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Paul Holdengraber: 
Good evening, good evening, my name is Paul Holdengraber. I'm the Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library, known as "Live from the New York Public Library." My goal here at the library is to make the lions roar, and if I'm successful, to make this institution levitate.

Victor Hugo said, "Ouvrir une écoles, c'est fermer une prison. To open a school is to close a prison." For helping to secure Sister Helen Prejean tonight, I wish to thank Anthony Romero, the Executive Director of the American Civil Liberties Union. Thank you, Anthony, very much.

I could not be more honored and pleased to be
 welcoming to this stage to discuss the inhumanity of the criminal justice system Sister Helen Prejean and Bryan Stevenson.

[applause]

Paul:  
For bringing to my attention "Just Mercy," the extraordinary new book by Bryan Stevenson, I have Julie Grau, the publisher of Spiegel & Grau, to thank.

Last time we worked together, Julie brought to my attention "Decoded" by Jay‑Z. It was an extraordinary night, as this one, I feel, will be. Julie, thank you. Thank you also, London King, her fabulous publicist.

Might I also thank my wife, Barbara Wansbrough, for rightfully insisting that Bryan Stevenson be live from the New York Public Library tonight.

[applause]

Paul:  
Thank you, Barbara. I recall her reading aloud, and with passion, passages, to me, from "Just Mercy." Permit me to quote a few so that you understand and hear, before the conversation, how Bryan's work is both excellent and essential.

Incidentally, Bryan will be signing his book after the event, as will Sister Helen Prejean. Please do get a copy of "Just Mercy" ‑‑ 192 Books is here to sell it to you ‑‑ and "Dead Man Walking," which will benefit the Ministry Against the Death Penalty.

In "Just Mercy," Stevenson writes, "My work with the poor and incarcerated has persuaded me that the opposite of poverty is not wealth. The opposite of poverty is justice."

In another passage, Bryan writes about his grandmother, who was the daughter of people who were enslaved in Caroline County, Virginia, in the 1880s.

"When I visited her, she would hug me so tightly I could barely breathe. After a little while, she would ask me, 'Bryan, do you still feel me hugging you?' If I said yes, she would let me go. 'You can't understand most of the important things from a distance, Bryan. You have to get close,' she told me all the time."

While spending a few weeks, while still a student, working for the Southern Prisoners Defense Committee, Bryan met the Director of the SPDC, Steve Bright. "Bryan," Steve Bright said, "capital punishment means them without the capital get the punishment."

Finally, I would like to read to you the final paragraph of the introduction to this extraordinary book. "Finally, I've come to believe that the true measure of our commitment to justice, the character of our society, our commitment to the rule of law, fairness, and equality cannot be measured by how we treat the rich, the powerful, the privileged, and the respected among us."

"The true measure of our character is how we treat the poor, the disfavored, the accused, the incarcerated, and the condemned. We are all implicated when we allow other people to be mistreated. An absence of compassion can corrupt the decency of a community, a state, a nation."

"Fear and anger can make us vindictive and abusive, unjust and unfair, until we all suffer from the absence of mercy and we condemn ourselves as such as we victimize others. The closer we get to mass incarceration and extreme levels of punishment, the more I appreciate that we all need mercy, we all need justice, and perhaps we all need some measure of unmerited grace."

For the last seven years or so, I've asked my guests to give me a biography of themselves in seven words, a haiku of sorts. The seven words of each one of our guests, I want you to listen to them very carefully.

I could think though, before I give you those seven words, of no better pairing than having Bryan Stevenson in conversation with Sister Helen Prejean. I hope they make us think, perhaps feel uncomfortable or less comfortable, and push us to act.

Sister Helen Prejean's seven words ‑‑ human, Jesus follower, activist, sister, storyteller, writer, traveler. Bryan Stevenson, broken by poverty, injustice, condemnation, but hopeful.

It is an honor to welcome to the New York Public Library Sister Helen Prejean and Bryan Stevenson.

[applause]

Sister Helen Prejean:  

I guess it's up to us, huh, Bryan?

Bryan Stevenson:  


I guess that's right, I guess that's right.

Sister Helen:  
You know, we both are southerners and we're both storytellers, so that'll be really good. You all can listen if you want to, and then at the end I think maybe you all could get in on it too. I want to just say at the outset, Dead Man Walking's been out there over 20 years and we're still working at it. The traveler part, the last word, is just getting to the people, just getting to the people. Telling a story, waking the people up.

But Bryan's book is just coming out, and I want you to know, I'm in the role tonight of, like John of Baptist's encounter with Jesus, like listen to him.

[laughter]

Sister Helen:  
I'm going to be telling my stories, don't worry, don't worry. You're not going to be able to escape that. But Bryan's story and what he's standing for is just so good. Bryan, how did you happen to do this book? Was it something you automatically wanted to do, or...?

Bryan:  
No, I'll be honest. I was resisting writing a book for a really long time. As you know, our lives are full. We're spending a lot of time with a lot of people who are in great need. People who are condemned, people who are incarcerated, and we can't meet all of the needs of the people who need help.

That can make you feel like you don't have time for anything other than trying to meet those needs. I've been privileged over the last 15, 20 years to see your staff grow at the Equal Justice Initiative. That's given me a little space to do things. It's really on their shoulders that I get to do a lot of the things that I do.

But I was really feeling this gap that you and I see all the time. The things that we see, I believe if more people saw, they would think differently about so many of these issues.

I do think that following your witness and lead and the way you were able to expose people to the ugliness of the death penalty, the heartbreak of the death penalty that maybe writing a book would give space for people to come and join us on this journey, to go with us in these difficult places. But hopefully see the hope and the possibility for justice that you and I see.

Sister Helen:  
I always thought a book was just a passive thing. Like you go in a bookstore...Because in the south we'd talk to each other. When you talking, you know you got the people. But you go in the bookstore, there's a book. It can't have a little finger that comes saying, "Read me." It just sits there until you get the word out about it. You just have to choose the book, you have to choose to read it. I resisted too.

But now that I've seen the power of a book, we are in this library. I just went into the periodical room. To read is to meet people of the world and to inhabit experiences that we'll never have. Bryan, what's so good about what you're doing, and I want to go there with you. Because I know defense lawyers for poor people in Louisiana are not invited to the big cocktail parties. They are not respected for what they do.

"You're what, representing that scum?" It's a terrible culture in which automatically poor people that do crimes are automatically considered guilty and if you represent them...Have you ever been thrown into jail because of, for contempt of court? Like Millard [inaudible][09:56] , he was thrown into jail because he asked the judge not to call his African‑American client by only his first name. [inaudible][10:03], "Your Honor, I object." He spent the night in jail.

Bryan:  
I've never been held in contempt, but that...It's interesting, because I think for poor people and people of color, going to court is always a threatening, and menacing, and intimidating experience. I think for many defense lawyers it's the same way because you're going to meet tremendous hostility, you're going to meet tremendous anger.

I've been practicing law for a really long time and I've never felt like that's where I belong. Because you see so much pain and anguish there.

I think in a lot of ways I've benefited from the presumptions that people had, because a lot of times they don't expect me to actually be the lawyer. In fact, I tell this story.

I was in a court room in the Midwest not too long ago. We started representing children prosecuted as adults. When I talk about this presumption of guilt that poor people and people of color are born with, that's one of our great challenges in American.

We've got black and brown children in this country born with a presumption of guilt and dangerousness, and it follows them wherever they go. We are suffering.

Sister Helen:  


Yeah, we are.

Bryan:  
We're suffering in New York, where we have stop‑and‑frisk. We're suffering in Ferguson. We're suffering in these states that have these stand‑your‑ground laws, because it becomes an opportunity to victimize people, covered with this presumption.

