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1.1.25

Sojourner,

This past year, I’ve watched men die. I n fact, I feel like I’ve regularly watched parts of myself slowly die in the process. What you hold in your hands is not a polished collection of essays, it is the blood and breath of a year spent at the edges of justice, where law meets conscience and the cold machinery of punishment collides with the unrelenting call of mercy and grace. These words poured out of me because they had to. They’re my witness.

2025 has been a year of nitrogen and resistance, of watching Alabama perfect new methods of killing while the church largely looked away. It has been a year of standing with Steven Nelson, Anthony Wainwright and Anthony Boyd as they were murdered on gurneys, of crying out for people on death row throughout the nation, of holding space for the condemned and the forgotten. But it has also been a year of profound theological reflection...of wrestling with universalism, of theologically examining the very existence of execution chambers, of insisting that Love will have the final word. In these pages, you will find Advent meditations alongside eyewitness accounts of horror. You will find prayers for the dying and manifestos for the living. You will find my rage and my hope, often in the same breath.

I offer this collection to you as a gift. Not because these writings are easy or comfortable, but because I believe you’re ready to receive them. The work of hope is not for the faint of heart...it demands that we look directly at what our society does in our name and refuse to turn away. My prayer is that these words might kindle something in you: a righteous anger, a stubborn compassion, a commitment to stand with the least of these. Take what serves you. Argue with what doesn't. Throw away what is useless to you. But whatever you do, don't give up the faith. 

With stubborn hope,

The Rev. Dr. Jeff Hood
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1.2.25

We paint...therefore we’re free. : On Painting, from Death Row

*Steven Nelson is a prisoner on death row in Texas. The Rev. Dr. Jeff Hood serves as his spiritual advisor. This piece flows out of a conversation that Dr. Hood had with Nelson on meditation

Painting is both a medium and a gateway. Energy flows through the brush onto the canvas. Emotions pour out to make the shapes of our lives. No matter what we produce looks like, it is a part of us. We are creating a glimpse of something that cannot be constructed in the exact same way ever again. The brush becomes akin to the very breathe of the creator, the catalyst for creation. The destination always changes and morphs with everyone who dares to engage that which is created. We too are always changed by how we create. Symbiotic growth is happening constantly, amorphously and passionately right before us, in us and beyond us. We are the ebbs and flows of the strokes and colors. We are both the creation and the creator. We are the movement of time and space.

Paint is a vehicle of course. We are the driver. The painter is required to think and do. Though their movements don’t have to be slow or even methodical, they do have to be intentional. No matter how the paint gets to the canvas, your mind must construct the movement that gets it there. Each application is important. Each color matters. There is language in the outcome of such choices. Both precision and fluidity create a symphony of creativity. We are transported to somewhere else because we have dared to create something else. Both the destination of the work itself and the future of the interpretation are influenced and launched by what we do.

Where are we going? When you first start to create, you have no idea. Our most carefully laid out plans can never predict everything that will appear. Lines are not exact. Colors are not clear. Images look different than we anticipated. There are all sorts of places of unpredictability that we might arrive at. Painting emulates life in this way. When we dare to create or live our lives, we can never fully anticipate what we will find. However, we learn to appreciate the creation because we are the creator and the creation is growing in and through us. There is no possible way to separate the painter from the painting.

Inspiration is usually assumed to come from somewhere else. The painter however knows different. Painting is a means of revelation. Primarily, the revelation of the self. Even if one encounters something inspiring, it still must fester within the painter before it can be utilized to create. Ultimately, we are always the source of our art, the revelation of our being.

Intimacy is transformative. We recognize that we are one with the other. The painter connects with the viewer of the painting. Sometimes the result is one of awe. Sometimes the work is one of disdain. No matter what the reaction, there is always some level of intimacy in the created reaction. The work of the painter consistently breaks down walls or gets in our heads. Once the painting is seen, there is no possible way to unsee it or stop it.

Paint is a means of fluid escape. Prison bars cannot hold the creation in. We paint...therefore we’re free.

1.3.25

Strange Expectations: Reflections from Advent

The First Sunday of Advent

Luke 21:25-28, 34-36

“And there will be signs in sun and moon and stars, and on the earth distress of nations in perplexity because of the roaring of the sea and the waves, people fainting with fear and with foreboding of what is coming on the world. For the powers of the heavens will be shaken. And then they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory. Now when these things begin to take place, straighten up and raise your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.”

“But watch yourselves lest your hearts be weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and cares of this life, and that day come upon you suddenly like a trap. For it will come upon all who dwell on the face of the whole earth. But stay awake at all times, praying that you may have strength to escape all these things that are going to take place, and to stand before the Son of Man.”

Wow. This shit is scary. I mean...these passages read like something straight out of a horror movie. Straighten up! Stay awake! Escape! God...the Son of Man does not sound like anyone that I’d want to hang out with. I want to run in the opposite direction.

What do we do with passages like this? Are they meant to cause us to live in fear? Are they intended to literally scare the hell out of us? Sometimes I wonder if the author didn’t just sneak them in so that we would pay attention.

Growing up, our youth leaders regularly talked about the end of the world. They would use all sorts of tactics to scare us into doing what they wanted us to. Is that what we see here? Is Jesus trying to scare the hell out of us?

Maybe discussion of the storm helps us to know that the storm has passed? Sometimes the only way to know that you are on the other side is to tell where you have been. Maybe we are hearing where people were before Jesus came? Hell, I don’t know. I just know that whatever is being talked about here, I don’t want any part of it.

Grief is sort of like this. You speak of it...but you don’t really want any part of it. The best way to talk about it is in the past tense.

Then again, maybe this passage is about justice. When God makes all things right, we want to make sure that those who have done evil get theirs. Of course, we want this...until we realize that them getting theirs means that we will get ours.

Maybe the purpose of the passage is to teach us not to look too harshly upon others?

Truth be known, I don’t know. I trust God far more than any passage of scripture. I put my faith in the Love that never ends. Of course, God is Love. God never ends.

Love is making all things right. Of that, we do not have to be afraid. Indeed, there is no fear in Love...perfect Love casts out all fear.

