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January 1, 2024


Stop Nitrogen Hypoxia: Meet Us in Alabama!
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In a little over three weeks, the State of Alabama intends to strap a mask on the face of Kenny Smith as tight as possible to create an airtight.  Then, prison officials will step back, allow nitrogen to flow into the mask and wait for Smith to be declared dead.  If successful, this new execution procedure known as “nitrogen hypoxia” will become the latest option in a long line of procedures dubbed more humane than the last.  Think about it, in the late 1800s...the electric chair was considered merciful compared to hanging, in the 1980s...lethal injection was hailed as a simple medical procedure compared to electrocution and now...nitrogen hypoxia is being sold as something that just makes the condemned drift away from this life on a cloud.  In each of these moments, innovation was sold as progress.  Of course, anyone with any sort of understanding of what true progress is...realizes that killing is never progress.  Executions are as morally fraught then as it is now...no matter what method is used to carry it out.

Presently, I am fighting to save the life of Kenny Smith with a broad coalition of partners.  We all believe that Smith’s is a life that’s worth saving.  But we’re not unaware of the fact that if Kenny Smith is killed by nitrogen hypoxia...a great many will be killed after him by the same method.

The arrival of this moment is due at least in part to the vast successes of the abolition movement.

Lethal injections are harder to carry out than they ever have been before.  Drugs have become nearly impossible to acquire.  Litigation has created roadblocks to easy implementation.  Campaigns to abolish the death penalty has created more scrutiny than ever before.  It’s as if all this success has led to the need for a much easier means of execution.

Enter nitrogen hypoxia...

If you decided you needed a cylinder of nitrogen gas, there are places that could get it by the end of the day.  The nitrogen hypoxia protocol is far simpler than the lethal injection protocol.  There is no need for needles, searching for veins or a whole host of possibly complicating factors.  The training required to successfully perform such an execution is less specialized.  If you can strap someone down and put a mask over their face then you can perform the execution procedure.  It has even been reported that the method is also much cheaper...which would make sense...since nitrogen hypoxia requires so much less to make it work.  I could go on...but the point is that states are going to sprint to this new method of execution if it lives up to the ease that is being promised.

So what is the abolitionist to do?

Most seem to just want to do nothing...except sit back and watch to see if it works...until it directly comes to their state.  Such thinking is deeply misguided.  Because, by the time nitrogen hypoxia gets to your state it will be too late.  The floodgates of a new wave of executions will be upon you.  Now...Kenny Smith...is the moment to take our stand.

I am asking you to join us in the fight to save the life of Kenny Smith.  For Kenny of course.  But also, for the people sitting on death rows around the country who could be next.

Will you meet us in Alabama?

––––––––
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Sign the petition to say, “NO TO NITROGEN HYPOXIA!”

https://actionnetwork.org/petitions/say-no-to-the-gas-chamber
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January 2, 2024


Parable of the Rock from Death Row: Jeff Hood & Bart Johnson
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The Rev. Dr. Jeff Hood, Death Row Spiritual Advisor

Bart Johnson, Prisoner on Alabama’s Death Row

Matthew 7:24-29

Parable of the Rock from Death Row: Jeff Hood & Bart Johnson

The ones that build their house on the rock.  That’s who we’re supposed to want to be right?  Not the sinking sand that won’t hold the house.  But...what is the rock?  Throughout its history, the church has taught that the rock is Jesus and we are supposed to put our house...or our lives...on the rock.  Such might be true...but the problem is that church answers are rarely applicable to the outside world...the experiences of real human beings...the experiences of us.  Sure, Jesus is the rock.  But what does that mean?  Perhaps, it’s more helpful to think about the perfect ideals that Jesus represents...for our purposes in this writing...think love and justice.  Thinking about building your house on these rocks changes the way we think about the passage.

What does it mean to build your house on the rock of love?  When we give our lives to love...to the rock...we are doing more than simply moving our partial love around when it suites us...we are consciously making a decision to love without limit from wherever we are.  Love on the rock is timeless and unshakeable.  The rock is about us learning to give love in ways that are unshakeable.  Building our house on the rock of love means that we have decided to not be moved by the emotions and feelings of the day....we have decided to be a rock in the lives of all that we encounter.  We have decided to love as Jesus loves...selflessly and endlessly.  We have decided to love our neighbor as we love ourselves.  That is what it means to be the rock...for our house to be located on the rock.

What does it mean to build your house on the rock of justice?  The work of justice is full of people who take up causes for a minute...yet never build their house on justice itself...a permanent place to carry out the work of justice.  Those who plant themselves firmly in justice do not keep rebuilding their house.  They demand justice for all that they encounter.  They stand for justice no matter how dark the hour.  They are not easily swayed by what is happening around them...for they have built their house on the rock of justice...they will not be moved by circumstances no matter how insurmountable they are.  When we decide to fight for justice for others as just as hard as we seek justice for ourselves...that is what it means to be firmly planted on the rock of justice.