I was in court, just sitting there, just to get ready for a hearing. It was the first time I'd been in this courtroom, and I had my suit on. I think it was this suit. I don't have that many.

Sister Helen:  


That suit's important.

Bryan:  
[laughs] That's right. I was just sitting there, waiting for the hearing to start. The judge walked out, and the prosecutor walked out behind the judge. When the judge saw me sitting at the defense table, he said, "Hey, hey, hey! You get out of here. I don't want any defendants in my court room without their lawyers. You go back out there in the hallway, and wait until your defense lawyer gets here."

I stood up and I said, "Oh, I'm sorry, Your Honor. My name is Bryan Stevenson. I'm actually the lawyer representing the client today." The judge said, "You're the lawyer?" I said, "Yes, sir," and he started laughing, and the prosecutor started laughing. I made myself laugh, too, because I didn't want to disadvantage my client before he came in.

Then my client came in, and it was a young white kid who I was representing at this hearing.

[laughter]

Sister Helen:  


The great reversal.

Bryan:  
Yeah. We did the hearing, but afterward I was thinking how exhausting it is to have to deal...These are judges, the people who are supposed to be fair, the people who aren't supposed to act on these presumptions and bias.

It's exhausting to be constantly dealing with it. For a lot of defense attorneys, courtrooms are not friendly places. They're not convenient, they're not comfortable places, because all of that rage gets directed at you.

Of course, for our clients, it's even more hostile. We have a criminal justice system that treats you better if you're rich and guilty than if you're poor innocent. When you stand with poor people, you feel that inequality.

Sister Helen:  


Oh, boy. Big time.

Bryan:  



It weighs on you big time, big time.

Sister Helen:  
The culture where you are. Have you found that? I've been to Seattle a lot, been in Oregon a lot. The people in the Northwest, that's a different culture from New Orleans, Louisiana, Opelousas, Louisiana, and what happens.

We have DAs who run for judgeship by bragging about how many death penalties they got. They give each other these awards, "Ha, ha, ha," called the Louisiana Prick Award. The pelican is the state bird, and it shows a pelican flying with hypodermic needles in its talons. It means, "I have three plaques, so I got three death penalties. My opponent is weak on crime, but I'm strong against crime.

It plays out in the culture, in the language, in the judges' elections and the way politicians talk, and the way attorneys are treated. To be a defense attorney...I love talking to defense attorneys.

Bryan:  
It's so interesting you talk about that culture. You're right. It is so corruptive. You go into these courtrooms where you see offices, where people have little, mini electric chairs sitting on the desk.

Sister Helen:  


I met one of those people.

Bryan:  
We had an attorney general that was running for governor, and his whole campaign was organized around his support for the death penalty. He was basically telling everybody, "If you vote for me, I will fry 'em 'til their eyes pop out." This is Charlie Graddick in the 1980s. You could get bumper stickers that say, "Vote for Charlie. Fry 'em 'til their eyes..." This crude, corrosive abusive world view became part of that culture.

It is so demoralizing to see people celebrating their ability to abuse those who are disfavored. But it's a very big challenge for us. It's one of the reasons why I think the politics of fear and anger have made our work so difficult and so challenging. Getting past that facade, getting past that cultural performance of being tough on crime and abusive is one of the great challenges that we face.

Sister Helen:  
Let's take it out of the South. Look at the Central Park Five. If you see that documentary on what happened to those five kids, with the Central Park jogger, you see how a confession is coerced from young people. They told them, "Now, look. We got this from him. We know...Look, you talk to us. Tell us what really happened." They just want to go home. "If I tell you, I can go home?"

"Yeah, you can go home." Then they play them one after the other, and then they cobble together this thing. The next thing you know, these kids, some of them were sent to prison. It's very disheartening the way that played out. I'm not sure the prosecutor's office in New York ever took responsibility for what happened to those kids.

I find this. Do you find this? Of those 146 wrongfully accused people...We've got to tell the story of Walter McMillian in this to tell that story of how that happens. Of those 146 wrongfully accused people, who managed to get off of death row through innocence projects, college volunteers, 90 percent was prosecutorial misconduct.

I had no idea how this worked. I thought prosecutors...I just thought the whole system worked. I didn't know people would get invested in winning no matter what, and then hide the original police report or DNA evidence ‑‑ because they're in charge of the forensic evidence.

Bryan:  
This is a national problem. You're right. It's not a Southern problem. It's a national problem. We've created an institution that really thrives on success. We want our prosecutors to be tough and successful. We want our judges to be tough. We want them to be a reflection of the fear and anger that we experience when we watch the nightly news.

They take on these roles, and that means that they sometimes have to cut corners. The case that I write about, the McMillian case, is a clear example of that.

Sister Helen:  


Let's tell that story, just a little bit.

Bryan:  



Sure.

Sister Helen:  


Give us the arc of the story.

Bryan:  
Walter McMillian was one of the first people I represented when I started this project. We started the project in Alabama in 1989. His case was a case I started working on before we opened up EJI. What struck me about it is, when I went to death row and met him, the first thing he told me was that he had been on death row for 15 months, pretrial.

Had never met anybody and never represented anybody who actually was sent to death row before the trial took place. Of course, that meant that the newspapers were saying, "Death row defendant Walter McMillian will be arraigned tomorrow," or, "Death row defendant Walter McMillian will be at pre‑trial hearings next week." It created this environment.

The second thing that I couldn't believe is, when I went to see his family, they told me that at the time the crime took place they were with Mr. McMillian, raising money for his sister's church. The crime was 11 miles away. They were there the entire time. They knew he was innocent. It was interesting to see the despair that created for them.

Sister Helen:  


Oh, my. Can you imagine?

Bryan:  
They would come up to me and they would say, "Mr. Stevenson, it would have been so much better if he had been out in the woods hunting by himself when this crime took place. At least then, we could entertain the possibility that he might be guilty. But because we were there with him, we feel like we've been convicted, too. We feel like we've been sentenced to death, too." The despair was tangible. You could feel it.

Then, when I got back to my office, I had this amazing incident, where the judge who had sentenced him to death called me up. His name was Robert E Lee Key.

Sister Helen: 


Great story.

Bryan:  
He called me and he said, "I don't want you to take this case. You don't want to have nothing to do with this guy. Don't get involved in all this," and he was trying to dissuade me from representing Mr. McMillan.

With all of those things going on, of course, it became a case that was too irresistible to walk away from. The final thing, and it's one of the reasons why I was so interested in doing a book project, is that this case took place in Monroeville, Alabama, which is where Harper Lee grew up and wrote "To Kill A Mockingbird."

Everybody's read "To Kill A Mockingbird." It's a beautiful story. The people in Monroeville love the story. They've converted the courthouse into a "To Kill A Mockingbird" museum. There's Boo Radley Street, there's Jem Street, there's Scout Street, there's Atticus bench. There's all of this stuff all throughout that community.

Yet, when I started saying, "Look, we've got an innocent black man wrongly committed of a crime,” people had no interest in that."

Sister Helen:  


Yeah, there you go.

Bryan:  
It was really a bit surreal to be in this space where they were celebrating this story and watching such an incredibly vicious prosecution take place. One of the challenges, of course, is that we have narratives in American culture, sometimes in American literature, that we celebrate for the wrong reasons.

We give out these awards, the Atticus Finch Award. It's a very famous model that the legal profession has embraced, but the truth of it is that Tom Robinson, the African American that Atticus Finch represents, died in prison. He didn't get justice. I certainly want more for the clients that we represent than what Atticus was able to get for his client. Changing that, that's been the real challenge.

