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*Meditations with Bryan Stevenson’s book, Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption
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Good Friday
Just Mercy & The Seven Last Words of Christ
“Each of us is more than the worst thing we've ever done.”
-Bryan Stevenson
On Death Row
Since the reintroduction of the death penalty in 1976, we have executed over 1200 men and women
here in the USA, the vast majority of those executions taking place in the South. Right now, there are
more than 3200 people sitting on death rows across the country, awaiting execution.
OPENING SONG

WERE YOU THERE (Booklet)

RESPONSIVE PRAYER
For the men and women who sit on death row,
awaiting the end of their life:
that we might pray for them
with compassion and care;
We pray to the Lord:
For those who have lost hope,
and especially for those condemned to die:
that we might work to save their lives;
We pray to the Lord:
For those condemned to die,
and especially for men and women on death row:
that their plight might move the hearts of the people of this nation;
We pray to the Lord:
For guards on death row,
and all who touch the lives of those condemned to die:
for compassion, respect,
and an appreciation of the dignity of all human life;
We pray to the Lord:
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First Word:
“Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.”

Luke 23: 33-34
33 When

they came to the place that is called The Skull,
they crucified Jesus there with the criminals, one on his
right and one on his left. 34 Then Jesus said, “Father,
forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.” And they cast lots to divide his clothing.

Quotes from Bryan Stevenson’s Just Mercy:
Fear and anger are a threat to justice. They can infect a community, a state, or a nation,
and make us blind, irrational, and dangerous.
There is a strength, a power even, in understanding brokenness, because embracing our
brokenness creates a need and desire for mercy, and perhaps a corresponding need to
show mercy.

REFLECTION:
Throughout history, humans have made the execution of other humans a spectacle (ie. crucifixions,
beheadings, lynchings, electric chair).

PRAYER:
God of our weary years,
God of our silent tears,
Thou who hast brought us thus far on the way;
Thou who hast by Thy might,
Led us into the light,
Keep us forever in the path, we pray. (Lift every voice and sing, Johnson

Musical Meditation:

“Listen to the Lambs”

(Booklet)
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Second Word: “

Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in paradise.”
Luke 23:39-43
39 One

of the criminals who were hanged there kept
deriding[i] him and saying, “Are you not the Messiah?[j] Save yourself and us!” 40 But the other rebuked
him, saying, “Do you not fear God, since you are under
the same sentence of condemnation? 41 And we indeed
have been condemned justly, for we are getting what
we deserve for our deeds, but this man has done
nothing wrong.” 42 Then he said, “Jesus, remember me
when you come into[k] your kingdom.” 43 He replied,
“Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise.”
Quotes from Bryan Stevenson’s Just Mercy:
Mercy is most empowering, liberating, and transformative when it is directed at the undeserving. The people who haven’t earned it, who haven’t even sought it, are the most meaningful recipients of our compassion.
We are all broken by something. We have all hurt someone and have been hurt. We all share the
condition of brokenness even if our brokenness is not equivalent.
The power of just mercy is that it belongs to the undeserving. It’s when mercy is least expected
that it’s most potent—strong enough to break the cycle of victimization and victimhood,
retribution and suffering. It has the power to heal the psychic harm and injuries that lead to
aggression and violence, abuse of power, mass incarceration.
REFLECTION:
Our criminal justice system is unfortunately built primarily for punishment and financial profit. Profit
in particular, does not make room for mercy in the process.

PRAYER:
I was born by the river in a little tent
Oh, and just like the river I've been running ever since
It's been a long, a long time coming
But I know a change gon' come, oh yes it will
It's been too hard living, but I'm afraid to die
'Cause I don't know what's up there beyond the sky
It's been a long, a long time coming
But I know a change gon' come, oh yes it will (Sam Cooke, Change is Gonna Come)
Musical Response: “Higher Ground:

(Booklet)
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Third Word:

“Woman, here is your son.” 27 Then he said to the disciple, “Here is your mother.”
John 19:26–27:
Meanwhile, standing near the cross of Jesus
were his mother, and his mother’s sister, Mary
the wife of Clopas, and Mary
Magdalene. 26 When Jesus saw his mother and the
disciple whom he loved standing beside her, he
said to his mother, “Woman, here is your
son.” 27 Then he said to the disciple, “Here is your
mother.” And from that hour the disciple took
her into his own home.