So, stay awake so that you might feel the complexity, profundity and immensity of God’s love.

The horror is not the end. Love wins.

Forget anything that doesn’t create in you a knowledge that you are Loved...the very Beloved Son of Man. I trust that we will judge others as we would wish to be judged. Maybe that’s how we make the judgment a little more manageable.

The Second Sunday of Advent

Luke 3:1-6

Now in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of Judaea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee, and his brother Philip tetrarch of Ituraea and of the region of Trachonitis, and Lysanias the tetrarch of Abilene,

Annas and Caiaphas being the high priests, the word of God came unto John the son of Zacharias in the wilderness.

And he came into all the country about Jordan, preaching the baptism of repentance for the remission of sins;

As it is written in the book of the words of Esaias the prophet, saying, The voice of one crying in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make his paths straight.

Every valley shall be filled, and every mountain and hill shall be brought low; and the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough ways shall be made smooth;

And all flesh shall see the salvation of God.

Hell. The great construction that the church has used throughout time and space to keep the people in the pews in line. Of course, hell is any moment that we are separated from God. It seems to me that the only thing that ideas of hell have accomplished is to keep people separated from God. Fear is a great separator. There is no fear in Love. There is no fear in God.

Have you ever heard a minister brag about how many people got baptized? I used to hear that shit all the time. It’s sort of like someone telling you how big the fish they caught was. The numbers are always a little exaggerated.

When we begin to create lines as to who is in and who is out... When we begin to brag about what we’ve accomplished... When we begin to talk about numbers... Things always start to sound a little silly.

What makes us think that we get to decide who gets to be baptized? It seems to me that the waters John the Baptist was wading in were open to all? I guess that’s why Jesus felt so comfortable just walking up.

Have you ever met someone that loves talking about who’s going to hell...and thinks that they’re in that number...thinks that they’re going to hell? Don’t happen. We tend to think that God hates the same people that we do. God doesn’t hate. The waters are open. So many just need to bathe.

Justice work illustrates this principle as well. Sometimes those who most loudly call for justice are the biggest perpetuators of injustice. We love to draw lines...but we don’t realize that we are most often drawing a prison around our self to wall us in from God’s people.

We don’t need any more directions. Jesus shows us the way to the water. We are cleansed in order to clean...to set the world to right. We are a part of the clean-up crew not the destruction crew. We should be making things better not worse.

We should be making connections in love...because love is the only connection that lasts.

It’s easy to demonize, damn and other the world...it’s harder to see your place in it.

We are the crooked that is being made straight. We are the valley being lifted. We are the mountains being made low. We are the rough being made smooth.

Softly and tenderly, Jesus is showing us our place in the world...beyond our lines and into Christ’s hope.

We belong to each other. Let us join together and rebuild our world.

In the economy of God...the in is out and the out is in. Stop creating lines. Look to the out and make a way in. Look to the in and make a way out. Start listening to the voice in the wilderness that is leading us all home...to that place where all...and I believe it means all...flesh will see the salvation of God.

May all that divides from God and each other melt away.

Confirmation not condemnation.

Third Sunday of Advent

Luke 3:10-18

And the people asked him, saying, What shall we do then?

He answereth and saith unto them, He that hath two coats, let him impart to him that hath none; and he that hath meat, let him do likewise.

Then came also publicans to be baptized, and said unto him, Master, what shall we do?

And he said unto them, Exact no more than that which is appointed you.

And the soldiers likewise demanded of him, saying, And what shall we do? And he said unto them, Do violence to no man, neither accuse any falsely; and be content with your wages.

And as the people were in expectation, and all men mused in their hearts of John, whether he were the Christ, or not;

John answered, saying unto them all, I indeed baptize you with water; but one mightier than I cometh, the latchet of whose shoes I am not worthy to unloose: he shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost and with fire:

Whose fan is in his hand, and he will throughly purge his floor, and will gather the wheat into his garner; but the chaff he will burn with fire unquenchable.

And many other things in his exhortation preached he unto the people.

The Word of God washes away our sins. Too often we think that we have to do something or be something. We forget that it is the Word of God that washes away our sins. It is the very Word. We are also told that the Word will not come back void. The Word pursues us and the Word will find us. The Word is Love.

In the beginning was the Word, the Word was with God and the Word was God.

In the beginning was the Gospel, the Gospel was with God and the Gospel was God.

It is the Gospel that saves.

We forget sometimes.

We spend too many days thinking that we’re not doing enough. We spend too many days thinking that we’re not saying the right things. We spend too many days wondering whether we are believing the right things.

The Gospel is enough.

John the Baptist talks about a whole bunch of things. Yet he forgets the Gospel. It’s not about what you do. It’s not about what you say. It’s about the Gospel.

The Gospel is about God’s presence with us...a God who will never leave us nor forsake us. The Gospel is enough.

We create our hells. We can extinguish them. The Gospel is enough.

God is always sitting there waiting on us to come home. The Gospel is about the wait of love. Love that is true love always waits. Love is enough to bust through the greatest of obstacles.

The Love of God is the Gospel.

The Gospel is enough.

The Gospel always wins.

The Gospel will reconcile all to love.

Fourth Sunday of Advent

Luke 1:39-45

And Mary arose in those days, and went into the hill country with haste, into a city of Juda;

And entered into the house of Zacharias, and saluted Elisabeth.

And it came to pass, that, when Elisabeth heard the salutation of Mary, the babe leaped in her womb; and Elisabeth was filled with the Holy Ghost:

And she spake out with a loud voice, and said, Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb.

And whence is this to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?

For, lo, as soon as the voice of thy salutation sounded in mine ears, the babe leaped in my womb for joy.

And blessed is she that believed: for there shall be a performance of those things which were told her from the Lord.

Light consumes much of what we spend our lives searching for. We don’t want to be in the dark. We want to be enlightened. We want to keep the light on. We want to know the light of life. Light is something we so desperately want to keep around.