We spent six years trying to get Mr. McMillan off of death row. It's one of the few cases where we got bomb threats at our office, one of the few cases where we had people following us and creating all kinds of hazards in this space where people celebrate the story...

Sister Helen:  


Wow, what an irony.

Bryan:  



...of "To Kill A Mockingbird."

Sister Helen:  
I want you to just share it because what happened to, ultimately, McMillan, the lies that were told and what you showed and the fight all the way through.

Bryan:  
What's interesting is that these wrongful convictions, as you know, we now have 140 some people who have been proved innocent. For every 10 people who have been executed we now proved one person innocent, which is a shocking rate of error. Misconduct, law enforcement misconduct, prosecutory misconduct, are some of the key components. That was certainly what we had here.

It was a young white woman who was murdered in downtown Monroeville. Mr. McMillan was not someone who you would suspect of committing a crime. He was actually a 45‑year‑old African American hard worker, never been in criminal trouble before. His mistake was he was having an interracial affair with a young white woman, who was related to one of the police officers.

In Alabama, until 2002, our state constitution still prohibited interracial marriage. It wasn't enforceable after the Supreme Court's decision in Loving v. Virginia, but it was something that we couldn't get people to take out of the constitution. These attitudes were very real.

They couldn't solve the crime, so after seven months they were getting pressured, and you see this pressure that sometimes pushes our system into these spaces where they do really unjust things.

Gun sales were increasing, people were talking about impeaching the sheriff. They began to kind of put this case together, got a man to testify against him, coerced the man to testify. For some bizarre reason, they actually tape‑recorded the sessions where they were coercing him to testify falsely. Even more bizarrely, they didn't destroy the tapes. It was a funny story.

My car, back in those days, I had a little tape player, and I had a rental car. The rental car had this tape player that had on it auto reverse. A lot of people here won't know what we're talking about because you've never seen a tape player. The car said auto reverse. I didn't even know what that meant.

We had gone to the courthouse to pick up these tapes that had these interviews. I put the first tape in and he didn't say anything that was helpful to us, this witness, and I was getting discouraged about that. It was quiet for a long time, and then I heard it click. What auto reverse did was turn it over on the other side or let you hear the other side of the tape.

That's where we had these earlier interviews, and the witness was saying, "You want me to frame an innocent man for murder, and I don't feel right about that."

[laughter]

Sister Helen:  


Good start.

Bryan:  
Yes. The police officer was saying. "If you don't give us what we want we're going to put you on death row, too," and it went on like that for an hour. We found these tapes, and we got the witnesses to recant. It was incredibly exciting to finally see this case moving towards justice.

There were police officers who had gone to Mr. McMillan's house at the time of the crime 11 miles away, bought a fish sandwich at this fish fry they were having, and made notes in their logs indicating that they had bought a fish sandwich from Walt McMillan.

None of it was turned over to the defense lawyers, and he was convicted in a trial that lasted a day and a half, got a jury verdict of life that was overridden by the elected judge. 25 percent of our death row.

Sister Helen:  


Jury override is such a terrible thing.

Bryan:  



It is. It is. About 25 percent of our death row.

Sister Helen:  


They have that in Alabama.

Bryan:  
They have it. We're actually the state that has the most use of it now. A hundred and some people have gotten death sentences as a result of an override.

What's ironic and what's chilling is that that judge, Robert E. Lee Key, probably saved Mr. McMillan's life because if he had allowed that jury verdict of life to stand we would have probably never been able to get to his case because at that time we were only working on death penalty cases.

The heartbreaking thing about that McMillan story is that for every Walt McMillan on death row there's probably 10 serving life without parole, and for every 10 doing life without parole there's 100 serving some lesser sentence. Because he had a death sentence, we picked up the case and ultimately won.

Sister Helen:  
There's this great irony. If you have a death case, chances are you'll get more help. All the people languishing in prison that have been sent with these long sentences...Louisiana. Half of the 6,000 people in prison have practical life without parole sentences. Half of them. Most of them never get a visit, or a postcard, or anything. The languishing. It's exile, massive exile, of huge segments of our population.

When you think of it, it's 2.3 million people. We're the biggest incarcerator in the world, 1 in every 100 adults. Do I have this right, Brian? Since we've made drugs a felony and all, I've heard that one in every three young black men ages 19 to 29 are in the prison system, either prison or parole?
Bryan:  



That's right.

Sister Helen:  
One in every three, that's more than happened during apartheid in South Africa.

Bryan:  
The really scary statistic that I'm especially terrified by now is that the Bureau of Justice now reports that one in three black male babies born in the 21st century is expected to go to jail or prison. One in six Latino boys is expected to go to jail or prison. That wasn't true in the 20th century, that wasn't true in the 19th century. It became true in the 21st century.

We've got tremendous, tremendous work to do to kind of turn this thing around. Getting people to just be honest and responsible in these prosecutors' offices and law enforcement positions is part of how we do that, but we've got some bigger challenges, as well.

Sister Helen:  
Yeah, we do. Just to have a little perspective here of a white woman of privilege growing up in Baton Rouge, Louisiana during the days of Jim Crow. It gives me compassion in working with people because it took so long for me to wake up.

When you're in a culture, culture gives you eyes and ears. Honey, that's the way we do things. It's better for the races to be separated because when you get together people fight and all that.

They like going and being with their people and we like being with our people. I'd go to Sacred Heart Church in Baton Rouge and black people had to sit over to a place way over in the right. When we made our first holy communion, which is symbolic of the oneness in the body of Christ, black kids had to make their first communion separate from white kids. I never questioned it.

In fact, we had an African American couple that worked at the house. Ellen worked in the house with Mama, Jesse worked in the yard, and Daddy and Mama were kind, kindness to individuals. Daddy helped him get property, get a house, helped Jesse get a job at the refinery, and then they moved on. Never questioned the system, and I didn't question the system.

In fact, my whole approach to the gospel, one of those seven words of the Jesus follower thing, there's a way to follow Jesus and there's a way to follow Jesus. There's a lot of ways to follow Jesus, as I'm finding.

[laughter]

Sister Helen:  
Pope Francis follows Jesus, but it's different from maybe what other popes, the way they've followed Jesus or the bishops or whatever. The institutional church that happens. For me, Brian, it really was an awakening around the gospel that I didn't even realize I'd grown up in privilege.

Then when I joined the nuns in New Orleans we still had African American people that were helping the sisters. Willie Mae was the cook and Monroe was the guy who worked in the yard. I never questioned it.

It was when we began to discuss, out of the Civil Rights Movement and out of what was happening in liberation theology in Latin America, about being on the side of poor people. I had always resisted that justice stuff and nuns because I thought we should just be spiritual. People have God, they have everything. It's like my spiritual life was parallel with what's going on on Earth.

After all, all we want to do is one day be in Heaven with God, right? I didn't even really know poor people. When I woke up that the gospel was really about going and being with people, and when I moved into the St. Thomas Housing Project so help me it was like going to another country. Everything was different.

I found out when I did research for "Dead Man Walking" there were more complaints to the justice department about police brutality in New Orleans, Louisiana than any other city. If you're living in the suburbs, that could be Calcutta because you're just so removed from the experience.

Public schools, kids coming into the adult learning center who had dropped out, juniors in high school couldn't read a third grade reader, nobody had healthcare, people were actually dying. The young men didn't know they had high blood pressure and were destroying their kidneys. Then they're at Charity on dialysis the rest of their lives and so angry and so depressed.

Their kidneys are shot and they're going to be on dialysis. What happens when you don't have healthcare?

