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People hold signs during a candlelight prayer vigil Dec. 8, 2019, held to oppose the
Trump administration's plan to reinstate the federal death penalty. (CNS/David
Maung)
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When the Supreme Court announced June 29 that it would not hear an appeal by
federal death-row inmates challenging the method to be used in their upcoming
executions, a longtime advocate against capital punishment said the court
"abdicated its legal and moral responsibilities."

"This means that the federal government will likely execute four people" starting in
July "using an untested lethal injection protocol during a global pandemic without
any real oversight from the Supreme Court," tweeted Sr. Helen Prejean, a Sister of
St. Joseph of Medaille.

The unsigned three-sentence order from the court said Justices Ruth Bader Ginsburg
and Sonia Sotomayor would have heard the inmates' appeal.

The inmates had appealed a lower court order allowing the federal government to
proceed with executions using a single-drug protocol. The federal executions, which
have not taken place since 2003, are set to resume in mid-July.

When Attorney General William Barr announced last year that the federal
government was reinstating the federal death penalty, he said the executions would
use a single drug instead of a three-drug protocol carried out in most recent federal
executions and by several states. This execution method was challenged by some of
the federal death-row inmates. Last November, a federal judge said this protocol
injection went against the Federal Death Penalty Act.

In April, a federal appeals court lifted a lower court ruling that had prevented the
execution of federal death-row inmates.

Three of the executions are scheduled to take place in July and one is scheduled for
August. The inmates — Danny Lee, Wesley Ira Purkey, Dustin Lee Honken and Keith
Dwayne Nelson — have been convicted of murder.
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After the announcement that the court was not taking up the inmates' appeal, the
Catholic Mobilizing Network, a group that works for an end to the death penalty,
tweeted: "The Catholic Church teaches that the death penalty is 'inadmissible' in all
cases because it is an attack on the inviolability and dignity of the person,'" quoting
the Catechism of the Catholic Church.

The group also urged those in opposition to the resumption of federal executions to
sign a joint statement to Barr and President Trump, https://bit.ly/3eJn0P1, that had
more than 2,700 signatures as of June 29.

Prejean also tweeted that the Department of Justice has said it is "pursuing justice
for victims' families by pushing to execute Danny Lee. That could not be further from
the truth. The victims' family is begging the government to NOT execute Danny Lee.
The DOJ's statements are not truthful."

On June 24, the mother and grandmother of two of the three victims Lee was
convicted of murdering, in 1999, wrote to Trump asking him not to execute Lee,
saying it would only bring her family more pain.

"We feel Mr. Lee's execution would dishonor the memory of my daughter Nancy Ann
and my granddaughter Sarah Elizabeth," she wrote.

Ruth Friedman, an attorney for Lee, who is the first of the federal prisoners
scheduled to be executed, said in a June 29 statement that despite problems with
the death penalty and "even as people across the country are demanding that
leaders rethink crime, punishment and justice, the government is barreling ahead
with its plans to carry out the first federal executions in 17 years."

"Given the unfairness built into the federal death-penalty system and the many
unanswered questions about both the cases of the men scheduled to die and the
government's new execution protocol, there must be appropriate court review
before the government can proceed with any execution," she added.

When Barr announced the end to the moratorium on executing federal inmates, the
U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops spoke out against it as did Indiana's Catholic
bishops since most of the federal death-row inmates are imprisoned at the U.S.
Penitentiary in Terre Haute, Indiana, which is where most of the federal executions
are scheduled to take place.



In the Archdiocese of Indianapolis, Deacon Steve Gretencord, who ministers to
inmates on death row at the Federal Correctional Complex in Terre Haute, told The
Criterion, the archdiocesan newspaper, he was "surprised a little bit" by the
Supreme Court's denial of the cert petition. "I thought the courts would be rethinking
the value — or lack of value — of executions in the criminal justice system. So I'm
surprised in a very sad way."

In a June 18 statement on the upcoming executions, Indianapolis Archbishop Charles
C. Thompson said: "The taking of life, no matter how 'sanitary' or 'humane,' is
always an act of violence."

"While the church is certainly concerned with the soul of every person, including
those on death row, I make this plea against the death penalty out of ultimate
concern for the eternal soul of humanity," he said.
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