7 percentage points in the 
last year, with fewer than half of Americans now saying they 
support the death penalty. This poll marks the first time in 45 
years that support for capital punishment polled below 50%. 
Is it a coincidence that the Open Door has been actively resist-
ing the death penalty for 40 of those 45 years? Surely not. 
And anyway, I don’t believe in coincidences. Rather, I believe 
that on the list of people and organizations that deserve credit 
for driving down support for the death penalty, the Open Door 
occupies a prominent place. 

When the death penalty finally falls, the Open Door 
Community will have played an indisputable role in its 
demise. And at that moment God will surely say, “Well done 
my good and faithful servants. Let us celebrate together.”  W

“Moving Toward Abolition” is a column that tracks the fight 
to end capital punishment. Mary Catherine Johnson lives at 
New Hope House, where she provides hospitality for Geor-
gia’s death row prisoners and their families. (mcjohnson78@
yahoo.com)

Not unbecoming [people] that strove with gods.
The lights begin to twinkle from the rocks:
The long day wanes: the slow moon climbs: the deep
Moans round with many voices. Come, my friends,
‘Tis not too late to seek a newer world.
Push off, and sitting well in order smite
The sounding furrows; for my purpose holds 
To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths 
Of all the western stars, until I die.
It may be that the gulfs will wash us down:
It may be we shall touch the Happy Isles,
And see the great Achilles, whom we knew.
Tho’ much is taken, much abides; and tho’
We are not now that strength which in old days

Moved earth and heaven, that which we are, we are;
One equal temper of heroic hearts,
Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will
To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.”

Thank you, Open Door, for choosing life and moving 
toward death. May the Spirit be with you and with us all.  

Amen.  W

Nibs Stroupe is the pastor of Oakhurst Presbyterian Church 
in Decatur and a longtime friend of the Open Door Commu-
nity. (nibs.stroupe@gmail.com)

Open Door Honored for 40 Years of Death Penalty Abolition Work  continued from page 4

Choosing Life But Moving Toward Death  continued from page 5
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A $10 donation helps to cover a 
one-year subscription to Hospitality 
for a prisoner, a friend, or yourself. 

To give the gift of Hospitality, please 
fill out, clip, and send this form to:

 
Open Door Community 

910 Ponce de Leon Ave., NE 
Atlanta, GA 30306-4212

this year give  

___Please add me (or my friend) to 
the Hospitality mailing list.

___Please accept my tax deductible 
donation to the Open Door Community.

HOSPITALITY

name__________________________

address_________________________ 

_______________________________

_______________________________

email___________________________

phone__________________________

Julie Lonneman

poetry corner

Hospitality welcomes poems from people in Georgia prisons or living on the streets in Georgia. 
Send submissions to Eduard Loring, 

Open Door Community, 910 Ponce de Leon Ave. N.E., Atlanta, GA 30306-4212 
or by email to hospitalitypoetrycorner@gmail.com.

November 29, 2016
…like a chipmunk snarling at an avalanche.
 — Tim Seibles

I’ve had no words for three weeks,
none that matter, anyway,
my little nudge to the nation’s will
expended on election day.

The emperor sits on his throne.
His courtiers carry statues out,
tear his predecessor’s banners down.
Reason seems to me cold-cocked;

hope, like flowers thrown to the curb.
It’s as if strange fruit were growing again
in Birmingham, Memphis and Watts.
I hear no words that make sense,

no sounds but the crackling of dry tinder
in forests and sallow fields, on prairies
and hills, in city after city, waiting
for a lightning strike, or match.

Can some tremor in the deep
budge our country, some tectonic plate?
Will upright bodies or some new prayer
drive our shadowed land toward light?

— J. Stephen Rhodes

Steve Rhodes is a poet, scholar and essayist who lives in Charleston, South 
Carolina. His collection of poems, The Time I Didn’t Know What to Do Next, is 
available from bookstores and Amazon. His website is www.jstephenrhodes.com.