It was being there with them. When I first went there, Brian, we had a great sister Laurie Shaft, who had started Hope Palace. When I went there she said, "Now, Helen, you don't have to have this plan in your back pocket of how you're going to eliminate poverty or anything. Sit at the feet of the people and hear their stories and just be neighbor and let them teach you."

African American people then became my teachers. One thing I realized, it's not that I was so virtuous, it's just I'd been so blooming cushioned and protected and given good education. When you have education you begin to know who you are and what gifts you have.

Then you can have agency in the world. If you don't even know what gifts you have you think you're stupid. You just think, 'I can't learn that. I'm not smart. I'm not this, I'm not that.'

Bryan:  
I think it's so interesting because I do think that we have done this horrible thing in America by not questioning the wrongs that we have done and the consequences of those wrongs.

Sister Helen:  


Big time.

Bryan:  
This is a country that has never actually been self‑critical and self‑reflective about its mistakes. We don't like to admit mistakes, particularly at the national level, but at the political level. Because of that, we have created a world where we can be living in close proximity to tremendous poverty, and racism, and bigotry and still be comfortable.

We've been taught that we're not responsible for the problems that we see around us. One of the great challenges for me, right now, and this is one of my burdens, I'll be honest about it, is how we correct that, how we change this narrative. Our new project at EJI is about race and poverty. We are now really focused on reeducating this country on our history of racial inequality.

Sister Helen:  


It's so important.

Bryan:  
It has to start with that history, because in so many ways, we are still suffering from the legacy of slavery.

Sister Helen:  


You better believe it.

Bryan:  
I talk about my grandmother a lot because my grandmother was the daughter of people who were enslaved. Her parents were born in Virginia in the 1840s. She was born in the 1880s. The experience of slavery shaped the way she was raised, and it shaped the way she raised my mother, and it shaped the way she talked to me.

It's not a distant thing for me. When I think about slavery, I think about the fact that we had an institution in this country that was very different than slavery in other societies. Other societies were societies that had slaves. America became a country that became a slave society. We did more than just enslave people.

We created a mythology about the differences between white people and people of color. We created a religion that tried to reconcile slavery in this country by saying that these people aren't fully human. They're different. Their characters aren't evolved. There are all of these deficits with them, and we're going to help them by enslaving them.

We actually made ourselves feel good about the fact that we owned all of these slaves. That myth, that ideology that sustained slavery in this country wasn't addressed by the 13th amendment. It wasn't addressed by the Emancipation Proclamation. That was dealing with the forced labor part. That's why I'm persuaded that slavery didn't end in this country. It evolved.

It turned into something else, where we had racial hierarchy that didn't have the forced labor, but still had that mythology. Then, we got to decades of terrorism. This period between Reconstruction and World War Two. What shaped the life of my grandmother was terror and violence. It was lynching and violence that sent her and her friends to the North.

It was fear and that threat that was constant and persistent. We've never talked about it. We didn't talk about the trauma that we did and created by lynching people. That was followed by the Jim Crow era, and even in the Civil Rights Movement, we were so focused on dealing with these little issues.

They were big issues, obviously. Where you can eat, and where you can sleep, and where you can drink, and all of that. But we never took time to talk about the big issue, which is this big, historical arc of inequality and injustice. It concerns me, because we've never developed the habits of being truthful about what we did wrong during slavery, what we did wrong during the era of terrorism.

What we did wrong during decades of segregation. You can't segregate people. You can't subject people to the humiliation of excluding them from things and excluding them from education, day in and day out. You can't injure them in the ways that segregation injures people, and then just move on. Those injuries are going to continue.

One of my great fears now is the way we're talking about the Civil Rights Movement as the 50th anniversary of a lot of things. I'll be honest, I'm worried about the way we're even celebrating. Next year will be the 50th anniversary of the Voting Rights Act. This is the 50th anniversary of the Civil Rights Act. Last year was the 50th anniversary of the march on Washington.

We're so happy to celebrate, and everybody gets to celebrate. Nobody's prohibited from celebrating. It's almost as if the Civil Rights Movement was this three‑day experience where on the first day, Rosa Parks didn't give up her seat on a bus. The next day, Dr. King led a march on Washington, and the third day, Congress signed all these laws.

If we think about it like that, we're going to be frustrated and tired that people are still talking about racial bias. The truth of it is, is that we never committed ourselves to a process of truth and reconciliation. We need to do it. We will not have justice in this country until we tell the truth about what we did to our society, to this country, by tolerating legacy and the myths that sustained it.

By tolerating lynching, by tolerating segregation, and now by tolerating mass incarceration. The reason we don't care about one in three young black boys going to jail or prison is because we haven't cared about this distinction for decades. We've got work that has to be done. We've got this project where we're trying to put up markers to reflect the spaces in America where the slave trade flourished.

We put up markers. If you come to Montgomery and places in the South, where we live, we love talking about 19th century history. We do. We've got all the Confederate monuments and memorials. We have 59 monuments and memorials in Montgomery. The two largest high schools are Jefferson Davis High and Robert E. Lee High.

If you'd come there 10 months ago, you'd find these 59 markers and not a single word about slavery. We want to mark these spaces where the slave trade flourished. Then, we want to talk about lynching. We want to mark the places where there were these mass public spectacle lynchings, where the whole town came out and participated in a lynching.

People weren't being lynched just because they were accused of a crime. A lot of the people who were lynched were lynched for social transgressions. Because they went up to the front door of somebody's house, rather than the back door. They laughed too loudly at a joke. It was all about terrorizing these communities.

We've got to talk about that, because if we don't talk about it, we're going to continue to run into these problems.

Sister Helen:  
Bryan, you point to something just really, really big. I'm reading a book now, "Lies My Teacher Taught Me." It's the way we've written history. Zinn, who wrote "People's History of the United States." Usually, the one who writes the history are the victors and not the people who were subjugated.

I was just up in Seattle on the day that the city council changed Columbus Day to Indigenous People's Day. Do you know how long that has taken? Most people don't know what Christopher Columbus did to people. You know how he cut off children's hands in Haiti when they didn't bring him gold? We have no idea.

Religion's writing it, big time, too. The LCWR, Leadership Conference Women Religious, nuns in America. Yes. Nuns on a bus. Nuns being in there with the people called on Pope Francis to rescind three papal bulls. It doesn't mean what you think, on the bull part.

[laughter]

Sister Helen:  


It's just an official thing. We won't go there.

[laughter]

Sister Helen:  
What it said, basically, was that indigenous people were considered pagan, and so if they did not become Christians, it was okay to enslave them a then, it gave the green light, with religion blessing, slavery, that some people were meant to be just what you were saying, Bryan. You have that blessing of religion on people.

I happen to know some northern Cheyenne people that live in Montana. We've been in the sweat lodge. They can remember, their grandparents remember how the calvary would come right along with the missionaries and tear down the sweat lodges, because that was pagan. We still have struggled against that.

We don't know it, and people who never suffered about it...When I went to Saint Thomas, and I began to be educated, and there's a great workshop called Undoing Racism, I remember Ron Chism, one of the really great teachers and civil rights leaders in New Orleans, saying, "Institutional racism." Never thought of it. You blackball somebody, but white is always pure, snow white.

White is good, even in the language. We have racism in the language. Then, he'd say to us, "You may walk in a room and somebody doesn't like what you stand for. They may argue with you because the ideas or whatever, but you are never going to walk in a room where people going to treat you funny, simply because of the color of your skin."

I'd never thought about those things that just come with...I'd never even heard the term "white privilege" before.