Quotes from Bryan Stevenson’s Just Mercy:
Always do the right thing even when the right thing is the hard thing.
Somebody has to stand when other people are sitting. Somebody has to speak when other
people are quiet.
This work is going to make you tired, tired, tired. That is why you have to be brave, brave,
brave.
REFLECTION:
The discomfort we feel for doing the right thing is nothing compared to the discomfort of the
oppressed. Therefore, being brave throughout hard situations is vital to progress.
PRAYER:
Can the human heart refrain
from partaking in her pain,
in that Mother's pain untold?

She beheld her tender Child,
Saw Him hang in desolation,
Till His spirit forth He sent.

For the sins of His own nation,
She saw Jesus wracked with torment,
All with scourges rent:

O thou Mother! fount of love!
Touch my spirit from above,
make my heart with thine accord:
( Stabat Mater, Latin Sorrowful Mother)

Musical Meditation:

“I’ve Been in the Storm”

(Booklet)
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Fourth Word:
“My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?”
Matthew 27: 45-47
45 From

noon on, darkness came over the whole land[p] until
three in the afternoon. 46 And about three o’clock Jesus cried
with a loud voice, “Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?” that is, “My God,
my God, why have you forsaken me?” 47 When some of the
bystanders heard it, they said, “This man is calling for Elijah.”

Quotes from Bryan Stevenson’s Just Mercy:
Why do we want to kill all the broken people?

But simply punishing the broken – walking away from them or hiding them from sight – only
ensures that they remain broken and we do, too. There is no wholeness outside of our
reciprocal humanity.

Each of us is more than the worst thing we've ever done.

REFLECTION:
Forgiveness is not always void of punishment. But how are we choosing to punish people? Our
procedures are not built to build the human.

PRAYER:
We shall overcome, we shall overcome
We shall overcome some day
Oh, deep in my heart, I do believe
We shall overcome some day

Musical Response: “Jesus Walked the Lonesome Valley”
6

(Booklet)

Fifth Word:
“I am thirsty.”
John 19:28-29
After this, when Jesus knew that all was
now finished, he said (in order to fulfill the
scripture), “I am thirsty.” 29 A jar full of
sour wine was standing there. So they put
a sponge full of the wine on a branch of
hyssop and held it to his mouth.

Quotes from Bryan Stevenson’s Just Mercy:
The opposite of poverty isn't wealth. The opposite of poverty is justice.
The true measure of our character is how we treat the poor, the disfavored, the accused, the
incarcerated, and the condemned.
REFLECTION:
Unfortunately, we have not implemented processes that actually help the people who need it the
most. In addition, society has villainized those who are incarcerated. This manipulates us into not
treating them like humans and becoming numb to the current punitive process.

PRAYER:
Nature in sympathy trembles and hides her face, The very hosts of ill fear and forsake the place; Of all
existing things man looks in scorn alone, Feels no remorseful pang, hard is his heart of stone.
(Crucifixion, by Naylor)

Musical Response: “As the Deer” (Booklet)
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Sixth Word:

“It is finished.”
John 19:30
When Jesus had received the wine,
he said, “It is finished.” Then he
bowed his head and gave up his
spirit.

Quotes from Bryan Stevenson’s Just Mercy:
The death penalty is not about whether people deserve to die for the crimes they
commit. The real question of capital punishment in this country is, Do we deserve
to kill?
All of our survival is tied to the survival of everyone.
We all have a responsibility to create a just society.
REFLECTION:
Should we have the right to take lives that are not created by us? We have taken the
responsibility of ending someone's existence instead of enhancing it.

PRAYER:
Oh, freedom!
Oh, freedom!
Oh, freedom over me!
And before I'd be a slave
I'll be buried in my grave
And go home to my Lord and be free

Silence
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Seventh Word:

All baptized Christians are invited to receive the sacrament of Holy Eucharist, regardless of church affiliation. If you do
not wish to receive the“Father,
bread and wine,
wouldhands
like a blessing,
please comemy
forward
and cross your arms and a priest
intobut
your
I commend
spirit.”
will provide a blessing. The ushers will guide you to the counion table. A prayer intercessor is available to pray for you
to the right of the pulpit

Luke 23: 44-49
noon, and darkness came
[l]until three in the aftersun’s light failed;[m] and
temple was torn in
crying with a loud voice,
your hands I commend my
this, he breathed his
centurion saw what had
praised God and said,
was innocent.