Perhaps the most important juxtaposition to light that we can know is how we feel the light. Our Gospel reading today is about feeling the light. When Elisabeth heard Mary...the baby let out a big kick. The kick is the forerunner of the light. The kick was something that could be felt. The kick is the affirmation of light’s presence.

We all need a good kick in our souls this morning. Am I right? Elisabeth started speaking all kinds of power because she had enough sense to follow the kick...to follow the light...to know the light.

I get depressed from time to time. I feel like I don’t have much to give. I feel stuck. I can’t see the light. Then, I remember.

Light doesn’t come from the outside. Light comes from within. We are made in the Image of God. God is within us. We have to pay attention to the kick that is in us too. The kick is the light. Can y’all feel it? That kick is the kick in the ass that we need to get up and keep going.

Light comes from within. Light comes to us. So let us not dismay. The baby still kicks within us all. The light is still speaking. Nothing can extinguish it. Nothing can extinguish the light.

We are made by the light to become the light so that we might live in the light forever.

1.5.25 

The Epiphany of the Lord

Matthew 2:1-12

Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judaea in the days of Herod the king, behold, there came wise men from the east to Jerusalem,

Saying, Where is he that is born King of the Jews? for we have seen his star in the east, and are come to worship him.

When Herod the king had heard these things, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him.

And when he had gathered all the chief priests and scribes of the people together, he demanded of them where Christ should be born.

And they said unto him, In Bethlehem of Judaea: for thus it is written by the prophet,

And thou Bethlehem, in the land of Juda, art not the least among the princes of Juda: for out of thee shall come a Governor, that shall rule my people Israel.

Then Herod, when he had privily called the wise men, enquired of them diligently what time the star appeared.

And he sent them to Bethlehem, and said, Go and search diligently for the young child; and when ye have found him, bring me word again, that I may come and worship him also.

When they had heard the king, they departed; and, lo, the star, which they saw in the east, went before them, till it came and stood over where the young child was.

When they saw the star, they rejoiced with exceeding great joy.

And when they were come into the house, they saw the young child with Mary his mother, and fell down, and worshipped him: and when they had opened their treasures, they presented unto him gifts; gold, and frankincense and myrrh.

And being warned of God in a dream that they should not return to Herod, they departed into their own country another way.

Everybody was... Greatly troubled. Stunned. Flipping their shit. The reactions of Herod and the people of Jerusalem say a great deal about where they were before the wise men arrived. I can only imagine how shocking it was when these wise men arrived in all of their glory. Everybody wanted to know what was up...especially Herod. They had a great deal at stake. So often we cling to what we have that we miss the magic. Something magical was afoot and all Herod and the people of Jerusalem could think about is how they could protect what they had and protect themselves from what was to come.

The message of the Christ is not about collecting and protecting. Too often we function like these folks. We’re worried that somebody is going to show up and take our stuff. We are called to give away everything that we have. These folks in Jerusalem weren’t prepared to give anything up, especially Herod. It seems to me that there would have been at least a few people who would have wanted to travel with the wise men to meet the Christ. Unfortunately, everybody (including Herod) were too worried about their shit...so worried about their shit that they lost their shit and missed the Christ.

The wise men feel a little dumb for not realizing that they were getting played by Herod. It shouldn’t have taken a dream to realize that power will do anything to protect power. The evil that was rampant in Jerusalem was the evil of a selfishness that would do anything to not have to give anything up.

The wise men kept following the star. Have you ever believed so much in something that you would be willing to follow the sign to the ends of the earth? These folks believed in the Christ even though they’d never seen or met the Christ. Maybe that is what we are called to...believing without having seen or met. Faith is a difficult thing for all of us. I know there are times that I believe more strongly than others. I want proof. I guess we all do. This passage teaches us that faith is sometimes a star. We don’t always know what we will find...but we do know how to pick out the star.

There is great beauty found when the wise men meet the Christ. Falling all over themselves and the like. But it seems to me that the magic of this story is that the wise men left home in the first place.

1.11.25

Poetry is freedom. Poetry is our freedom. : On Poetry, from Death Row

*Steven Nelson is a prisoner on death row in Texas. The Rev. Dr. Jeff Hood serves as his spiritual advisor. This piece flows out of a conversation that Dr. Hood had with Nelson on poetry

The description of thoughts set free are the undergirding of poetry. If we restrain the mind, we cannot describe the beauty of what we find. Beauty by its’ very nature is defined by freedom. If one cannot be free physically, then they must discover ways to be free in the constitution of their soul. Words provide description of the fullness of somewhere else. Then again, describing the fullness of one’s circumstance is the first step in the transcendent journey to somewhere else. Maybe the best way to say it is that poetry is an unstoppable force that busts through the walls of all perceived or real impediment that might hold us back.

What is there beyond what is? Everything. We stay grounded because we choose to believe that the poetic has no power. The only way to claim our freedom is to choose to believe that our thoughts can never be imprisoned. Poetry is the force of freedom. We all have freedom within us. We all can be free.

Why do we think that only the gifted can be free? Creativity is not a scarce entity. The will to utilize it is. Indeed, we are all poets. We all have the ability. Why do we hold back? It seems that prison has a way of stripping everything from you until all you have is your fundamental being. Then, you realize that your being is all that you need. Poetry flows from being. When we describe reality, we are revealing essence. The construction of poetry is nothing more than the stripping of the false self. The trading of the mirage of our perceptions for the reality that is the beauty of truth and essence.

Poetry is so much more than words. Poetry is freedom. Poetry is our freedom. Are we courageous enough to be free?

There are many poets behind bars. There seem to be a great deal fewer in the free world.