Bryan:  
That's the great thing. That's what happens when we actually commit ourselves to telling the truth about the history of racial inequality in this country. You get to hear things that you wouldn't otherwise hear. If you create a safe space for people to actually give voice to the things that they really want to talk about, like that humiliation, that trauma.

We've got communities where people are suffering from a communal post‑traumatic stress disorder. Very much related to the trauma of segregation and racial subordination. I remember when I was a little kid, my mother, I had a sweet mom. She was a church musician. I loved my mom. My mom was precious to me. I never saw her be anything other than kind and just.

She'd give anything to anybody. I remember when it was time to get polio shots, it's in the early '60s, we didn't have a doctor in our county. They told everybody to go to this little place. They were going to line you up, and of course the black kids had to line up in the back of this building. It was in November, and we were back there.

We were waiting for the nurses to finish giving all the polio shots to the white kids. It took them longer than they imagined. By the time they got to us, the nurses were tired. They didn't have any more of those sugar cubes to help it go down. They were grabbing these kids, and they were just being rough with them. I was standing there with my sister and brother. My sister was in front of me.

The nurse grabbed my sister, and she had that needle. She just jabbed my sister in the arm. My sister started screaming. Then, I saw her coming at me. I looked to my mom, and I started pleading and screaming. The nurse grabbed me by the arm, and she was raising that needle. I was terrified, and then I heard all of this glass breaking.

I turned around and my sweet mother, my church organist playing mother, had gone over to the wall and picked up these trays of glasses and was just throwing them against the wall. She was screaming about how unfair it is. She was so angry that we had been out there. She was saying, "Stop it. Stop it." The doctor came running in and said, "Call the police. Call the police."

I watched these black ministers negotiate for my mom's safety. They said, "Don't worry. We're going to get her out of here. Don't worry about that. Please give shots to the rest of our children." They had to beg them to continue giving shots. The thing about it is that it was traumatizing, and hurtful, and humiliating. I'm still thinking about it now.

There are thousands of these experiences and moments that have been inherited. All of that un‑grieved suffering follows you around. Then, you go someplace, and you see these big Confederate flags. It's like being a Holocaust survivor and having to go back and watch swastikas. We don't talk about it. We say, "Don't worry about that. Just get over that."

That indifference intensifies all of that grief and suffering, and then you're told, "Don't be truthful about this. You will not succeed if you talk truthfully about the burden of discrimination. You won't be successful if you talk honestly about these issues." Because we haven't been truthful, we've created a country where we are continuing to struggle and suffer.

The great thing about truth and reconciliation, it can't happen. You can't say, "We're going to have a truth and reconciliation conference." We've got to tell the truth, and the truth has got to make people uncomfortable enough that they want to reconcile themselves to a new relationship. When you went to Saint Thomas, the truth was in front of you. It and only it...

[crosstalk]

Sister Helen:  


The people were teaching it because everything was...

Bryan:  
You have to have that truthful moment. You're right, the church has a lot to explain. The church should be the people.
[laughter]

Bryan:  
They do. The church has been complicit in this dynamic. They've been complicit in the lies. We had a generation of white people who were born and taught that they're better than other people because they're white. We haven't helped them recover from that abuse. The churches haven't helped.

Sister Helen:  
Martin Luther King used to say that all the time. Do you know, on the drive to Angola, a prison, it's a road that dead ends at the Louisiana State Penitentiary? 18,000 acres, it used to be slave plantation. It's still called Angola because they used to have slaves from Angola. Then, 75 percent of our prisoners now average sixth grade education.

You see people walking out to the fields with hoes over their shoulders, led by guards on horseback with a gun at the beginning of the column and the end of the column, and just say, "Nothing's really changed very much." What happened is it just changed right over into imprisonment of it. Martin Luther King, that book he wrote, "Where Do We Go From Here?" from chaos of community.

He said, "What did it mean to say people were emancipated and set them free in an agricultural society and not give them land?" We would never think of doing a Homestead Act and say, "You get out there and see the Chamber of Commerce or something." You had to have land. You have to have a mule. You had to be able to work the land.

There is something in human beings that wants to be able to work. You get out of slavery, and then you move right into, what did the plantation owners do? Have you seen any of those black code books?

Bryan:  



It's shocking.

Sister Helen:  
In the southern states. Have you ever actually seen it, Bryan? I've read about it.

Bryan:  



Yeah, I've seen them.

Sister Helen:  


What have you seen?

Bryan:  
I've seen, basically, that it's shocking, really, because it basically gives you the punishment and gives you the crime, based on the race of the offender and the race of the victim. Rape of a white woman by a black man, it's a mandatory death sentence. Rape of a black woman by a white man, it's a $100 fine. It goes on and on and on like that.

Even when the codes were formally eliminated, the thinking persisted. That's how we had that racialized criminal justice system. That's one of the tragedies, as well, I think, because we don't understand how this legacy, it's not just a southern phenomenon.

Sister Helen:  


No, it's very much not.

Bryan:  
It was so terrifying that thousands, millions of people leaving the South, coming to the cities of the North, coming to the cities of the West. Los Angeles, and Oakland, and Detroit, and Chicago, and Boston, and New York, and Philadelphia were populated by African Americans that fled the South, not because they were just looking for economic opportunity. They fled the South because they were fleeing terror.

Sister Helen:  
And being lynched. If anybody knows about terrorism, African American people know about terrorism in this country.

Bryan:  
Older people come up to me all the time, and they say, "Mr. Stevenson, I get so angry when I hear somebody on TV talking about how we're dealing with terrorism for the first time after 9/11." They say, "We hate it when people say that, because we grew up with terror."

The other challenge, I think, is that we've got these communities in the North where these populations came here as refugees and exiles from terror. They brought with them all of that trauma and stress. They never made to feel like they belong here. We move them around in our cities.

When something becomes economically viable in some new way, we move these communities away because we've never seen them as belonging. That challenge still haunts us, all over this country. We've got much to do to change this narrative. What I think we're talking about is how do you change the narrative? How do we get people to think and talk differently about these issues?

Part of the reason why we're putting up these monuments is because we want people to think and talk differently about the legacy of lynching. We want them to talk differently about the legacy of slavery. We want them to talk differently about the civil rights era, and not simply celebrate these grand marches, but to reflect on what we did by segregating and humiliating people.

Sister Helen:  
I remember being shocked. I learned a lot through Dead Man Walking and being with people who were executed and who got it and who didn't, and how the whole criminal justice system worked. It shocked me profoundly. One of the things is, when you write a book, you do research. I learned about, for example, the police brutality, moral complaints to the justice department.

Also, that when slavery was abolished in the 13th amendment, it was except for those who are imprisoned, or indentured servants. It has not been abolished completely in this country. I've been amazed. I'm just going to say it out. Just the racism in the Supreme Court.

The Dave Baldus did a study, extensive study, in Georgia, about how when the death sentence is given, overwhelmingly, it corresponds to when the victim's white, the death penalty is sought. When the victim's a black, it's barely a blip on the radar screen. I saw that in New Orleans, when I was living in Saint Thomas.

If one of the people in Saint Thomas was killed, you were lucky if you could find five lines on page 30, and almost always, it was formulaic, drug deal gone bad. When a white person was killed, it was always on the front pages of the paper. The picture of the person.

I want you to talk about this, because you know about the McCleskey decision of the Supreme Court of the United States. Brian, did I get this right? They said it's clear that race plays a role in the application of the death penalty, but it would be too costly of the criminal justice system to remedy it?

Bryan:  
It really is astonishing. You're absolutely right, and this is why I think this narrative so desperately needs to change. You're right. Also, going back to the 13th amendment, the 13th amendment does exempt people with criminal convictions from the prohibition against slavery. I have been talking about this with my class and my students.