44 It

was now about
over the whole land
noon, 45 while the
the curtain of the
two. 46 Then Jesus,
said, “Father, into
spirit.” Having said
last. 47 When the
taken place, he
“Certainly this man

Quotes from Bryan Stevenson’s Just Mercy:
You don’t change the world with the ideas in your mind, but with the conviction in your heart.
Lynching is an important aspect of racial history and racial inequality in America, because it was
visible, it was so public, it was so dramatic, and it was so violent.
One of the things that pains me is we have so tragically underestimated the trauma, the hardship
we create in this country when we treat people unfairly, when we incarcerate them unfairly,
when we condemn them unfairly.
REFLECTION:
What impact does capital punishment have on those that receive it and their loved ones? Families are
separated, people do not improve and trauma cycles. Not only are people not getting the proper
assistance, but there are racial discrepancies in sentencing for the same crime.
PRAYER:
So people get ready
For the train a-comin'
You don't need no ticket
You just get on board
All you need is faith
To hear the diesels humming
Don't need no ticket
You just thank the Lord

I'm getting ready
I'm getting ready
This time I'm ready
This time I'm ready
I'm getting ready
Getting ready, oh yeah
I'm getting ready, yes I am
Musical Response: “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot”
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CLOSING MUSICAL MEDITATION
“”Arise, My Soul, Arise”

(text: Charles Wesley,, music: Dan Forrest)

DEPART IN SILENCE

Matthew 25
34 Then the king will say to those at his right hand, “Come, you that
are blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from
the foundation of the world; 35 for I was hungry and you gave me
food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a
stranger and you welcomed me, 36 I was naked and you gave me
clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and you
visited me.” 37 Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, when was
it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you
something to drink? 38 And when was it that we saw you a stranger
and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? 39 And when was
it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?” 40 And the king
will answer them, “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the
least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me.”
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With appreciation to James Prysock III and St. Matthew’s Episcopal Parish

The mission of the Office of Social Justice & Activism at Otterbein University is
to foster a diverse and inclusive community while promoting the values of
respect, open-mindedness, and personal and civic responsibility. We believe
that participation in our program supports the academic, cultural and social
needs of all populations. We strive to resolve systemic inequities for all
members of the campus community through engaged research and education,
expanding pathways for access and success, as well as promoting a healthy
and engaging campus climate. By providing these opportunities for personal
and professional growth, we seek to create a welcoming environment where
students, faculty and staff can succeed, thrive and build meaningful
relationships.

PRAY - THINK - LOVE
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Office of Social Justice & Activism, Otterbein University
Social justice and activism is a wide umbrella that encompasses a number of issues and actions across
the world. We are all impacted by these occurrences either directly or indirectly. As Dr. King stated, "An
injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere". Social justice influences us to engage in difficult,
yet meaningful dialogue. We are challenged to confront our own privileges and how we benefit from
them.
Consequently, the Office of Diversity at Otterbein University had to think critically about our role in all
of this. College students have been a part of activism for a long time in this country. That participation is
certainly evident today. Therefore, we need to be intentional in how we engage with students and create opportunities for productive community relations. As a result, last year we changed our name from
the Office of Diversity to the Office of Social Justice & Activism. Diversity, inclusion and equity are important, but mean completely different definitions. For example, let's use an illustration of planning a
school dance. Diversity is inviting diverse individuals to the dance. Inclusion is asking them to dance.
Equity is having those individuals on the dance planning committee in the first place. Therefore, equity
is at the heart of our mission.
In Just Mercy, Bryan Stevenson challenges us to think critically about our criminal justice system. How
our negative ideologies have jaded our perceptions of those who are incarcerated. How we are not interested in stories, context or how to actually engage with people before, during and after the
incarceration process. It is much easier for us to look at some humans as "bad people" and isolate them
from society.
As a we reflect on the life of Christ, we see many unfortunate societal parallels. Jesus made an
intentional effort to engage with those who society rejected. Lepers, Gentiles, people with physical
limitations, struggling mental health, undesirable job occupations and women just to name a few.
Therefore, if we are to emulate Christ, we must authentically engage all populations. Particularly those
that society has deemed undesirable. Building meaningful relationships is the first step to understanding others. As your relationship develops, you will be able to speak with them in solidarity. If faith
without works is dead, then so is good wishes without action. I challenge all of us to become inquisitive,
productively engage and activate ourselves.
I am very happy to be a part of this event and my hope is that Otterbein continues to be a community
partner with St. Matthews.
Enjoy the rest of the program and thank you for having me!
James E. Prysock III Director, Office of Social Justice & Activism, Otterbein University
Phone: 614-823-1312
Email: jprysock@otterbein.edu

St. Matthew’s Episcopal Church
30 E College Ave
Westerville, OH 43081
(614)882-2706

Father Joseph G. Kovitch, Priest
jgkovitch@gmail.com
stmattswesterville@gmail.com
(614)499-6588

St.Matthew’s Episcopal,Westerville, Ohio-New (Facebook)

www.StMattsPrayThinkLove.org
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