1.11.25

The Baptism of the Lord or The Lunacy of Greatness

*Based on a homily delivered at St. Oscar Romero Old Catholic Church in Little Rock, Arkansas

Luke 3:15-16, 21-22

And as the people were in expectation, and all men mused in their hearts of John, whether he were the Christ, or not;

John answered, saying unto them all, I indeed baptize you with water; but one mightier than I cometh, the latchet of whose shoes I am not worthy to unloose: he shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost and with fire:

Now when all the people were baptized, it came to pass, that Jesus also being baptized, and praying, the heaven was opened,

And the Holy Ghost descended in a bodily shape like a dove upon him, and a voice came from heaven, which said, Thou art my beloved Son; in thee I am well pleased.
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Is it John...is he the Christ? Oppression, marginalization and injustice reigned...I guess you could say that the people were lower than low...of course they were desperate for the Christ. When you are starving, everybody who comes to you with food in their hand looks like a savior. John brought food and the people were starving. But I think it’s important to remember that just because somebody gives you a taste of something...it doesn’t mean that they’ve brought the main course. Indeed, sometimes we get so ready for something that we are willing to jump at anything. But something might be nothing and anything ain’t everything. We mustn’t allow our hunger to dictate the truth. John was not the Christ.

In our present reality, we must figure out what truth is. Too often we see partial measures as total victories. Jesus has come to redeem everything...not some things...everything. We mustn’t settle for anything besides total justice...total love...total healing. To settle for anything less than totality is to settle for nothing. Jesus does not partially love us. Jesus loves us completely. If we are to be like Christ, we must never settle for partial. John was not the Christ.

There are many who claim that a new complete and total political era of reformation has arrived. We are told that we have elected a leader who might make us great again. Great is not a proper theological category of measurement. Indeed, the message of Jesus is about being small...humble...meek. John knew that he must become lesser...and explicitly said so. In this moment, followers of Jesus must bind themselves to the least of these not the most of these. To do anything else is to walk away from Christ.

The story ends...perhaps begins is more like it...with the voice of heaven declaring that Jesus is the one. There are so many people out there claiming to be the Christ...or at the very least something akin to it. In such an era, we must look to John for guidance. When the real Christ shows up...when the person of Jesus is available...we must get out of the way. When the dove was coming down, John got out of the way. John became lesser so that Christ...this nobody from Nazareth named Jesus...might become the greatest of them all.

We can’t follow Jesus and give our lives to “Make(ing) America Great Again.” Indeed, the message of Jesus is to humble ourselves...so that all things might be lifted up...so that love might transform all things. Don’t get distracted. Don’t fall for partial. Don’t get confused. Love is the only thing worth giving your life to.

1.19.25

Water = Wine / aka Wine Fest

John 2:1-11

And the third day there was a marriage in Cana of Galilee; and the mother of Jesus was there:

And both Jesus was called, and his disciples, to the marriage.

And when they wanted wine, the mother of Jesus saith unto him, They have no wine.

Jesus saith unto her, Woman, what have I to do with thee? mine hour is not yet come.

His mother saith unto the servants, Whatsoever he saith unto you, do it.

And there were set there six waterpots of stone, after the manner of the purifying of the Jews, containing two or three firkins apiece.

Jesus saith unto them, Fill the waterpots with water. And they filled them up to the brim.

And he saith unto them, Draw out now, and bear unto the governor of the feast. And they bare it.

When the ruler of the feast had tasted the water that was made wine, and knew not whence it was: (but the servants which drew the water knew;) the governor of the feast called the bridegroom,

And saith unto him, Every man at the beginning doth set forth good wine; and when men have well drunk, then that which is worse: but thou hast kept the good wine until now.

This beginning of miracles did Jesus in Cana of Galilee, and manifested forth his glory; and his disciples believed on him.
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This story blows the shit out of anyone who thinks that it is a sin to drink. The folks gathered at the wedding were already drunk when the wine ran out. The truth is that Jesus became somewhat of a bartender. Then again, in many places he might have lost his license for overserving the folks asking for more wine. Not only was the wine that Jesus brought forth of good quality...it was of the best quality. The commentary on the state of the party and the state of the wine makes clear that this was a party of seismic proportions. Jesus didn’t slow things down...he fueled them.

I’ve always thought it strange that alcohol fueled the first miracle of Jesus. Part of the reason for my juxtaposition is that I always associated alcohol as something that is outside of the church. I think many others do too. This passage helps us understand that Jesus engaged alcohol in a very different manner than most of the church does today.

What does the wine have to do with anything? There is a symbolism here that shouldn’t be missed. On the night before Jesus was crucified, he lifted a cup of wine and declared it to be his blood. On the cross, Jesus gives his blood for the world. Cups of blood and wine are at the epicenter of the Jesus tradition. The blood is the fuel by which we follow Jesus. The blood is the super serum. When it appeared that all the wine (blood) had run out, Jesus had plenty more to give. Such is the beauty of the love of God. Nothing can exhaust the blood. Nothing can exhaust how far Jesus is willing to come to meet us. It is the blood that makes all things right. It is the blood that keeps the party going...forever. Pass the wine!

1.26.25

On the Nature of a Call or On Eating Sh**

Luke 1:1-4

Forasmuch as many have taken in hand to set forth in order a declaration of those things which are most surely believed among us,

Even as they delivered them unto us, which from the beginning were eyewitnesses, and ministers of the word;

It seemed good to me also, having had perfect understanding of all things from the very first, to write unto thee in order, most excellent Theophilus,

That thou mightest know the certainty of those things, wherein thou hast been instructed.

Luke 4:14-21

And Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit into Galilee: and there went out a fame of him through all the region round about.

And he taught in their synagogues, being glorified of all.

And he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up: and, as his custom was, he went into the synagogue on the sabbath day, and stood up for to read.

And there was delivered unto him the book of the prophet Esaias. And when he had opened the book, he found the place where it was written,

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor; he hath sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised,

To preach the acceptable year of the Lord.

And he closed the book, and he gave it again to the minister, and sat down. And the eyes of all them that were in the synagogue were fastened on him.

And he began to say unto them, This day is this scripture fulfilled in your ears.
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In the modern age, the idea of a ‘calling’ is an almost impossible concept to understand. Besides the fact that most people don’t believe in much more than themselves, there is a real struggle with any sort of particularity at all. People think that their entire life is supposed to be about making money. Have you ever heard someone say that they have a calling to be a payday lender? What about a venture capitalist? Or maybe even the executive of a predatory health insurance company? I could go on and on, but I think you get the point. Most people are in it to get paid. There is no ‘calling’ when the sole objective is to get paid. Unfortunately, the idea of ‘calling’ is nothing more than something that a few superstitious people embrace. Jesus didn’t feel that way at all.