They just keep thinking, "Well, we're so outraged, but it's like why would tolerate enslavement of anybody?" Yet, we would probably have great difficulty removing that exception to the 13th amendment. If you and I said, "We think the legacy of racial inequality in this country means that we shouldn't be tolerating slavery in any context," we'd get push back for that.

It's because we have allowed this idea to emerge, which is what has fed mass incarceration, that when people have been accused of crimes, we get to do whatever we want to do. Those people at Angola, until the mid‑'90s, in fact, until the 21st century, were not only going out in those fields with those hoes, they were actually being required to pick cotton.

We're now trying to get parole for people who were juveniles sentenced to life without parole. We've gotten their sentences reduced. We're going before the parole board. Some of our clients are having a hard time getting parole because they had 20 and 30 disciplinaries in the '80s and '90s because they refused to go out in the fields and pick cotton.

Sister Helen:  


And get two and a half cents an hour.

Bryan:  



Two and a half cents an hour.

Sister Helen:  
The most you can get at Angola, after you're there 30 years, is 21 cents an hour.

Bryan:  
That's right. That idea has emerged and developed. Even the modern death penalty, in the Baldus study in 1987, it was an interesting conversation. The Supreme Court says in 1972, "We're going to strike down the death penalty because it's arbitrary. It's discriminatory. It's like being struck by lightning, in some ways, because it's racist."

87 percent of the people who have been executed for the crime of rape were black men convicted of raping white women. 100 percent of the people executed for that offense were executed for offenses involving people who were white. The court said, "No more death penalty." They didn't say, "Cruel and unusual punishment," which was tragic.

Sister Helen:  


They never have.

Bryan:  
In '76, when you had people clamoring for the death penalty, they said, "We're not going to presume that the death penalty's going to continue to operate in a racially biased manner." The lawyers from legal defense firms were saying, "Look, it's been four years. Nothing radical has happened with regard to race relations. You're still going to have a racially biased death penalty."

They said, "We're not going to presume that. You're going to have to show us that the modern death penalty operates in this way."

That's what gave rise to the Baldus study in McCleskey versus Kemp, the 1987 case, where we came back with these data that showed you're 11 times more likely to get the death penalty if the victim is white, 22 times more likely if the victim is black, no matter what combination of variables you used, 4.3 times more...

Sister Helen:  


There were a lot of variables, like 70 variables.

Bryan:  
That's right. All kinds of variables. Even Georgia's model made you 4.3 times more likely to get the death penalty. The Supreme Court said two things.

The first thing the court said was, "If we deal with racial bias in the administration of the death penalty, it's going to be just a matter of time before those defense lawyers come back and start complaining about race disparities for other kinds of criminal sentences.

They'll point out race disparities for drug crimes and property crimes and other kinds of crimes." Justice Brennan and his dissent, I never will forget reading it. He ridiculed the court's analysis. He said the court has reached this decision because of its "fear of too much justice." 
[laughter]

Sister Helen:  


Man.

[laughter]

Bryan:  
In many ways, he was right. He was saying this problem is too big, but it was the second thing that they said, that I remember, as a young lawyer, reading and almost wanting to stop practicing law. It was the second thing they put in that decision. "Race bias, a certain quantum of bias, a certain quantum of discrimination is, in our judgment, inevitable."

Sister Helen:  


That's it. Inevitable.

Bryan:  



They used that word...

Sister Helen:  


Inevitable.

Bryan:  
...to characterize that result. I've been to that court and argued a bunch of cases. I have my own little ritual. I stand out front. I read where it says, "Equal justice under law."

I have to believe that to think it makes sense for me to go inside, but there is something profoundly inconsistent with conceding the inevitability of race bias in the death penalty and being committed to equal justice under law.

Sister Helen:  


That is so bad.

Bryan:  
It is horrible. My own experience, I'm a product of "Brown versus Board of Education." I grew up in a community where black children couldn't go to the public schools. I remember when the lawyers came into our community and opened up the public school.

The court could have said, in 1955, 1954, "Racial segregation in education is inevitable. White parents don't want their kids going to school with black kids. Black families don't have the resources to get to these schools. If we order equal education, the conflict will be big." A different court, with a different narrative...

[crosstalk]

Bryan:  



...with a different vision...

Sister Helen:  


That's what gets you.

Bryan:  
...said it was not inevitable. They said it was unconstitutional. If they hadn't said that, I wouldn't be sitting here. Yet this court, in our era, is talking about the inevitability of discrimination. I think that McCleskey is the Dred Scott of our generation.

Sister Helen:  
It is. Absolutely. I'll tell you. When you descend into this, it's going to make you very sad, and depressed, and angry before it's going to get better. Just to face the truth of it, I'm astounded by, in my second book, "The Death of Innocents," I go head to head with Justice Scalia. He goes duck hunting with my brother, Louie.

[laughter]

Sister Helen:  


He's a Catholic. He's on the Supreme Court.

[laughter]
Sister Helen: 
 ...and he's...Oh, Lord. That's what I mean about the Jesus thing. You got to watch the Jesus thing. They just wrote a book on Scalia. It's called, "A Court of One." In my book, I talk about how he calls himself, "Part of the machinery of death." "I know my fifth vote, when combined with four others, I become part of the machinery of death."

He says it unblinkingly. He says how he sleeps well at night, and it has nothing to do with his faith, because, as he said a Pew Forum in Chicago, really spelled it out by his interpretations of Romans 13, that God has entrusted to civil authority or government the right to exercise God's wrath. The government becomes the minister of God's wrath on evil‑doers.

The more Christian a country is, the more we believe in the death penalty, because we know we should be punished for our sins. The reason Europe has gone for this universal declaration of human rights and doesn't practice the death penalty is because Europe has followed Freud more than Jesus.

But here's what I was astounded. This book brought out how his argument about affirmative action and why affirmative action, in one of the first cases, I guess it must have been the '60s, maybe the early '70s, and his reasoning.

He said, "My grandfather came as an immigrant to this country and worked very hard. My father worked very hard. The children, we have worked very hard. I am not responsible for slavery in this country." It's like, "Our people, we came and we made something of ourselves." It's that disconnect. You hear people making arguments like that all the time, "Why don't those people go out and get jobs?"

You know when I learned to write? Is when I'd go back to the suburbs, when I was living in St. Thomas, and I'd hear, "Don't they know they should keep their children in school? Why don't they pick up the litter? Don't they know? Why don't they get jobs? Why don't they hold their families together? Why don't they? Why don't they?"

I said, "I got to find a way to be able to tell stories of real people and put faces on what happens to you when you're struggling against all this stuff as a family."

Bryan:  
That's right. I think the absence of shame is the reason why people feel comfortable elevating a narrative of individualism like that. You don't feel any shame about what your grandfather did or your great‑grandfather did. You just feel pride in the way they were able to succeed.

Because we're not telling the truth about how our great grandfathers were lynching people, our great, great, great grandfathers were enslaving people. Our grandfathers were benefiting from the exclusion and the lack of competition by excluding people on the basis of race.

Our fathers were living at a time when they didn't have to deal with the complexity of a racially integrated, sexually integrated workforce. Because we don't deal with shame very well, we go to the pride narrative which is what we're sort of doing with our Civil Rights stories. That's the reason why we've got to, in some ways, shame. It sounds harsh.

Sister Helen: 
 

No, just to acknowledge.

Bryan:  
But you’ve got to shame this country into confronting the idiocy of that kind of story. Because we haven't forced people to do it, we suffer. The United States Supreme Court, two years before the 50th anniversary saying, "We don't need the Voting Rights Act anymore."

