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Last week, Rev. Jeff Hood was in Florida to watch Dusty Spencer be executed. Dusty didn’t want family or friends to attend the execution. He only wanted Hood to be by his side, performing last rites. When Dusty asked him to do this, Hood didn’t hesitate to say yes. That’s just the kind of person he is.

Hood has attended twelve executions in almost three and a half years. The first was Scott Eizember in Oklahoma. “I saw a need and stepped in,” Hood told me. That’s his approach with a lot of the things he’s done in the last twenty years: getting involved in Troy Davis’s case in Georgia while a theology student at Emory University, marching at protests, even organizing the Black Lives Matter (BLM) protest in Dallas, Texas, in July 2016, which ended tragically with five police officers’ deaths. Whenever Hood sees a need, he is there, no questions asked.

The path he took is a long way from the ministry he imagined when he was ordained as a Southern Baptist minister at The Rock Baptist Church in Rex, Georgia, in June 12, 2006. At the time, Hood was only twenty-two years old and would have no idea the transformation that would take place within him. He is even practicing his ministry in a different tradition altogether: Old Catholicism, a lineage that predates the Reformation and extends the priesthood to those the Roman Catholic Church would turn away.

Today, Rev. Hood, as he is known to his congregation at St. Oscar Romero Old Catholic Church in Little Rock, Arkansas, is committed to living his faith through action. Of course, showing up comes with consequences. There are those who see courage in his ministry and those who see recklessness. Some might call him radical; Hood counters that he’s only doing what Jesus would have done. Despite the polarization, he has consistently chosen presence over distance, involvement over neutrality—if only we would all be so brave.

Each execution breaks him; the gruesome details stay with him; his inability to stop each execution haunts him. In the aftermath of Dusty Spencer’s execution, Hood will likely do what he has done so many times before: paint what he cannot say and write what he cannot carry alone.

Writing, in particular, is one thing that has saved him all these years. He has written from hotel rooms after executions, from long drives home, from moments of disappointment, exhaustion, grief, and unanswered prayer. This collection anthologizes twenty pieces of Hood’s work, one for every year of his ordained ministry. It is not a greatest-hits collection or an attempt to settle old arguments. It is a record that faith must become visible and embodied. Presence, in Hood’s work, is not sentimentality or agreement. It is a refusal to leave people alone at the moments when society decides they are no longer worth accompanying.

Whether expressing his frustration with the activist movement in a HuffPost op-ed or detailing what he saw in Kenny Smith’s death chamber, Hood is not afraid to say what we all need to hear. When he participated in the BLM protest in Dallas, for instance, he said something that news outlets pounced on: “God damn White America!” Instantly, he became alienated to those on the right, if he wasn’t already. But it is what we all needed to hear, especially Christians. As he said later in a sermon he delivered at Trinity Presbyterian Church in Denton, Texas, “I’m tired of hearing about ‘White America.’ There is no ‘White America.’ There is only America. I’m also tired of hearing about ‘White Christianity.’ There is no ‘White Christianity.’ There is only Christianity. A Christianity that is white is not Christianity. I wish a few more people would start damning everything that is contrary to love and justice.”

Indeed, Hood works in the service of love and justice. That’s clear from the pieces chosen for this collection (which have been lightly edited for clarity). Some of them might not be comfortable to read. You may not agree with every word. But you’ll be asked to consider whether suffering belongs only to those who endure it, and whether love is something we merely feel or something we practice.

“Our ability to develop love for each other makes us divine,” Hood writes in “Our Moral Imagination Continues to be Put to Death in the Execution Chamber.” Whether or not we believe ourselves divine, we would all do well to put love into practice.

Kat Bodrie

Director of Publications, Execution Intervention Project

June 29, 2026
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1. Don’t You Dare Turn Your Head: The Self-Immolation of the Rev. Charles Moore
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Patheos  •  June 24, 2014

Hood’s first major op-ed to gather widespread attention and influence was published the day after Charles Moore, a retired Methodist pastor, set himself on fire in a Texas parking lot. Hood sees in Moore a martyrdom the church would rather dismiss as “madness.”

––––––––
[image: ]


The fiery passion of 79-year-old retired United Methodist pastor The Rev. Charles Moore is raging in my soul right now. On June 23 around 5:30 p.m., Moore exited his vehicle in Grand Saline, Texas, doused his body with gasoline and set himself on fire. After rescue efforts by bystanders, Moore was taken by helicopter to Parkland Hospital in Dallas and eventually died late last night. Based on notes left behind, Moore chose to self-immolate based on his frustration with the United Methodist Church’s position on human sexuality, opposition to the death penalty, disdain for racism (especially in his hometown of Grand Saline) and his deep anger at Southern Methodist University’s decision to house the George W. Bush Presidential Center.

Rev. Moore knew how we would react. On June 22, the day before he self-immolated, Moore wrote, “I know that some will judge me insane.” When I first shared Moore’s story with a table full of people at a Dallas restaurant, everyone immediately declared him insane. I know different.

While a graduate student in history at the University of Alabama, I spent six months studying self-immolations that took place in both the United States and in Vietnam during the Vietnam War. With stark consistency, the persons who self-immolated that I studied were remarkably sane and unquestionably persons of deep conviction. The temptation of the hour will be to turn our heads and call The Rev. Charles Moore insane. If we do, we should also turn our heads from Jesus and call him insane too. For we must not forget, Jesus sat in the Garden of Gethsemane and made a conscious, clear decision to step out into death, just like Moore.

Instead of judging Rev. Moore, maybe we should try to ignite the passion for justice that burned so brightly in his life in ours. When Texas tries to execute Manuel Vasquez on August 6, maybe we should do something more than simply turn our heads and protect our dignity. When our churches and societies ignore racial segregation and discrimination, maybe we should do something more than simply turn our heads and protect our pride. When we are asked to perform a same-sex wedding ceremony or ordain a same-gender loving person, maybe we should do something more than turn our heads and protect our salaries/pensions. When institutional injustices occur all around us, maybe we should do something more than turn our heads and bless them with our silence. I will go to bed this evening thankful for the public witness of The Rev. Charles Moore and pray that the church would garner even an ounce of his passion and courage.

On a personal note, I serve on the Board of Directors of the Texas Coalition to Abolish the Death Penalty. Rev. Moore helped found the organization. Because Moore lived, I am able to do the work that I do. My respect for Moore is unwavering and I am proud to follow in his footsteps. Jesus asks us to give our lives and Moore did.

Tonight, my passion for Jesus burns as intensely as ever. When I look straight ahead into the dark, I see Moore’s bespectacled image burning. I see Moore giving his life so that others might live. I refuse to turn my head. I know that Jesus is speaking to me from there. The courage of a passionate follower of Jesus can set the world afire with love. May the great martyrdom of The Rev. Charles Moore make it so.

Amen.
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