In Nazareth, Jesus went into the synagogue and opened one of the most well-known scriptures of the time and loudly declared his ‘calling.’ He did not come to save the pious or the paid. Jesus came to save the poor, heal the brokenhearted, release for the captives, recovery of sight to the blind and to set at liberty all who have been abused. Nowhere in his ‘calling’ did Jesus talk about making money or gaining influence. Jesus is claiming who he is. The ‘calling’ of God is about embracing who God has created you to be the first place...not making or doing anything.

One of the misleading ideas I hear bantered about all of the time is that people are making money and gaining influence so that they might use such things to help other people. The problem is that rarely do I meet people who are actually doing such work. Most of the time, I just see such people collecting bigger houses and nicer cars. The idea of ‘calling’ is not about collecting...it is about being. We are all called to be something. If such a ‘calling’ does not align with the ‘calling’ of Jesus then such a ‘calling’ is bullshit.

In the passage, Jesus doesn’t hesitate to claim his calling. If we are truly connected to him, we won’t either.

Over the last few days, my family and I have received an outpouring of hate and death threats from those who are very angry that I denounced Donald Trump and his dehumanizing policies. In a fiery sermon, I unapologetically declared, “May God damn Donald Trump if he enacts these evil policies, and May God damn us if we allow it to happen.” To those who have spewed hate and threatened the lives of my family and I, I unequivocally say,

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor; he hath sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised,

To preach the acceptable year of the Lord.

These words are the measure of a ‘calling.’ I make no apologies for following Jesus. I make no apologies for following my ‘calling.’ If you don’t like it, eat shit.

1.28.25

Jesus Is Trans: Remembering Shade Schuler’s Life and Death

Jesus is Transgender

Less than a hundred feet from residences, local authorities discovered the murdered and badly decomposed body of a transgender woman of color. The Dallas Police Department put out a detailed description of the body and asked for help. For weeks, no one had seemed to know who this woman was. Finally, when the woman was identified as 22-year-old Ms. Shade Schuler, I realized she’d been forgotten. Nobody seemed to care that a crime of hate had struck her down.

In the twilight of that August 2015 evening, the heat was excruciating. With every breath, I sweated through my shirt. The jokes of children filled the air. I laughed too. When we stepped onto the hidden gravel road, things got real. I knew we were on holy ground. No one spoke much. Everyone just seemed to be concentrating on the next step. The smell lingered. The heat didn’t stop. I worried that the bread and chalice would slip out of my hands. The screech startled me. Perhaps, the bird was warning us that we were nearing the point of no return. I assumed it was an old fire pit. When I saw the black spot was in the shape of a body, I knew better.

This Is My Body

Rev. Carmarion Anderson-Harvey* and I led the group in a variety of prayers and then lifted up the elements to the heavens. “This is my body.” “This is my blood.” The presence of God was unmistakable. It was electric. We remembered the oppression that Schuler faced in life, the horrific way she died and the beautiful resurrection in Christ that we knew she’d experienced in death. As each of us bent down to touch the spot, everything seemed to stop and Jesus softly whispered, “What you have done to the least of these you have done to me...” Looking at that empty spot on the ground, I believed the words as much as I ever had.

The inaugural address of President Donald Trump was certainly not short on bluster. But, one moment in particular stood out to me, “As of today, it will henceforth be the official policy of the United States government that there are only two genders, male and female.”* In addition to these words, Trump has immediately signed numerous executive orders targeting the Transgender community that will have detrimental effect on everything from passports to the military to prisons to countless other juxtapositions.*

You Have Done To Me

I couldn’t help but think about Ms. Shade Schuler. Reckless statements of erasure only give permission for oppression. Undoubtedly, there was someone who told Schuler’s murderer similar things. Indeed, the actions of the Schuler’s murderer and Trump’s executive actions of metaphorical murder today are not all that different, they both seek to disenfranchise and destroy.

Jesus said, “What you have done to the least of these you have done to me.” Those who are oppressed, marginalized, put down and left out are the least of these Christ spoke of. Today, based on both statements and actions, President Trump has left no doubt that the Transgender community is now at the epicenter of abuse. Jesus is incarnate in the least of these. So, from this moment forth, let there be no doubt, Jesus is Transgender.

*a Trans woman who presently serves as the Alabama State Director with the Human Rights Campaign

Sources:

https://www.fox32chicago.com/news/trump-inauguration-speech-us-policy-will-reflect-only-two-genders

https://www.politico.com/live-updates/2025/01/20/donald-trump-inauguration-day-news-updates-analysis/trump-removes-nonbinary-gender-00199264

3.27.25

Shawna Forde: From Minuteman to Convict to Prison Saint

Following Jesus is a dangerous business. Often, one is taken to places they could have never imagined. I recently went to such a place. You see, Shawna Forde was the organizer and leader of Minutemen American Defense, which patrolled Arizona’s border with Mexico. Forde and a variety of others participated in such activity with a firm belief that their actions were keeping people safe from the consequences of drug trafficking and human smuggling. Back in the 2000s, I remember regularly hearing about all sorts of groups taking part in these border patrol activities. Then as I do now, I thought it was a really terrible idea. Unregulated groups trying to regulate the general public most often quickly collapse into violence. In Forde’s situation, that is exactly what happened. Though it is clear that Forde never murdered anyone (based on all accounts), her associates were responsible for the 2009 murder of Raul Flores, Jr. and Brisenia Ylianna Flores, a father and young daughter. Gina Gonzalez, the wife and mother, was also shot but survived. Based on a flawed argument that Forde was the mastermind of the situation, prosecutors were able to secure a death sentence against her. Fast forward to the present, in my work with people on death rows across the country I am constantly encountering people who are connected to all sorts of horrible things. Jesus guides the way. That’s how I met Forde. Honestly, I expected her to be a monster. She’s not. Forde spends her days creating new programming and trying to teach other inmates various life skills. The lives of people all around her are astronomically improved simply based on her steady presence. In our conversations, Forde has made it clear that she wants me to be one thing, her spiritual advisor. Such a designation means that she has trusted me to be there for her. I would have never thought that either one of us would be in such a situation. We come from radically different political spaces. Then again, following Jesus is a dangerous business. We are often brought to the places that we least expect. I’m thankful for Shawna Forde and I will do all that I can to advocate for the continuation and growth of the beautiful life that she now lives.