Beginning February 1, 2017

Open Door Community
PO Box 10980

Baltimore, MD 21234

Thank You!

Dear Friends of the Open Door, 
Many thanks for all the gifts you gave us during 
this past holiday season. They will help us to 
serve our homeless friends and those in prison 
throughout the year. We are so very grateful for 
your kindness and generosity to us!

Brian Kavanagh
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By Rosalie G. Riegle

Sometime between July 29 and August 4 of 1940, two 
young heirs of the large Kennedy fortune visited Dorothy 
Day at the simple Catholic Worker house on Mott Street in 
Manhattan. Dorothy Day was 43 and the Catholic Worker 
movement she co-founded with Peter Maurin was only seven 
years old. Jack Kennedy was 23 and his older brother Joe 
— the one originally slated by the family to become the first 
Catholic president — was 25. Four years later, Joe was killed 
when bombs in the B-17 he was flying exploded prematurely. 

Jack had just graduated from Harvard with a senior 
thesis on the origins of World War II, published in July, just 
before his visit with Day, as Why England Slept. Unlike many 
writers at that time, but like his father, who was soon to resign 
as U.S. Ambassador to Great Britain, JFK did not castigate 
England for their early policy of appeasement. He donated 
the English proceeds from this book to Plymouth, England, 
which had been bombed by the Luftwaffe, and bought a 
Buick convertible with his U.S. royalties. 

Day and Maurin’s Catholic Worker was (and still is) 
attempting to “build a new society in the shell of the old,” like 
the IWW, whose slogan and anarchist ideas they adopted, 
along with a heavy dose of papal encyclicals on the impor-
tance of labor and the dignity of all persons. The Catholic 
Worker also looked straight to the New Testament as a guide, 
specifically the Sermon on the Mount. Feed the hungry, 
clothe the naked, visit the prisoners, work for peace. 

“By little and by little,” as Day would say, they would 
change the system to build a world where it was easier to 
be good. The movement they founded, anarchist or at least 
personalist in its approach, with little attempt at conformity or 

bigness, nevertheless grew rapidly. Houses of hospitality and 
rural communes sprang up across the land, and the founding 
house in New York had many visitors. 

Why did these two brothers travel from their Hyan-
nisport summer home to a soup kitchen on the Lower East 
Side of Manhattan? We will probably never know, but we 
do know that Dorothy Day’s radical Catholicism appealed 
to many, and we know that The Catholic Worker newspaper 
grew exponentially, from its initial 2,500 print run in 1933 to 
over 120,000 in 1940. 

Perhaps Jack and Joe read Day’s explanation of the 
Catholic Worker published in February of 1940: “We are 
working for ‘a new heaven and a new earth, wherein justice 
dwelleth.’ We are trying to say with action, ‘Thy will be done 
on earth as it is in heaven.’ We are working for a Christian 
social order.” 

If the two young men saw the newspaper, they most 
surely would have read with interest her article in June of 
1940 where she reiterated her pacifist stance: 

Many of our readers ask, “What is the stand of 
the Catholic Worker in regard to the present war?” … 
We repeat, that as in the Ethiopian war, the Spanish 
war, the Japanese and Chinese war, the Russian-Finn-
ish war — so in the present war we stand unalterably 
opposed to war as a means of saving “Christianity,” 
“civilization,” “democracy.” We do not believe that 
they can be saved by these means. … Instead of gear-

ing ourselves in this country for a gigantic production 
of death-dealing bombers and men trained to kill, we 
should be producing food, medical supplies, ambu-
lances, doctors and nurses for the works of mercy, to 
heal and rebuild a shattered world. 

Anyway, the two Kennedy boys came down to meet 
her. Catholic Worker Stanley Vishnewski recalled the incident 
years later in an interview with Bill Moyers and remembered 
how “bewildered” Jack Kennedy looked as he gazed at the 
long tables, the big pots on a huge old stove, the people in 
rags huddled along the walls. Most likely he was downright 
shocked, and probably extremely uncomfortable in these 
unfamiliar surroundings. 