The rock is so much more than otherworldly fantasies that feel out of reach.  Jesus is present with us.  We can know the rock.  We can know love.  We can know justice.  Whatever you want to call the rock...we can know it.  There is no greater venture in life than to find the rock...your rock...the place where you firmly build your house.  If you build anywhere else...anywhere but the rock...you will find that you are building your house on sinking sand.
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January 3, 2024


Walk Away: On Moral Embarrassment, Alabama & Kenny Smith
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Earlier today I came across the following headline,

“The Alabama Supreme Court has officially given the order to carry out the nation’s first nitrogen hypoxia execution.”

The article contained the following announcement,

“Starting at 12 a.m. on the 25th, the Alabama Department of Corrections will have 30 hours to execute Smith with nitrogen gas. The order expires at 6 a.m. on Jan. 26. If successful, Smith will be the nation’s first execution by nitrogen hypoxia.”

When the Pharisees caught a woman in adultery, they sent out a similar order.  I can just imagine,

“Religious leaders officially give out order for woman caught in adultery to be stoned!”

The article might have given a place,

“The Temple courts...”

There are assumptions contained in both announcements.

The Alabama Supreme Court thinks that it has the moral authority to set the time and place of the murder of someone.  The religious leaders in Jesus’ day did too.

The Alabama Supreme Court thinks that it has the moral authority to set the method to kill someone.  The religious leaders of Jesus’ day did too.

If this execution goes forward, Kenneth Smith will be drug into Alabama’s execution chamber as a guilty man.  No one disputes that he committed a horrible crime.  The Pharisees dragged the adulterous woman to her execution as someone who was guilty.  No one disputed it.

When the rocks were about to start flying, Jesus defiantly declared, “Let you who are without sin cast the first stone.”  I have no doubt that Jesus is saying the same thing to all who think they have the moral authority to kill Kenneth Smith, “Let you who are without sin cast the first nitrogen hypoxia.”

After hearing the convicting words of Jesus, one by one the religious leaders walked away in embarrassment.  In the coming weeks, as I and many others campaign to remind people that Kenneth Smith is a person both made in the image of God and deeply loved by God.  I hope that all officials involved with this horrific moment in Alabama will have the same moral embarrassment that the religious leaders did.  I hope they will consider the magnitude of their own sins...and simply walk away.
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January 4, 2024


The United Nations, Kenny Smith & Alabama: Nuanced
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The United Nations (a panel of their experts) issued a press release today entitled, “United States: UN experts alarmed at prospect of first-ever untested execution by nitrogen hypoxia in Alabama.”  In it, various international experts call for Kenneth (Kenny) Smith’s execution in Alabama to be stayed...citing their concern that the method of nitrogen hypoxia could possibly result in a “painful and humiliating” death.  Of course, they’re right.  There is no doubt in my mind that Alabama doesn’t know what’s going to happen when their protocol is carried out.  How could they?  The execution method of nitrogen hypoxia has never been tried before.  As Kenny’s spiritual advisor, I have a tremendous amount at stake in this conversation.  If the method goes wrong or is botched, I could also be in danger.  Which is what brings me to a somewhat nuanced view of the usefulness of the statement that the United Nations put out.

For decades, the United Nations has released statements such as this about executions in the United States.  For decades, such statements have been ignored.  As a child of the South (even educated in Alabama), I know a little bit about the pride that runs deep in the Southern consciousness.  Across a broad spectrum of identities, Southerners are known for not taking kindly to unsolicited outside advice.  This is why I often question the thinking that the United Nations is going to be one of the vehicles to stop one of these executions.  If anything, it seems like most Southerners are going to respond in the opposite direction...i.e. a press release from the (sometimes derided) United Nations is going to make Southern politicians and judges want to proceed with the execution even more.  Southern politicians love thumbing their noses at outside experts.  I’m not advocating for the closed thinking of my fellow Southerners...I’m just saying that such thinking is what it is... and I have found these statements/releases less than helpful in our efforts to persuade Southern politicians and judges to stop an execution.

While I am thankful for the words of the United Nation’s experts and the efforts that many experts familiar with the case have put forward to secure this statement (and it is certainly helpful in some quarters), I want to make sure that people advocating for Kenny realize the possible consequences of relying solely (or even primarily) on such a release for their advocacy.  Southern politicians and judges need to hear from Southerners if we are ever going to be able to stop this or any other execution.  Presently, we must concentrate on mobilizing people and getting our message out in Alabama.

Kenny (and everyone else threatened by this nitrogen hypoxia method) deserves all the energy you have.
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January 4, 2024