3.27.25

Jason Stephens, Robert Sparrow III & a Hot Car Accident

Hyperthermia is a deadly condition that occurs when an individual’s body temperature rises to levels beyond normal due to excessive heat. Basically, the body produces more heat than it dissipates. I was a child the first time I ever heard of such a condition. One of the local community organizations was conducting a training to warn kids and their parents about the dangers of hot cars. I remember thinking that hyperthermia was the same thing as hypothermia. Of course, I quickly realized that hypothermia is the opposite, meaning that it’s a deadly condition when the temperature of an individual drops too fast due to excessive cold. One could easily be forgiven for getting the two closely worded conditions confused. I digress. The bottom line is that hot car deaths are such a deadly phenomenon for kids that there are all sorts of trainings and public service announcements to prevent them. Unfortunately, such deaths are still very common. Most of the time parents or guardians or those charged with supervision of a child are punished with the weight of the horror of their actions, often coupled with minor charges. Occasionally, more serious charges are pursued depending on the level of negligence. With that said, I have never found a case in which someone has been punished with the death penalty for a hot car death. That is, until now.

Far from his first involvement in criminal activity, Jason Stephenson went to the home of Robert Sparrow, Jr. on June 2, 1997 to buy drugs and was joined by a number of accomplices. The situation escalated quickly. Stephenson proceeded to lead the robbery of everyone in the house, ultimately nine in total. One of the hostages was 3-year-old Robert Sparrow III. Once Stephenson and his accomplices got all that they could, they left in the hostages vehicles, with Stephenson taking a green Kia. In order to keep the hostages from following him, Stephenson took 3-year-old Robert with him and threatened that he would harm the child if they followed him. He told the hostages that he would leave Robert in a safe place. Less than one mile away, Stephenson ditched the car and the child. Over six hours later, the car was found with Robert Sparrow III dead inside. Multiple experts testified that the child died of hyperthermia or hot car death. Though the circumstances were far from being the worst of the worst type of murder or manslaughter, Stephenson was convicted at trial and given the death penalty.

While the circumstances are certainly different than most accidental hot car deaths, Jason Stephenson clearly did not mean to kill Robert Sparrow III. The incident was careless and stupid but not intentional. So, why is Stephenson on death row with people who have mutilated and massacred a whole host of people? Our society recognizes that accidental hot car deaths happen all the time. So, why are we so determined to kill Stephenson? The death penalty is so arbitrary, especially in Florida.

4.26.25

Michael Bane: An Innocent Man on Death Row in Tennessee

On November 19, 1988, police found the body of Royce D. Frazier, age 60, lying in a bathtub full of water in his home near Memphis, Tennessee. It was assumed that the body had been there for a few days. Frazier had been gagged; a plastic bag had been placed over his head; and an electrical cord was tied around his neck. A plunger had been placed over his face apparently to keep his head submerged. Frazier’s house had been ransacked:  several lamps and ashtrays had been overturned and numerous items were scattered in disarray.

Brutal details don’t give law enforcement the right to create their own facts. In the case of Michael Bane, that’s exactly what happened. Sensationalism was at the core of the evidence that law enforcement manufactured against Bane. Indeed, there are two reasons why Michael Bane sits on death row, because of the brutal jealousy of Donna Lovett and the sensational lies of her son Brian.

Bane was arrested in bizarre fashion.

In the early morning hours of November 19, 1988, Donna Lovett made a call from a phone booth outside the Walker Motor Court, a motel in Ripley, Tennessee. She knew Michael was inside one of the rooms with another woman.

Lauderdale County Sheriff, Milford “Pop” Durham, recalled:

I got a call from a woman that told me that her boyfriend was at a motel room with

another woman. And I told her, well, you know, there’s not a lot I can do about

that. I don’t know of any crime that he’s committing. And she said, well, I can tell

you something that you will be interested in. Said, he and I, about two or three

days ago, went to Memphis or went to Frayser and went to a man’s house, killed.

After the Memphis Police Department confirmed that there was a dead body exactly where Donna Lovett specified, Pop Durham arrested Michael Bane; he was charged with the robbery and murder of Royce Frazier.

Donna Lovett was so jealous that she was willing to implicate herself and go to prison to bust up Bane and this other woman.

Teresa Goforth, a co-worker of Bane and Donna Lovett at J.P.W. Enterprises, testified that two were dating and that Lovett was extremely jealous. About one week before the murder, Donna Lovett told Goforth that “if she couldn’t have Bane, then no one would and that she would see him locked away so far he would never get out.”

Alicia Shadell Gray, Bane’s cousin, likewise testified that Donna Lovett was very possessive and jealous. Three weeks before the murder, Gray heard Lovett say, “If I can’t have Michael, no woman would have Michael, and I’ll see us both behind bars.” Donna Lovett attempted suicide later that day at Gray’s home by overdosing on pills, and Bane had to take her to the emergency room.

Donne Lovett was a very sick person. So sick, that she lied about Michael Bane so that nobody else could have him.

The primary witness against Bane at trial was Donna Lovett’s son, Brian.

Brian Lovett (16 years old) said that his mother Donna Lovett and Michael Bane had discussed a plan to rob Royce Frazier before he was killed. He said the plan was for Donna Lovett to visit Frazier, whom she knew, and render him unconscious by putting eye drops in his beer. Bane would then enter Frazier’s home and carry out the robbery with Donna Lovett. Brian also said that he and Bane discussed choking or stabbing the victim. Furthermore, Brian claimed to have witnessed and experienced Donna Lovett and Bane experiment with rendering someone unconscious with beer containing eye drops.

