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“I’m the worst of the worst,” tears streamed down the face of Edmund Lopes as he addressed his congregation. “If God can save me, imagine what he can do for you?”

To some, Edmund Lopes was a born liar and killer. To others, he was the epitome of a ‘bad guy turned good’ by the grace of God. But was isn’t deniable is that he murdered two women and attempted to murder a third. He may even be responsible for the death of a fourth woman in a case that remains unsolved. Like many convicts, Lopes claimed to have discovered a Gideon Bible in prison and changed his ways. His manner and speech were so convincing that he eventually became pastor of a church in rural Washington. What his parishioners didn’t know that their new pastor was more than just a sinner...he was a serial killer. 

Edmund Lopes was born in Plymouth, Massachusetts in 1935. He had a seemingly normal childhood home with little in the way of abuse or poverty. His parents were Portuguese and he was raised Catholic. In his high school yearbook, his motto was “Speed is our safety over thin ice.” He loved Louie L’Amour novels, country-western music, and playing dominoes. 

He claimed that he joined the United States Marine Corps out of high school and played semi-professional football. But the slightly built Lopes stood only 5’3” and would be hard-pressed to play any position on the football field. He also claimed to be the cousin of singer Trini Lopez. 

Tall tales aside, by the time he was thirty, Lopes life looked to be a mess. He had divorced his first wife and left behind four children. He lived with a woman named Helen Hanson for a spell. She would die of “acute alcoholism” at the age of thirty-four while living with Lopes. But ten years later police would want to question him about her death. 

Because when Hanson died, a six-month-old baby was lying next to her. The baby had been left alone for four days before someone finally discovered her. 

Lopes would refuse to speak about Hanson. He instead skipped town, leaving Massachusetts for Illinois. 

“That was probably the beginning,” forensic psychologist Paula Orange said. “Lopes was a very good actor. He could figure out what people wanted from him and give that persona to them. What he couldn’t handle was his own ‘demons’, to use his Lopes' phraseology. He had something inside him that he couldn’t control and it is safe to say that it manifested itself in his relationship with Helen and his later wife.”

With very little in the way of job skills, he was hired to be the maintenance man at the Medinah Country Club in the suburbs of Chicago. 

“I can’t explain why I got into doing what I did,” Lopes said. “I can say it was the devil. He makes things so fun, you know? It was the thrill of it all. I should have known what was happening to me but I didn’t. I didn’t have any guidance. I read about guys like John Dillinger. Al Capone. I loved Charles Bronson. Guys who just did what they wanted. I wanted that. I loved that. It was a thrill to, you know, do the things I did. I had nothing else going on, man. That’s when the devil gets you. Idle hands.”

A full-fledged criminal by the age of thirty-four, Lopes would use the alias “Jasper Lopes” as he sought handyman work around suburban Illinois. He would meet a forty-three-year-old waitress in a Bensenville, Illinois restaurant and eventually marry her. Phyllis Brown was her name and she mostly kept to herself. 

But she stopped coming to work in June of 1970. A full month had elapsed before the police came calling to Jasper’s home, wanting to know where his wife was. 

Lopes was defensive, claiming that he didn’t know where or when his wife left. 

But he knew exactly where she was. He had killed her and buried her in a shallow grave of eighteen inches. 

Days later, however, Lopes would be on the prowl again. Staking out local bars and golf courses. He would meet a woman named Shirley Johnson who made the dreadful mistake of taking “Jasper” to her home in Itasca, IL. They would live together for nearly a month before she had enough of his tall tales. She ordered him to leave but Lopes would have none of it. 

He would stab and choke Shirley but she would miraculously survive the attack. Believing he had killed her, Lopes left the state of Illinois with the police hot on his trail. 

“It was the adrenaline rush, man,” Lopes recalled. “There was this compulsion inside me that I couldn’t control. No matter how much I prayed it came out. I needed deliverance. But no one helped me. I couldn’t help myself.”

Five months later, a construction crew would find Phyllis Brown’s body while they were installing a septic tank. Her body was badly decomposed and she was identifiable only because of the plaster on her arm. She had a cast placed on her limb some time before her fateful encounter with Lopes. 

The authorities could not locate the dangerous Lopes. “Jasper” as he called himself, hitchhiked to Florida where he would be arrested for check forgery. He was then transferred back to Illinois where he would face charges for his wife’s murder and the attempted murder of the woman in Itasca. It was an open and shut case as Edmund Lopes would be sentenced to 50-99 years for his crime.

But he would only serve twelve of them. In 1983, Lopes would be granted parole. He benefited from a law which only allowed parole board members to hear what the prisoner’s plans were and their behavior inside the jail. They were kept ignorant of the prisoner’s offenses. 

Lopes rehearsed his parole hearing speech day and night before his appeal. Charming and affable, he knew the exact words that would tickle the parole board’s ears. 

