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    To my friend Cari Willis, who also knows the cost of learning to see in the dark
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I’ve spent my life studying liberation and mysticism and the God who shows up in the places religion abandons. But none of that prepared me for death row. Nothing prepares you for death row. You think you understand death until you watch the state schedule it. You think you understand God until you sit with someone who has twenty-four hours left and no miracle is coming. You think you understand evil until you see the bureaucratic machinery of execution: the paperwork, the protocols, the men in suits who sign the orders and go home to their families. I have seen the banality of state killing. And I have seen what rises up to meet it—often, nothing.

This book is testimony. I testify that I have seen God in places God is not supposed to be: in the eyes of murderers, in the cells of the condemned, in the execution chamber itself, where something gathers in the air that has nothing to do with the state's machinery of death. And before you go any further, I need you to know this. What follows is not an argument or a doctrine or a comforting set of answers. It is an invitation—dangerous, unshielded and real. If you keep reading, you are choosing to step into a terrain where the boundaries between life and death, flesh and spirit, and fear and revelation become as thin as breath. You are choosing to walk with me into the rooms where I have watched bodies break open. This path will not leave you untouched.

I testify that consciousness does not die the way the body dies. I have watched eleven men cross the threshold, and in every crossing, I have witnessed something that cannot be explained by neuroscience or theology or any framework I possess. A presence. A meeting. A recognition in their eyes that they are not alone, that something is receiving them. I testify that the state can kill the body, but cannot touch what the body contains. This is not hope or comfort. This is what I have seen.

I wrote this book for the condemned. Not for the people who will debate its theology. Not for the academics who will pick apart its claims. Not for the comfortable Christians who have never had to face what their faith actually means when everything is being taken from them. I wrote this for the people sitting in concrete boxes right now, waiting for the state to kill them. I wrote this because most of what passes for spiritual guidance in American prisons is worthless—sentimental, designed for people who still have futures in the free world. It collapses the moment you actually need it: the moment the date gets set, the appeals run out, the guards come to walk you to your death. I wrote this because people on death row deserve a spirituality that doesn't flinch, one that doesn't require them to be innocent, one that doesn't require them to be redeemed, one that meets them in the full catastrophe of what they've done or haven’t done and what's being done to them and says, “Even here. Even now. Even you. God is here.”

I do not come to this as a neutral observer. I have fought the death penalty for decades. I have marched. I have been arrested. I have screamed at governors and pleaded with parole boards and done everything in my power to stop the killing. And I have failed. Eleven times I have failed. Hundreds of times, if you count everyone I knew. The state keeps killing. The machinery keeps grinding. And I keep showing up because someone has to stand in that room and refuse to let them die unseen. 

But this book is not about abolition. Others have written those arguments, and they are right, and the killing continues anyway. This book is about what happens inside the people being killed: what happens to consciousness when it's cornered, what happens to the soul when the body is marked for destruction, what happens to God when God's children are strapped to gurneys and poisoned by their own government. I have seen what happens. And it is not what anyone expects.

The God who shows up on death row is not the God that gets talked about in churches. That God is too small, too clean, too invested in innocence and redemption. The God I have encountered in execution chambers doesn't care if you're innocent. Doesn't care if you're sorry. Doesn't care if you've accepted or rejected everything you were ever taught. This God just shows up—in the breath, in the silence, in the unbearable weight of the final hours. And let me tell you what it feels like in that room: the hum of fluorescent lights trembling above the gurney, the faint chemical smell from the syringes laid out on stainless steel, the coldness of the floor that seems to seep upward through your shoes, the way the air shifts, unmistakably, just before the moment everything changes. None of this belongs to the state. None of it is theirs to control, no matter how precise their procedures. Something else is always waiting.

This God doesn't save anyone from execution. I need to be clear about that. I have prayed for miracles, and miracles have not come. The men I loved are dead. The state killed them on schedule, and God did not intervene. But God was there. Not intervening, but there. And that presence—unexplainable, undeniable—is what this book is about.

If you are reading this from death row, I need you to hear me: You are not what they say you are. Not the number. Not the conviction. Not the worst thing you ever did. You are consciousness itself, temporarily wearing a human form, and that consciousness is made of the same substance as God. The state can end your biological life. It cannot touch what you actually are. I have watched men discover this in their final hours. I have seen the terror give way to something else—not peace exactly, but presence, recognition, the awareness that they are more than what is about to be destroyed. That discovery is available to you now, today, in your cell, before anyone comes for you. You do not have to wait for the execution to find out what survives it.

This book is a manual. Not for escaping death row—most of the time there is no escape—but for meeting God in the void. For finding the presence that lives in concrete and steel and the terrible silence of 3 a.m. For discovering the self that exists underneath your identity, your crime, your condemnation. For dying before you die so that when the state comes for your body, they find that the essential thing has already slipped beyond their reach. I am not offering comfort. Comfort is elusive when you're facing execution. I am offering something bigger: the truth about what I’ve seen. Take it or leave it. But know that it comes from someone who has been there, who has held the hands of the dying, who has walked out of execution chambers and fallen to his knees in parking lots and asked God why and received no answer except presence. Presence is the only answer I have—indeed, that we have. It will have to be enough.

The eleven men I watched die are with me as I write this—their names, their faces, their last words. They are not at rest. The dead do not rest while the killing continues. They are witnesses too, testifying from wherever consciousness goes when the body stops. I write for them. I write because they cannot. I write because someone has to say what happens in those rooms, and the state's official reports are lies, and the media coverage is spectacle, and the only people who know the truth are the ones who were there. I was there. This is what I saw.

The body dies. Consciousness lives forever. This is a guide to living forever—now.

The Rev. Dr. Jeff Hood

November 29, 2025
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