On the afternoon of November 17, 1988, Brian said Donna Lovett was dropped off alone at Frazier’s house. Later, Brian said that he was with Bane when they went to pick his mother back up. According to Brian, Bane went in the house and later came back out with his mother and a bunch of Frazier’s property. He said that Bane had blood on him and that his mother was upset. Brian also said that Bane had bragged about cutting the victims nuts off.

At trial, Brian testified that his sister had committed suicide several months before the killing of the victim and that he himself had attempted suicide on two occasions before November 17, 1988. He admitted that he had been treated at Charter Lakeside and Memphis Mental Health Institute and that he also had a history of using cocaine, speed, marijuana, and alcohol. Lovett also admitted that he had made conflicting statements about the murder.

The entire case against Bane was centered around the testimony of Brian Lovett. He was a very sick and troubled man who had every reason to lie. Even according to Brian’s own narrative, Donna Lovett was a murderer, who had Frazier’s property and was very upset after the claimed incident. How could her role ever be minimized? Brian had to create a fantastical narrative to make it happen. He had to implicate Bane. Determined to protect his mother from the harsh consequences she was facing, Lovett was prepared to say whatever needed to be said. His foil was his brother Thomas Lovett, who repeatedly declared in sworn statements that he was with his brother and that none of his claims ever happened. Then again, Brian didn’t do himself any favors when he kept mixing up all the stories himself. Lastly, why would anyone with even rudimentary intelligence brag to a child about a murder...especially someone as sick as Brian was? Bane didn’t. Brian was a liar and Bane is innocent. Thomas also knew his brother was a liar the whole time.

Bane’s innocence is also bolstered by two statements made after trial.

While he was in prison, Donna Lovett wrote Michael Bane a letter indicating that Brian lied and was coerced by the prosecution.

Later, a woman named Elicha Gray, declared in a sworn statement that Brian Lovett told her that his mother had agreed to plead guilty in exchange for a sentence of 35 years and that he did not want to see an innocent man go to prison. He said he planned to write an affidavit stating that Bane had no part in the offense.

By both his mother’s admission and his own, Brian lied.

Before he was able to construct the necessary affidavit, he was warned that he would be perjuring himself and could be sent to prison. Of course, Brian never said another word.

Brian also told authorities that he had looked in Frazier’s window and saw Bane holding a knife to the victim’s groin area while Donna Lovett placed a bag over the victim’s head. Dr. Jerry Francisco, Shelby Counter Medical Examiner, testified that there were no injuries to Frazier’s groin at all.

Brian also said that Bane had claimed he sliced Frazier’s nuts off, Dr. Francisco said there were no injuries to Frazier’s nuts.

So where did Brian Lovett get all of that from?

Shifting details are always the clearest indication that someone is lying. Cocaine, speed marijuana and alcohol, depression from his sister’s suicide and multiple stays at mental hospitals...does this sound like the person who is going to be able to give the clearest narrative? When he lied, he lied exactly how the police told him to, and even then he got the details confused and added exaggerations of his own. The details don’t fit the evidence recovered or the testimony given.

Nearing four decades later...based on the jealousy of Donna Lovett and the lies of her son Brian...an innocent man still sits on death row awaiting execution. How can we ignore such injustice? Free Michael Bane.

4.28.25

Jonathan Stephenson: On the Execution of Due Process in TN

Surely, there should be a conviction in order to place a conviction on someone’s record, right? Obviously, not in Tennessee. The story of Jonathan Stephenson is one of the stranger legal tales I have encountered. Due to a wild series of twists and turns, Tennessee is trying to execute someone who literally doesn’t have a legal conviction on their record. This is not about the ins and outs of the case. This is about a legal process that has inexplicably left Stephenson devoid of any semblance of due process and sentenced to death without a legitimate underlying legal conviction.

This is how it happened...

Jonathan Stephenson was convicted (by a jury) of first-degree murder and conspiracy

to commit first-degree murder in 1990. The Jury imposed a sentence of death for the first-degree murder conviction and the trial court imposed a consecutive sentence of twenty-five (25) years for the conspiracy conviction. On direct appeal, the court affirmed both convictions, but remanded both of them for resentencing due to a fundamental error which occurred in the sentencing phase of trial. The error rendered the jury’s verdict a nullity. On remand, the parties reached an agreement, (A plea Agreement) that involved the changing of Stephenson’s pleas from not Guilty, to Guilty, which rendered the jury trial and conviction itself a nullity. The guilty plea agreement came with the sentence of life without parole, for the first-degree murder guilty plea. A sentence of sixty (60) years to be served at sixty percent (%) and run consecutive to the first-degree murder sentence for the conspiracy to commit first-degree murder guilty plea along with the promise of never being faced with the Death Sentence again. In 1998, Stephenson, filed a Petition for State Habeas Corpus Relief. Stephenson alleged that his sentence of life without parole for his conviction of first-degree murder was illegal and void, because that particular sentence did not exist at the time the crime was committed. The Supreme Court of Tennessee agreed with Stephenson and on September 21, 2000, granted Stephenson’s petition for Habeas Corpus Relief. There is no dispute the Tennessee Supreme Court had knowledge of the Plea Agreement in this case and was aware enough to assert Stephenson’s separate conviction and sentence for Conspiracy to commit first-degree murder was not illegal nor void. A Mandate was issued to the Johnson County Circuit Court, to reinvest jurisdiction back to the “trial” court, (or in this case, the place where the habeas petition originated), and ordered the Circuit Court of Johnson County to carry out the Order of the Supreme Court. On the 5th day of December 2000, the Circuit Court of Johnson County, located at Mountain City Tennessee, issued its Final Judgment without an order of remand or transfer. The Department of Corrections correctly followed the Order of the Johnson County Circuit Court and removed the Murder from Stephenson’s Record. Sentencing Sheets, showing the dismissal of Stephenson’s murder conviction and sentence. Stephenson was notified, via Tennessee Department of Corrections Summary Sheet his conviction for first-degree murder and sentence of life without parole was back on his record and in force. Stephenson contacted the Sentencing Commission of the Tennessee Department of Corrections requesting the reason the murder conviction and life without parole sentence was reactivated, when the conviction and sentence had been ordered by the Court to be removed from Stephenson’s record. The answer given to Stephenson was simply, “the D.A. calculated ‘your’ case.” Stephenson submits there should have been some kind of judgment of conviction in order to place a conviction on his record. Stephenson was then given a copy of the E-Mail, sent by then Assistant District Attorney James Dunn. In that E- Mail, (then assistant attorney – now District Attorney General James Dunn), fraudulently stated he was a DA from Johnson City. He also requested a detainer be placed upon Stephenson to hold him in custody...as he was going to resentence Stephenson for his murder conviction. It was because of this ‘E-Mail,’ the State through the Department of Corrections, placed a first-degree murder conviction on Stephenson’s record.
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Do we want to live in a country where someone can be executed even though they don’t have legal conviction to back it up? This is some scary shit.

