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QUESTIONING THE DEATH PENALTY 

 

FACT SHEET 

 

SR. HELEN PREJEAN BIO (source:  sisterhelen.org): 

 

Sister Helen Prejean is known around the world for her tireless work against the death 

penalty. She has been instrumental in sparking national dialogue on capital punishment and in 

shaping the Catholic Church’s vigorous opposition to all executions. 

 

Born on April 21, 1939, in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, she joined the Sisters of St. Joseph 

of Medaille (now known as the Congregation of St. Joseph) in 1957. She received a B.A. in 

English and Education from St. Mary’s Dominican College, New Orleans in 1962, and, in 1973, 

an M.A. in Religious Education from St. Paul’s University in Ottawa, Canada. She spent the 

following years teaching high school, and serving as the Religious Education Director at St. 

Frances Cabrini Parish in New Orleans and the Formation Director for her religious community. 

 

In 1982, after moving into the St. Thomas Housing Project in New Orleans in order to 

live and work with the poor, Sister Helen began corresponding with Patrick Sonnier, who had 

been sentenced to death for the murder of two teenagers. Two years later, when Patrick Sonnier 

was put to death in the electric chair, Sister Helen was there to witness his execution. In the 

following months, she became spiritual advisor to another death row inmate, Robert Lee Willie, 

who was to meet the same fate as Sonnier. 

 

After witnessing these executions, Sister Helen realized that this lethal ritual would 

remain unchallenged unless its secrecy was stripped away, and so she sat down and wrote a 

book, “Dead Man Walking: An Eyewitness Account of the Death Penalty in the United States.” 

“Dead Man Walking” hit the shelves when national support for the death penalty was over 80% 

and, in Sister Helen’s native Louisiana, closer to 90%. The book ignited a national debate on 

capital punishment and it inspired an Academy Award winning movie, a play and an opera. 

Sister Helen also embarked on a speaking tour that continues to this day. 

 

Sister Helen works with people of all faiths (including agnostics and atheists), but her 

voice has had a special resonance with her fellow Catholics. Over the decades, Sister Helen has 

made personal approaches to two popes, John Paul II and Pope Francis, urging them to establish 

the Catholic Church’s position as unequivocally opposed to capital punishment under any 

circumstances. After Sister Helen’s urging, under John Paul II the catechism was revised to 

strengthen the church’s opposition to executions, although it allowed for a very few exceptions. 

Not long after meeting with Sister Helen in August of 2018, Pope Francis announced new 

language of the Catholic Catechism which declares that the death penalty is inadmissible because 

it is an attack on the inviolability and dignity of the person, with no exceptions. 

 

Today, although capital punishment is still on the books in 30 states in the USA, it has 

fallen into disuse in most of those states. Prosecutors and juries alike are turning away from 

death sentences, with the death penalty becoming increasingly a geographical freak. Sister Helen 

continues her work, dividing her time between educating the public, campaigning against the 
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death penalty, counseling individual death row prisoners, and working with murder victims’ 

family members. Sister Helen’s second book, The Death of Innocents: An Eyewitness Account 

of Wrongful Executions, was published in 2004; her third book, River of Fire: My Spiritual 

Journey, was published in 2019. 

 

Sister Helen’s books are available for purchase on Amazon, Barnes and Noble, and 

other sites. 

 

UPDATES FROM VIDEOS: 

 

The video series is copyrighted 2007, so we have tried to update some of the facts stated in the 

videos. 

 

Session One “Crossing the Breach” 

 

Statement:  US has killed 1000 people since Death Penalty was re-instituted in 1976.  

Update: 1543 people have been executed through 2020 (deathpenaltyinfo.org) 

 

Statement:  87% of people executed since 1976 killed white people  

Update: currently 75% (deathpenaltyinfo.org) 

 

Statement:  of the victims of homicide in this country, over 50% are people of color.  

Update: 48% for 2019, 55% for 2020 (FBI stats) 

 

Statement: 10 southern states have done over 80% of executions since 1976 as opposed to fewer 

than 1% in North East.  

Update:  As of now, the "South" has done 81.7% of executions, and "Northeast" fewer than 1%. 

(deathpenaltyinfo.org) 

 

Statement: 21% of people identified Joan of Arc as Noah's wife.  

Update:  according to Pew and other sources, that number is 12% 

 

Session Two “What in God’s Name” 

 

Statement: poverty has risen under George W. Bush by 17%.  

Update: That statistic was not fact-checked. However, since 2010, the poverty rate fell from over 

15% to about 10.5% in 2018, then started rising, to 11.4% in 2020. 

 

Session Five “Next Steps” 

 

Statement: poverty has risen 17% over the last 6 years under the Bush administration.  

Update:  That statistic was not fact-checked. However, since 2010, the poverty rate fell from 

over 15% to about 10.5% in 2018, then started rising to 11.4% in 2020. 

 

This session contains a discussion regarding how Justice Antonin Scalia looks at the 

Constitution.  However, he has since died, so his views may be less relevant now. 



 3 

UPCOMING EXECUTIONS NATIONALLY 

 

 As of April 25, 2022, there are 12 executions scheduled throughout the United States for 

the rest of 2022.  This number does not include executions that were previously scheduled but 

have been stayed or where a reprieve has been granted.  

 

COSTS FOR THE DEATH PENALY IN ARIZONA 

 

 The estimated cost for prosecuting a death penalty case in Arizona is $3 - $4 million.  

(kvoa.com, 4/9/21)  The average length of stay for a person on death row in Arizona, since 1992, 

is 17.44 years.  (corrections.az.gov)  The cost to house a person in an Arizona state prison is 

nearly $26,000 per year.  (azcentral.com, 1/6/22) 

 

PRAYER VIGIL FOR CLARENCE DIXON 

 

 There will be a prayer vigil for Clarence Dixon at the Arizona State Capitol, 1700 W. 

Washington, Phoenix on May 10 at 6:00 pm.  Details and registration information: 

 

Vigil for Life on Death Row 

 

Information is also available on the Arizona Faith Network website, 

https://www.arizonafaithnetwork.org, under Upcoming Meetings and Events. 

 

VIGIL FOR CLARENCE DIXON AT FLORENCE STATE PRISON 

 

There will also be a vigil for Clarence Dixon at Florence State Prison on May 11th @ 9 - 10 AM.  

Details and registration information: 

 

Vigil at Florence State Prison May 11 

 

CALL GOVERNOR DUCEY 

 

Please call Governor Ducey and ask him to stop the execution of Clarence Dixon.  The 

Governor’s phone number is 602-542-4331, press 4 to leave a message. 

https://www.facebook.com/events/1164716547700369/?acontext=%7B%22ref%22%3A%2252%22%2C%22action_history%22%3A%22%5b%7B%5C%22surface%5C%22%3A%5C%22share_link%5C%22%2C%5C%22mechanism%5C%22%3A%5C%22share_link%5C%22%2C%5C%22extra_data%5C%22%3A%7B%5C%22invite_link_id%5C%22%3A327043232685898%7D%7D%5d%22%7D
https://www.arizonafaithnetwork.org/
https://forms.gle/Un4BPxSxzzdKex4V7