So when Dorothy asked the two Kennedys to stay for 
dinner, they quickly asked her to dine out with them instead. 
In her autobiography, Loaves and Fishes, Dorothy wrote, 
“We went out to a little restaurant around the corner. We had a 
wonderful conversation and talked long into the night, of war 
and peace and of man and the state.” 

What a conversation that must have been! One can 
imagine how the words flew between two bright young men 
of privilege, personally worried about the war, and an equally 
bright and voluble woman. “Miss Day,” as the two Kennedys 
surely called her, was still striking in middle age, with high 
cheekbones, bright blue eyes, and a commanding height, 
softened by a laugh sometimes described as girlish. So the 
evening would have been lively for all, and it was memorable 
enough for Day to write about it, long before JFK became 
prominent. 

One can imagine a shocked Kennedy when he read 
Dorothy’s statement after Pearl Harbor, “We Continue Our 

Christian Pacifist Stand.” Yes, he believed in negotiation, 
but Christian pacifism? It was not to be for the man who 
would become President of the most powerful country in the 
world. It was also not to be for some in the Catholic Worker 
movement, and many of the houses of hospitality closed as 
Workers went off to war or to camps for conscientious objec-
tors. The Catholic Worker subscriptions plummeted, but Day 
continued to write, “Love your enemies, do good to those 
who hate you, and pray for those who persecute and calumni-
ate you.” 

Perhaps somehow in his busy life, John Fitzgerald Ken-
nedy found time to continue to read The Catholic Worker, 
even though he never again visited Dorothy Day. Did he 
read her calling for us to “put on sackcloth and ashes, weep 
and repent” for the thousands of Japanese we killed in the 
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, hear her crying about 
President Truman’s “jubilation” over the success of the first 
atom bombs?

Years later, Jim Douglass was to write:
 

During the Cuban Missile Crisis, another presi-
dent, John F. Kennedy, under enormous pressure, 
almost committed the United States to a nuclear holo-
caust that would have multiplied the explosive power 
of the Hiroshima bomb thousands of times. Kennedy’s 
saving grace was that unlike Truman he recognized 
the evil of nuclear weapons. Kennedy resisted the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff and most of his civilian advisers, who 

pressured him for a preemptive attack on Soviet mis-
sile sites in Cuba. Thanks to the sheer grace of God, 
to Kennedy’s resistance to his advisers, and to Nikita 
Khrushchev’s willingness to retreat, humanity survived 
the crisis. 

Jim’s book, JFK and the Unspeakable: Why He Died 
and Why It Matters, also tells the story of a dismal 1961 
face-to-face meeting between Khrushchev and Kennedy. On 
the flight home, a tired President asked his secretary Evelyn 
Lincoln to clear the table. She noticed a scrap of paper with 
Kennedy’s handwriting. On it was an Abraham Lincoln say-
ing: “I know there is a God — and I see a storm coming; if he 
has a place for me, I believe that I am ready.” 

Kennedy may have been ready, but he was struck down 
before his plans could be fulfilled. Soon after the assassina-

tion, Dorothy Day wrote to Karl Meyer, a Catholic Worker 
friend, that she had been so devastated by the news that she 
had cancelled her speaking engagements and returned to New 
York. In her next newspaper column, thinking most immedi-
ately of John Fitzgerald Kennedy as a man in relationships, 
she wrote: “We could only sit and weep at the senseless vio-
lence that had erupted again, this time striking down a young 
and vital leader of a State, a husband, son and father.” 

Jim Douglass, too, received a letter soon after the 
assassination. In it Dorothy was reflecting on the continuing 
violence and she said, “I shall pray to President Kennedy 
about this, too.” As Douglass pointed out in a 2010 article for 
Tikkun, “Even when Dorothy Day was marching and speak-
ing out against JFK’s Cold War policies, something about him 
struck the chord of her belief in human goodness.” 