From a state, a case brought by a state in Alabama where they've never said, "We want black people voting." They've been saying, "We don't want black people voting," since black people first arrived on this continent. There's never been a time when the elected polity of Alabama has ever said anything other than, "We do not want you voting."

Then, even when they didn't say it, expressively they were saying it, imply it with all of these different strategies. Yet, they were saying, because we didn't say we hate black people for a really long time, we now actually get the benefit of not having these restrictions and protections. It's a very twisted narrative.

I see the same thing in the criminal justice system. I see the same thing in the death penalty. We have all these innocent people like Walter McMillan and the people you and I know who are exonerated. We don't own up to what we did. We almost killed them. We tried to kill them for 10 years, 20 years, 33 years was the last exoneree.

We don't take any responsibility for that. We have to create a way of talking to people that fosters a more honest awareness of our obligation to be a little more humble. We’ve got to develop a sense of humility in this country.

I go to Germany. I like what I see there. I like that that's a country soberly trying to reflect on the legacy of the holocaust. There's an awareness that we can't go back. We can't repeat. This country, we don't do that. That allows arrogant people, sometimes arrogant judges to say prideful things that actually add to the injury. It's hurtful to hear some of these narratives.

We've got to change that narrative but still be hopeful because you're right. This conversation and these realities will make you discouraged. It will make you worry. One of the great challenges that we have, and this is why the church should be more vibrant and be out there leading, is that we still have to find ways to be hopeful because I am persuaded that in justice prevails where hopelessness persists.

It is easy for people to convince themselves there is nothing they can do to advance better racial justice in this country. Nothing they can do to end mass incarceration. Nothing they can do to create a different conversation on what it means to be helping the poor.

When they do that, they allow themselves to get comfortable with these realities. We've got to make them hopeful and be willing to do something that's uncomfortable. You can't do one without the other.

Sister Helen:  
I have this sense, too, because I have accompanied six people to execution. I'm out on the road talking to the American public, and hear some hope that people are good. It's not like they've really thought this through and have come out racist or come out, "Yeah, we got to kill the criminals." They haven't thought very much about it.

My hope has been, I don't know that I could still be doing this. If I was getting out there and going into all these places, Texas, Alabama, everywhere, and people were so closed and so rigid and so racist that they couldn't hear. I find they are doing the reflective work that we're doing in this library tonight, this kind of community discourse where we're taking something and we're reading about it and we're talking about it, and then, we're going to dig deeper into it.

This kind of communal growth in terms of understanding who we are counters, don't you think, Brian, the individualism? When people do something wrong, we say we got to hold that individual accountable. We never look at context. We're not good like Europe is or other countries, they ask, "What did we do wrong?" We blame the individual and punish the individual.

Bryan:  
I think you're right. That's why contextualizing is key. What breaks my heart, and my clients have gotten younger, and younger, and younger. Now we're doing this whole effort around children. What motivated us to get involved in that is that the age of our client was getting younger.

We have, sadly, millions of children in this country who are born into violent families. They live in violent neighborhoods and they go to violent schools, they're chased by violent gangs. Their life is being shaped by violence.

At some point these kids react violently and that's when the rest of society gets involved. We get involved by jumping on these kids and we call them violent offenders and we beat them up and we want to throw them away.

The inability to recognize what that violence has done to them, the inability, the unwillingness to talk about what that trauma has done. What it means to live in a community where you're dealing with violence, and poor schools, and threats, and abuse, and violence all the time. That indifference to that is what we ought to be ashamed of.

Therefore we've got to find a way to contextualize all of that and do it with some hope. Because one of the things that's been great for the work we've found with our work representing children is that my kids, my clients who are 13 and 14, sentenced to life imprisonment without parole, are clients who desperately are looking for a better way.

They want change, they need, they're hungry for guidance, and nurturing, and all those things that are children want and our unwillingness to provide it to them is a reflection of the way in which these narratives have emerged.

We had these people going around in the '80s talking about how some children aren't children. They look like kids, they talk like kids, but these aren’t children. John DiIulio and James Fox, these criminologists, said that these aren't children, they're super predators. We used that word to characterize this whole generation of mostly black and brown kids, and then we turned it into laws.

We lowered the minimum age for trying children as adults. We created these mandatory [inaudible][01:05:38], and we created a world where we now have like 250,000 people in adult jails and prisons who were convicted of crimes when they were children.

We put 10,000 children in adult jails and prisons. We have some 3,000 kids who have been sentenced to die in prison, and what's a country like America doing when it sends 13‑ and 14‑year‑old children and tells them that they're fit only to die in prison.

The United States and Somalia are the only two countries in the world that have not signed the covenant on the rights of the child. We won't sign it because it prohibits the death penalty and life sentences for children. We ought to be ashamed.

It becomes necessary, and this is where I think others have to get involved in this. For us to demand something more hopeful from our government than that they just throw kids away, that we build these jailhouse, these schoolhouse to jailhouse pipelines, these cradle‑to‑jailhouse pipelines.

We've got to demand more and to do it with that kind of hope that all of those revolutionary leaders, Havel said the kind of hope you need to create justice isn't that pie in the sky stuff. It's not a preference for optimism over pessimism. Havel says the kind of hope you need to create justice is an orientation of the spirit.

A willingness to position yourself in a hopeless place, and we've got lots of hopeless places in New York. We've got lots of hopeless places in America, and we just need hopeful people to go to those hopeless places and sometimes just be a witness.

My favorite story in this book is when we were finally, we had all this evidence of innocence about Mr. McMillan and it was finally time to go to court. The black community had been so demoralized by what they had seen and what they had experienced, I was shocked when we got to court the first day and all of these people of color showed up.

They all came inside the courtroom and we had a great day in court. We had these tapes and we played the tapes and the witnesses admitted that their trial testimony was false against Mr. McMillan.

When I went home that night I remember seeing hope growing in that community. When I came back the next day, Sister Helen’s heard me tell this story, and I saw all of these people of color sitting outside the courtroom and I couldn't understand it.

I went over to the community leaders and said, "Well, why are you all outside the courtroom?" They said, "Well they won't let us in today." I said, "What do you mean they won't let you in?" and I walked over to the deputy sheriff. I said, "I want to go into the courtroom," and the deputy says, "You can't come in."

I said, "Well I'm the defense lawyer. I think I have to be able to come in," and he said, "Well, let me check," and he ran, and he came back. He said, "Well, you can come in."

They opened the door and that second day they had changed everything around. They had put that metal detector inside the door, and behind that metal detector they put this big German Shepherd dog that was just sitting there.

People had to walk, and the courtroom was half‑filled with people that the prosecution had brought in that were hostile to us. I was so angry and I went to the judge and I said, "Judge, this is not fair. They didn't let any of the black people come into court."

The judge said, "Well, your people will just have to get here earlier tomorrow." I was angry, and I went back out to the community leaders and I said, "It's not fair, but there aren't going to be seats for everybody." They said, "That's Okay, Mr. Stevenson. We will be here earlier tomorrow."

They started identifying people to be witnesses, and they identified this older black woman who was, I'll never forget, her name was Ms. Williams. I said, "Ms. Williams, we want you to be one of the representatives for us in court today," and I saw this beautiful older black woman get her hat just right and get herself together. She had a little compact. She took it out and she was getting it together.

I watched her as she walked over to the door and I was inside the courtroom. I saw her walk through the door with such pride and dignity. She held her head up high, she walked through that metal detector, and then she saw that dog.