4.29.25

Misidentification=Injustice: The Texas Story of Tony Ford

Innocence Taken From Him

Tony Ford was just 18. On an evening in December of 1991, he picked up two brothers, Van and Victor Belton, and drove them to a nearby house. He waited in the truck while they went inside. The brothers broke in and got into a heated argument with an 18-year-old named Armando Murillo, his mother and two sisters were left unharmed. Tony knew they were there to settle a debt but had no idea the level of violence the Beltons intended. When they came back, he drove them home, thinking they’d just stolen some stuff as repayment. The next day, Tony was arrested without being told why. Earlier that day, Van had been caught after trying to hide in his loft, and his brother Victor and their dad were arrested trying to fight off the cops. When Tony found out about a capital murder charge, he was shocked; he had no idea anyone had been killed. He learned that Van shot Armando dead and threatened the women in the house. During his interrogation, Tony faced extreme verbal abuse and threats. Despite the pressure, he refused to have his innocence taken from him.

No Physical Evidence

Van Belton was in a tough spot, he could either pin the crime on Tony or rat out his brother, Victor. Of course, he chose to save his brother. Despite Van’s accusations, Tony clung tightly to what he knew to be true, he hadn’t done anything. Later, Armando’s sisters were shown lineups to identify the shooter. Initially, Victor wasn’t in the lineup, but Tony was. When the first sister fumbled her choice, detectives secretly and nefariously filled in the card to make it look like she’d identified Tony. When the second sister later identified Tony in a lineup, his face had already been all over the news. There was absolutely no physical evidence tying Tony to the crime. The only evidence was the testimony of a man trying to save his brother, the manipulated testimony of Armando’s sister and the media-influenced testimony of Armando’s other sister.

He Was Found Guilty

In contrast, the evidence against the Beltons was overwhelming. Matching bullets were found. Bloody clothes were found. Incriminating statements were made. Shockingly, Victor faced no charges beyond obstructing the police. Tony was denied access to funding to assemble a proper defense, specifically, misidentification experts. When Tony was convicted, a court reporter overheard police officers expressing their disbelief that he was found guilty. The same reporter later stated in the same affidavit that he saw prosecutors outside the courtroom before the trial pointing at Tony and asking the Belton sisters if he “looked like the man from that night.” After a long pause, the sisters could only respond with “Maybe.” Still, Tony was convicted and sentenced to death.

Travesty of Justice

In December of 2005, Tony’s execution was miraculously stayed by a state district judge named William Moody, pending new DNA testing. Since then, Tony’s legal team has fought to get more advanced and conclusive testing on Victor Belton’s improperly stored clothes. They’ve also fought to get judges to listen to eyewitness identification experts they’ve secured, who can explain how Tony was misidentified. This travesty of justice seems to be drawing close to another frightening moment, another execution date.

We cannot let Tony Ford be executed. He is innocent.

-The Rev. Dr. Jeff Hood

4.29.25

Lisa Jo Chamberlin: Hope for Life in Mississippi

On March 20, 2024, Lisa Jo Chamberlin participated in a gruesome murder. Fueled by drugs and rage, Lisa Jo’s boyfriend Roger Gillett masterminded the killing of his cousin Vernon Hulett and Hulett’s girlfriend Linda Heintzelman, due to their forcing Lisa Jo and Gillett to move out of their home, where they’d been for a few weeks. First, Gillett slashed the throat of Hulett and and beat him to death. Then, Gillett raped Heintzelman with a beer bottle, beat her repeatedly, stabbed her, suffocated her and killed her using a plastic bag over her head. Though Lisa Jo was not the mastermind behind it all, she participated, particularly by not doing everything she could to stop the carnage. Realizing what they’d done, Lisa Jo and Gillett knew they had to cover up what they’d just done. So, Lisa Jo helped Gillett chop up the bodies and stuff them in a freezer. Then, they loaded the body parts up and drove them to an abandoned farm in Kansas. For nine days, they were able to evade capture. Then, police got word of methamphetamine manufacturing on the farm. When they raided the place, they found the body parts and the couple were subsequently arrested. After sensational trials, Lisa Jo and Gillett were both convicted and each given two death sentences.

During Lisa Jo’s sentencing phase and thereafter, it became clear that she’d been abused physically, emotionally and sexually her entire life. Her biological father abused her starting when she was a toddler. Her mother abused her after her biological father left. After her mother remarried, her stepfather started to abuse her. On multiple occasions during her childhood, she was sexually assaulted by her half-brother. When she was in fourth grade, a teacher raped her. Desperate for love, she ended up marrying three different times and had a child with each one. Numerous partners abused and mistreated her. Of course, she turned to drugs to numb the pain. To say that Lisa Jo has had a rough life would be an understatement. Over and over again, nobody stepped in to help. The murders of Hulett and Heintzelman can be traced back to the repeated murder of Lisa Jo’s soul and spirit throughout her life.

Despite it all, I have found Lisa Jo to be one of the kindest people that I’ve ever met. When you speak to her, her spirit simply radiates love. She desperately wants to make sure that everyone around her feels seen and loved. How could this be? Truth is always more complicated than headlines. It’d be easy to call Lisa Jo a monster. It’s harder to look deeper. Unfortunately, we live in a society determined to throw away broken things. But if we take the time to engage, maybe we will find that that which we thought was broken just needed some space for repair. The sick deserve treatment
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