One wonders what the world would have been like if 
the two of them had continued to talk “long into the night” 
about war and peace.  W

 
Rosalie Riegle is a grandmother, an oral historian and Pro-
fessor Emerita in English from Saginaw Valley State Univer-
sity in Michigan. Now living in Evanston, Illinois and active 
with Su Casa Catholic Worker on the South Side of Chicago, 
Rosalie’s latest books are Doing Time for Peace: Resistance, 
Family, and Community, and Crossing the Line: Nonviolent 
Resisters Speak Out for Peace. This piece originally appeared 
in Bad Subjects: Political Education in Everyday Life, http://
bad.easerver.org. (riegle@svsu.edu)

Talking Long into the Night:
JFK meets Dorothy Day

Catholic Worker Stanley Vishnewski recalled the incident years later in an interview with Bill Moyers 
and remembered how “bewildered” Jack Kennedy looked as he gazed at the long tables, 

the big pots on a huge old stove, the people in rags huddled along the walls.

Brian Kavanagh
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Grace and Peaces of Mail
Dear Murphy and Ed,

You all have been much in my mind and on my heart 
these days, and I am finally finding time to sit down and write 
to you. I want you both to know that I thank God daily for 
you and for the Open Door and ask God’s blessing on all of 
you as you enter this new chapter in your lives.

I tell folks that my M.Div. came from Columbia 
Seminary (and I am deeply grateful for it), but along with that 
“official” degree, I received another degree in discipleship and 
witness through my Open Door family and my experience 
there.

Some of the names of my Open Door professors include 
both of you, Dick, Gladys, Amos, Adolphus, Potts, Ralph, 
Ira, Sye, Barbara, and the list goes on and on. The impact of 
the Open Door Community on my life cannot be overstated, 
given that my calling to the work of death penalty abolition 
began to become incarnate in that place among all of you.

I know you will receive many such letters like this from 
so many whose lives and faith have been shaped by you over 
the years, so you can add mine to the pile! You just need to 
know, if you don’t already, what the community has meant to 
so many of us.
Thank you for your life and witness to the radical love of Je-
sus and for showing so many of us what a life of discipleship 
looks like in a world that is desperately hurting and in need of 
good news. May the circle be unbroken.

Blessings on you and your journey.
Much love,

Stacy Rector
Executive Director
Tennesseans 
 for Alternatives to the Death Penalty
Nashville, Tennessee

Dear Murphy and Ed,
I read the letter you wrote to Jeff, and I read the letter 

Jeff wrote to you. I feel like the [Bureau of Prisons]! They 
read our letters too. I am honored and grateful to have spent 
the past four months in Jeff’s company (except for a couple 
of weeks there when our captors felt a need to teach me a 
lesson). It’s safe to say that Jeff and I know each other a lot 
better now (good? bad?) and as the guards have strip-searched 
our bodies, God strip-searched our souls as we lived in 
close quarters sharing our laughs, our depressions, stories, 
correspondence and pretty much every aspect of our lives.

Jeff entered a week before me and leaves a week before 
me. Actually he leaves tomorrow. I can see it now — Jeff with 
two giant trash bags filled with all the books he’s received and 
read slung over his shoulders inching toward the exit door 
dragging me on the floor tightly hanging to his left ankle with 
both arms pleading, “Please don’t go!” There is nothing to put 
the amount of time contained in four months like four months 
in prison. But it’s nothing compared to most of our brothers 
here and when we leave at least we go back to our earthly 
home, unlike the folks you visit whose sentence ends with a 
trip to their heavenly home.

Which leads me to the real point of this note to you, 
my precious Ed and Murphy. I love you both like a barnacle 
loves the surf. What you’ve done with your lives so far, what 
you’ve done through and with God’s grace, has been a lesson 
to us all. And this transition will be as well. We all will go 
through it one way or another and, like death, we find our 
courage by seeing and following our loved ones. Even in your 
pain you continue to mentor us. What a gift we have in you!