So they released him under the condition that he did not leave the state. 

Lopes didn’t waste any time. He immediately left the state of Illinois, making his way into Nebraska.

Once there, he met up with a woman named Joan to whom he had correspondence with. Taking full advantage of their “pen pal” program, he regaled her with a story of his spiritual redemption. But he held no job higher than a maintenance man and needed a high-concept story of why he was in prison. So he impressed his future bride with tales of his time as a mafia hitman. This, of course, preceded his humble conversion to Christianity. 

Joan had been in a bad marriage before. Her young daughter had been writing the convict initially before she took over. He sent her a photograph and they talked on the phone. Lopes let his “golden voice” do the work. Soon Joan was writing him every day.

On New Year’s Eve of 1979, Lopes called Joan collect in Nebraska. 

“Do you believe Jesus Christ is our high priest?” he asked. When Joan responded in the affirmative he asked her to declare their marriage vows over the phone call. “We don’t need a preacher or a priest. God is our witness,” he declared.

He nicknamed Joan as his “Angel.” She called him “Lover Boy.”

“What Joan experienced isn’t exactly uncommon,” Orange explained. “A lot of women become pen pals to prisoners. They’re subconsciously attracted to the dark element of it all. She could construct whatever personality she wanted out of Edmund. He wrote that he had killed two women. That didn’t bother her at all. He was a changed man. A Christian. The rationale was built in her from the get-go. She would put herself and her own family at risk by allowing this monster into her life. But she would see it that way.”

Four years after exchanging their marital vows over prison phone, the two finally met. 

On the run with his new bride, Lopes had picked the right state to escape to. Authorities in Illinois put Lopes on their “to find” list but seemed to have no sense of urgency in finding the violent parolee. 

Two years later, Lopes and his bride would leave Nebraska, finding solace in West Richland, Washington. Lopes would reinvent himself, becoming a pastor at a small Baptist church. 

“He was so convincing,” a parishioner of the church whom we’ll anonymously refer to as ‘Wally’ recalled. “You have to understand that these are people that are raised with the same values. The same narratives. So when someone comes along and repeats these same narratives they are pre-conditioned to accept them. Lopes instinctively knew this. He knew that all he had to do was tell them of his previous life as a sinner. In his case, he claimed to be a mafia hitman who killed over twenty people. And people in our church just ate it up. Because he was such a nice guy. He would go out of his way to help people. He would volunteer for everything. Visit relatives in the hospital. Be the referee at basketball games and the umpire for baseball. He was ‘Pastor Ed’”. 

No longer “Jasper the Criminal”, he reinvented himself as a Pastor. The small town of West Richland had less than 4,000 people. The First Baptist Church needed a new preacher. Only perhaps they didn’t need another small-town boy who rose up from the ranks of the choir procession. Perhaps they needed someone who was born in the dark and saw the light. Or at least someone who acted that way. 

The First Baptist Church of West Richland was just what you would expect. It sat in the basement of a cement block building. Lopes was given an “office”, a mobile home that stood next door to the building.

“I tell you,” Pastor Ed said to his growing congregation. “I have been to the bowels of hell. I have maimed and murdered. I was a hitman for the Mafia. The devil had a hold on me. But you know what? One night in prison, I just got on my knees and cried. I saw all of those people I had killed flash before my eyes. Twenty-five? Twenty-six faces? I lost count. I asked God to forgive me.”

“Chuck Colson heard about my story,” Lopes told his parishioners. “He came down to see me. So did Billy Graham. I prayed with those men. I saw tears stream down their cheeks. They’re just like you and me. They’re sinners. If they can be saved. If I can be saved. Then God can certainly save you.”

Lopes learned how to speak “Christian-ese”. He learned how to manipulate language, manipulate the people in the pew to see him as someone whom God forgave. He played the role of the dutiful pastor. Visiting people when they were sick. Charming them all, young and old. 

He would meet with a reporter named Wanda Briggs who wanted to write a feature about a “bad guy gone good.” She was pointed in the direction of “Pastor Ed,” hearing about the “golden-tongued” preacher who used to be a hitman for Murder Incorporated. Lopes was more than willing to give his story and Briggs began researching her piece. 

During a sit-down interview with Briggs, he regaled her with stories of the anger he felt being a soldier in Korea, his fast cars, women, gambling and the weapons he used on his “professional hits.” He told her about a sharpened stiletto that he strapped to the inside of his wrists and a 9mm pistol that he nicknamed “Betsy”. He also told her that he stabbed his wife. 

That was the only part of his story that was true. 

When she started checking out his story, she contacted the authorities and found out that Pastor Ed was indeed a fugitive. He was sent to jail but his parishioners posted a $50,000 bond on his behalf, setting him free for the time being. 

Lopes, of course, didn’t waste any time trying to manipulate his flock once again. 