A Vision, Dumpsters and Kenneth Smith in Alabama
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Deep in prayer this evening, I sought God’s guidance.  I was transported to another place.  There, I saw dumpsters full of people.  Each dumpster was labeled in particular ways.  The labels didn’t seem to matter as much as the dumpsters full of people.  As I stood there, I kept seeing people thrown away in different dumpsters.  Each time, a label was affixed to the person, and they were placed in the dumpster that corresponded to their label.  As I tried to ascertain what was going on, I realized that society was declaring that these people don’t matter based on the label that was affixed to them.  I began to cry at the inhumanity of it all.  Then, I saw a person that I had pretended didn’t matter...that I had ignored...in a dumpster of my own creation.  Quickly, I realized that all are guilty of creating dumpsters where we throw people away.  Indeed, it quickly becomes horrifically apparent that modernity is defined by one thing...our dumpsters full of people we have discarded.  I called out to God, “We must save these people from this fate!”  Without saying a word, God pointed to a dumpster full of the vilest people one could imagine.  I recognized some of them from my work on various death rows.  Others I’d known from the news.  Still others from crimes that had been committed against people that I love.  After a few seconds, God demanded of me, “Are you ready to empty that dumpster?  Are you ready to bring them back?”  It took me a second.  Some of the people that I saw had hurt so many people.  In my hesitation, I heard God say, “If you leave them in there, you will be leaving part of yourself, your children and your children’s children in there as well.”  I didn’t understand.  “What you have done to the least of these you have done to me,” God reminded me.  Then, I realized that the presence of God that had been guiding me was in the dumpster of people I was hesitant to release.  I realized that I was the impediment for people seeing the hand of God in the land of the living...because I was responsible for leaving God...and a variety of others in the dumpster.  My heart was overwhelmed.  The presence of God became as real as I have ever encountered.  “No more dumpsters,” God said, “No more dumpsters.”

On January 25, the State of Alabama intends to kill Kenneth (Kenny) Smith.  Kenny matters because we all matter.  If Kenny doesn’t matter, then none of us matters.  If our society is ever to become healthy, our mindset has to change from subtraction to addition.  Indeed, the path of God is always...and has always been...about pulling people out of the dumpster instead of putting people in.
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January 7, 2024


Wineskins bust.: Parables from Death Row: Hood & Johnson
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Bart Johnson, Prisoner on Alabama’s Death Row

The Rev. Dr. Jeff Hood, Death Row Spiritual Advisor

Wineskins bust.  You can’t put new wine in old wineskins.  Such information seems meaningless unless you care about wineskins.  Then again, the parables of Jesus always seem meaningless until we figure out a way to give them meaning...until we find a way to make them meaningful...meaningful to our moment.  Some parables age better than others.  The wineskins seem a little dense because most of us don’t even know what a wineskin is.  Wine comes in a bottle.  Right?  So how do these parables even have meaning?  Why should they matter?  Shouldn’t these old parables be meaningless amidst new understandings?  Simply be unable to fit into our moment?  Again, we have got to find a way to make them matter...or...all the stories...all the parables...are a bust.

Maybe the point is for the story to bust.  Think about it.  Why do we spend so much time trying to make stories or lessons fit into our containers?  The Gospel should be busting out.  Right?  If the Gospel fits into a container...then it’s not the Gospel.  So, what’s all this foolishness about wineskins?  Even in the freest of circumstances, you have got to have a container in order to drink wine.  Then again, there is a difference between when the wine flows freely and the wine is rationed.  If the wine is flowing freely, then the container can’t hold it...because we keep drinking it.  Perhaps banquets always bust containers...always bust wineskins?

Old wineskins allow the wine to flow more freely...because we have to drink it to keep it from busting out.

New wineskins allow the wine to sit and ferment...because wine tastes better the longer it sits.

It's all so confusing.

Old or new?  Maybe we just need to throw out the wineskins altogether?  Seems like it’s more expedient to just drink wine where we find it.  Does there have to be wineskins?  Containers can be so constricting.
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January 9, 2024


God Died in Alabama...Suffocated By Nitrogen Hypoxia.
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God died in Alabama.  The death wasn’t natural.  The manner was a homicide.  God suffocated.  Never to be heard from again.  Maybe not viscerally.  How could one murder God?  Sometimes our minds are imprisoned by the constraints of imagination.

The death of God happened when morality slowly expired in the hearts and minds of Alabamians.  When the populace became convinced that Jesus’ admonition to “Love your neighbor as you Love yourself” was a silly admonition for those who don’t understand the complexities of society.  I mean Love is such a strong word.  Besides, who is one’s neighbor?  The only neighbors that most Alabamians know are the neighbors who look just like them.  Such a lack of awareness is deadly when it comes to God.  We are talking about a God who thrives on Love for all.  Societies are judged from the bottom up not the top down.  Under such a measurement, all begins at the bottom.  So where does the death of all lead?  If God Loves all...then to not Love all is to not Love God.  Without Love God becomes nothing more than a figment of the imagination of a populace.  Something that they think they know something about...but truly have no knowledge of whatsoever.  God breathes Love in and exhales Love out.  Without Love, God has no breath.  God is suffocated.  God dies.  Indeed, God died in Alabama when it left what should have been its’ first Love...the God whose name is Love.

Suffocation.  The suffocation of Love.  Such suffocation is obviously at the forefront of the minds of Alabamians right now.  In fact, the State is trying very hard to become the first State to execute someone using the method of suffocation...calling it nitrogen hypoxia.  Kenny Smith was convicted of a heinous murder over 30 years ago and now Alabamians are determined to suffocate him.  Why?  Love is dead in the hearts of Alabamians...and all manner of lunacy has become common.  Can you imagine the Love of God ever leading someone to suffocate someone else?  Love doesn’t do such things.

Alabamians have killed God.  Love is gone.  Love suffocated.  Love was executed via nitrogen hypoxia.
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