Tensie reminds me until she is blue in the face 
(which still looks beautiful in that color!), “It’s all about the 
relationships, Dennis!” And I know she’s right. I get attached 
to the stuff: the work, the house, the supporters, the newsletter, 
the income, and the list goes on. But in the end we are left 
with only the relationships; the women and men whose lives 
have touched us on the other side of our doors or the other 
side of the bars. In God’s loving plan it’s the relationships 
that survive and remain with us forever even after our loved 
ones are parted from us and our stuff has vanished like grass 
in winter. And wherever we go, God’s eternal gift of more 
relationships awaits us.

Which brings me to my last point: how grateful I am for 
my relationship with you! You mentor me, you collaborate 
with me, you share the dream and you love me. And I love 
you. And Tensie loves you and Jeff and Catherine and the 
thousands whose lives you have touched. Be sure to pack that 
in your bags as you head out from your beloved Ponce de 
Leon and take an extra empty suitcase with you to fill when 
you get to Baltimore. 

In gratitude and respect and Love,
Dennis Apel
Guadalupe Catholic Worker
Guadalupe, California

Dennis Apel and his beloved Tensie Hernandez are the 
founders, along with their spectacular children Rozella and 
Thomas, of the Guadalupe Catholic Worker. They have been 
close friends and colleagues through the Southern California 
Catholic Worker Sisterhouses, of which the Open Door has 
been honored to be a part. 

Murphy Davis,
The letter you wrote about the house, it brought sadness 

to our hearts. There are lots of us who were planning on going 
there to live. A fresh start in life for some of us was the Open 
Door. We thank each and every one at the Open Door.

Your’s truly,
A Georgia prisoner

Dear Ed,
Just finished reading Hospitality and need to tell you 

how grateful I am to the Open Door for the inspiring words I 
have received for more years than I can count. Thank you and 
all those who push us to be audacious and bold in confronting 
evil with God’s words of peace with justice.

I especially enjoyed reading about your experience in 
Baltimore and look forward to spending time with you after 
you and Murphy are settled in there. At the same time I am 
grieving with you all about having to “close” the “Open” 
Door. Although we know when God closes one door and 
opens another, the transition is very painful and we resist as 
long as we can. At the bottom of every email Gene Stolztfus 
wrote this: “The Sign of God is that we will be led where we 
did not plan to go.” Gene was an important mentor in my life 
and I thank God for his many gifts that he generously shared 
with so many of us.

Speaking of mentors, in telling my church family and 
friends about being part of the OD community, and the sad 
news that the OD will close at the end of the year, I always 
speak of you in terms of being a mentor in my life.

Much love to you and all at the Open Door,
JoAnne Lingle 
Indianapolis, Indiana

Calvin and Nelia,
Thanks so much for your letter with this news. This is 

truly a milestone moment with all the grief, joy and possibility 
that goes with it. Memories have flooded back to me from 
all our many times together over the years. I keep thinking 
how you are returning not only to your native state but also 
to a place more or less halfway between the two places to 
which you have devoted your lives. 
Everything about this move makes 
great sense and I am reassured, as 
a lifelong friend who has worried 
about your security at times, that 
you will be surrounded by family 
and friends in a great city and an 
affordable home.

Your vocation will go on, for 
sure. You are both so tenacious, 
steadfast — your vocation is just 
plain who you are, and that will 
never change. I have to smile about 
your becoming ‘volunteers’ -— 
indeed, I can’t imagine any scenario 
in which you will not find a way to 
carry on your commitments.

We will be thinking of you 
over the next few months. Moving 
will be a pain but then you’ll be 
settled. 

With our love and best wishes,
 Tom Frank
 Professor, 
 Wake Forest University
 Winston-Salem, 
 North Carolina
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