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The Death of Innocents 

An Eyewitness Account of Wrongful Executions

By Sister Helen Prejean

“You’ll never believe it. The pope spoke out for Joe!” It’s Lori Urs on the phone, tell-

ing me that Pope John Paul II spoke out against the death penalty and mentioned 

Joseph O’Dell. “Imagine! The pope saying Joe’s name to the whole world! It gives me 

goose bumps. I’ve been trying to get powerful people to speak for Joe because that’s 

the only language the governor and other politicians understand. They have to know 

that they’re not killing a nobody if they kill Joseph O’Dell. They have to know that 

very important people care about this man. Who knows? With the pope speaking out, 

maybe even the courts will take Joe’s case more seriously. Aren’t there some Catholics 

on the Supreme Court? Like Scalia? Isn’t he Catholic? Isn’t he supposed to listen to the 

pope? And guess what? I hear that some people have told Mother Teresa of Calcutta 

about Joe and are asking her to intercede with Governor Alien. Sugar! Can you picture 

that? Mother Teresa, a living saint, giving a piece of her mind to Governor George  

Allen? I hear that Mother Teresa doesn’t kowtow to governors or presidents or any-

body. Did you hear that when she visited death row at San Quentin, she poked her 

finger into the chest of a guard and said, ‘Remember, what you do to these men, you 

do to Christ’? Can you imagine her with Governor Allen?” (Laughter.) “He’ll never 

know what hit him!” 

The call from Lori a week later is not happy.
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