He took to the pulpit the next Sunday, begging his parishioners for forgiveness. 

The majority of them did. 

But he would soon confess all of his sins. 

“He fooled a lot of people in the church obviously,” Wally recalled. “I remember another pastor came in after him from a neighboring church and saying something along the lines that we’re the lucky ones. I don’t know. It was eye-opening, that’s for sure. For me, I learned that people need to hear certain things. Especially in church. If you give them what they want to hear then they’ll forgive just about anything.”

“Con artists have different victims,” Orange said. “Sometimes it takes place in a pool hall. Sometimes in a used car lot. And a lot of times it happens in the church. Lopes was smart enough to know what to say to those people. He gave them the proper stimuli and they give him the response he knew he would get. It was rinse and repeat.”

It was now 1992 and the now fifty-seven-year-old pastor had a slew of congregants who testified on his behalf. These parishioners would travel from Washington state to Illinois to give a good word for the man who in the words of one man, “led me to Jesus.”

“You have to understand something,” Lopes said. “I made up the story about being a hitman to get their respect. I had to show them how Jesus can transform a man’s life. I couldn’t tell them the whole truth. If I did that, they would judge me. But if I worked for the mafia they would respect that. And I didn’t betray the parole board. They trusted me. I took the opportunity they gave me and became a new man.”

The parole board decided to send Lopes to jail for an additional three months for the violation. Meanwhile, his congregation had wholly forgiven him despite the lies. They even built a new church which he would be pastoring. 

Lopes would be released in May of 1992 and immediately headed back out to Washington. But Lopes wasn’t true Pastor material. Only three years later, he would move to Missouri. 

“The congregation soon grew tired of his lies,” Wally said. “He would tell someone one thing about himself and tell someone else a completely different story. Some thought he was in his early sixties while he told some he was in his mid-fifties. He lied, even about little stuff. It was nutty. But damn, he was a nice guy.”

Lopes prophecies that he couldn’t “stay out of the Devil’s clutches” would remain true. By 1997, he would be jailed again on a parole violation. The charge?

Bigamy.

Lopes loved women. He loved them so much that he married two of them. Shortly after he was paroled, he stayed with a woman in Westmont, Illinois. He had married her in 1980 but she had the marriage annulled in 1983. But this didn’t occur before he had left Illinois for Nebraska to marry his pen pal. 

“He had a golden tongue,” his Westmont wife recalled. “Certainly I was fooled and I think the man used me to get out of prison. He pretended that he was a Christian. He is real good at that.”

By 1997, he had been living alone and working as a day laborer before being arrested again. 

He would be transferred to the Dixon Correctional Center in Illinois where he would remain until his death.

His “golden tongue” rhetoric could no longer save him once behind bars for this final time. 

“I’m dying of heart and liver problems,” Lopes wrote to the governor of Illinois. “I am no longer a threat to society and wish to be released to a halfway house. I work here as a hospice volunteer. While it is rewarding work, I do not want to wind up like my fellow inmates. Edmund desperately does not want to die in jail.”

“His letters were a dead giveaway that he was a narcissist,” Orange said. “He often referred to himself in the third person. That’s sometimes a way for people to avoid responsibility for their actions.”

To the end, Lopes didn’t want to die in prison. He spent his days writing and re-writing a request for clemency. 

These letters would never reach the desk of Governor Pat Quinn. 

“He recognizes that all of the bad that has come to him in life was of his own doing,” Lopes pleaded. “But now his time approaches, and he wants a few fleeting moments at freedom once again. Please help me.”

No one would answer Lopes altar call this go around. He would die in prison and be cremated. 

His ashes would be stored at a mortuary for over eighteen months after his death. 

No one came forward to take possession of his ashes.
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For some people, the Catholic church has always been a place of respite. A place to practice their faith, and to commune with God. For others, the Catholic church has always been at the center of conspiracy and secrets. The Catholic church has always tried to keep the scandals that fall under their watchful eye under wraps, and for good reason. Many of them are so horrific that people would demand an overhaul of the entire system, for the safety of the victims. Of course, the scandals and conspiracies of the Catholic church date way, way back. For some, they are much more recent: in the last hundred years, or so.

Many people have different experiences with the Catholic church, that much is for sure. Despite the scandals, there can be no way to definitively say whether it’s the church itself, or the bad apples that are drawn to it for the positions of power they can take up. For those who met with Hans B. Schmidt, a German Roman Catholic priest, their experience with the Catholic church would be their last. 

With a Protestant father and a Catholic mother, Hans Schmidt was born in 1881, though the exact date isn’t known. He was born in Aschaffenburg, a Bavarian village. He was born to a large family, and as a child, he was already religiously devout, nearly obsessed with faith. His mother had sewn him a child-sized cassock that he wore everywhere, often earning him the name of “the
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