When she saw that dog, you could see the fear paralyze her. She just stood there for what seemed like minutes and she was trembling. I saw her shoulders sag and tears started running down her face. I just stood there watching her.

Then I heard her groan loudly and watched her turn around and she ran out the courtroom. A painful thing. Other people made it into court that day. We had another good day of hearings, and I had forgotten all about her. But when I was going to my car that night she was still sitting outside.

She came over to me and she said, "Mr. Stevenson, I feel so bad." She said, "I let everybody down today." I said, "Ms. Williams, it's Okay. It's not your fault. They shouldn't have done what they did." She said, "No, no, no. I was meant to be in that courtroom. I should have been in that courtroom, and I couldn't do it. I failed." She started crying. I said, "Ms. Williams, it's Okay, it's not your fault. You shouldn't worry about that."

She said, "No, no, no, I was meant to be in that courtroom. I should have been in that courtroom." Then she said, "But when I saw that dog all I could think about was Selma, Alabama in 1965. I remembered how we marched to Montgomery for the right to vote and they put those dogs on us and I wanted to move, Mr. Stevenson. I tried to move, but I just couldn't do it," and she walked away with tears running down her face.

The next day I went to court and her sister told me that night when Ms. Williams got home she didn't talk to anybody. They could just hear her praying. All night long she was saying, "Lord, I can't be scared of no dog."

Her sister said that morning when she got up she called the community leaders and she said that she wanted to be a witness again. She wanted to be a representative again, and on the trip from the house to the courthouse she kept saying over and over again, she kept saying, "I ain't scared of no dog. I ain't scared of no dog."

When she got to the courtroom I was inside already. They still had the metal detector and the dog and I could see her standing there.

She was saying over and over again, audibly, she was saying, "I ain't scared of no dog." I watched this beautiful older black woman walk through that metal detector, walk up to that dog, and she said in a very loud voice, she says, "I ain't scared of no dog," and she walked past the dog, sat down on the front row of the courtroom. Then she turned to me and she said, "Mr. Stevenson, I'm here."

I looked at here and I was so proud. I said, "Ms. Williams, it is so good to see you here." Then a few minutes went by and she looked at me again and she said it louder. She said, "Mr. Stevenson," she said, "you didn't hear me." She said, "I'm here." I was getting a little embarrassed. I said, "Now Ms. Williams I do see you here. I'm glad to see you here."

I never will forget it. The judge walked in, everybody stood up, then everybody sat back down, but Ms. Williams remained standing. The courtroom got so quiet and I just watched her. Then I saw her say very loudly, for the last time, she said, "I'm here," and it became clear to me then what she was saying. She wasn't, "I'm physically present."

What she was saying is, “I may be old, I may be poor, I may be black, but I'm here because I've got this vision of justice that compels me to stand up to injustice,” and that's what we need.

You may have to go someplace, you may have to say, "I'm not a lawyer, I'm from New York, I don't know this, I don't know that, but I'm here." I don't think there’s any words more powerful that can make a difference in the lives of condemned people, and poor people, and marginalized people than when somebody with a heart full of hope comes and stands next to them and says, "I'm here." Sometimes that's all we have to do.

Sister Helen:  


That story, I think, is so great.

[applause]

Sister Helen:  
What do you think, Brian, that if we could turn it over to people, because the story is so iconic. It just says so much. I want to just say this about hope, and then let's turn it over to you. You get to get in the conversation, too, with us. Young people. I speak at a lot of universities, and I speak at a lot of high schools. Young people do want to get in there and they do want to make things different.

I think we have to find ways not just to teach, but we have to find a way to build bridges across classes and neighborhoods so that young people can be with each other to sort these things out because there's so much separation.

Bryan:  
I think that's probably the final part of that. I think for a lot of the work we do, you and I have to do thing which, if we're honest about, are really uncomfortable. It's not easy to go to some of these places. It's not convenient. We're not unique. What we're doing is something that anyone can do, everyone can do.

My hope is that we can find a community of people who will choose to do uncomfortable things. People like to celebrate the consequences of what happens when courageous people do courageous things. The truth is we need everybody to be courageous. I think we all have to sometimes stand when others are sitting. We all have to sometimes speak when others are quiet.

Doing something uncomfortable is the legacy that most of us have inherited if we are concerned about social justice and human rights, and we need that from everybody, from people from coast to coast. Sometimes that uncomfortable thing will mean that it will get a little challenging.

You pick up some cuts and some bruises and some scars, but it's in that that we really honor what it means to be fully human.

I'm going to tell one more story and then we can open it up because I've been thinking about this all day long. You have this incredible ministry where you've gone into difficult places, you've stood next to condemned people who really just needed somebody to hold onto them, people who are abandoned, people who are forgotten.

You go all over the country, and you do amazing advocacy. It's been such an honor for me to have this time. We got a chance to share a little bit with each other, and this is one of my favorite people on the planet Earth. I mean that. I want to say this to you and then we can open it up.

Sister Helen:  


I do want to say one thing after you say that.

[laughter]

Bryan:  
Okay, that's fine. That's fine. [laughs] We could talk all night. I write about this, too. I remember being in a church giving a talk, and this older man was in the back of the church. I didn't know how he was reacting to the talk when I was giving it because he was just back there staring at me. He had this stern look on his face.

I remember just worrying about him because he was looking real stern, and when I finished the talk all the young kids came up and they were nice. I said all my things to him. Then this older man in this wheelchair was sitting back there, and he got this little boy to wheel him up toward me.

He got behind this wheelchair, and he pushed this wheelchair up to me. This older man came up at me, and I didn't know what he was going to do. He came up and he said, "Do you know what you're doing?" I was taken aback. I stepped back. I didn't say anything. He said, "Do you know what you're doing?" I mumbled something. I don't even know what I mumbled.

He said, "I'm going to tell you what you're doing." Then he said to me, "You're beating the drum for justice." It moved me. He says, "You're beating the drum for justice." He says, "You keep beating the drum for justice." I never will forget it. He grabbed me by the jacket, he pulled me into the chair. He said, "Come on, I'm going to show you something."

He turned his head. He said, "You see this scar I got right here?" He said, "I got that scar trying to register people to vote in Mississippi in 1964." He said, "You see this cut right here? I got that cut in Green County, Alabama trying to get people registered to vote in 1963." He said, "You see this mark right here? I got that mark during the children's crusade in Birmingham, Alabama."

I never will forget him saying to me, "People look at me and they think I'm some old man in a wheelchair covered with cuts, and bruises, and scars." Then he said to me, "You know what? These aren't my cuts, these aren't my bruises, and these aren't my scars." He said, "These are my medals of honor."

I know you go to difficult places, and I know you have exhausted yourself beating the drum for justice. I know you have been cut, and bruised, and scarred, but I will tell you that for people like me all I see is a nun with a full heart of love and a commitment of justice covered with medals of honors. It's a real privilege to do this with you.

[applause]

Sister Helen:  


Thank you. Thank you.

[applause]

Sister Helen:  
I'm writing a book called "River of Fire," and it's my spiritual journey. It's like the prequel that led to "Dead Man Walking" and the experiences of being with people who are executed. I think of it in terms of fire and something that happens to us that sets us on fire for justice.

The beginning of my book is going to go like this, "They killed a man with fire one night. They strapped him in a wooden chair and pumped electricity through his body until he was dead. His killing was a legal act because he had killed. No religious leaders protested the killing that night, but I was there.”
"I saw it with my own eyes, and what I saw set my soul on fire, a fire that burns in me still. Here's an account of how I came to be in the killing chamber that night and the spiritual currents that pulled me there."

I think each of us, it could be when we read a book, it could be when we meet a person, it could be that part of us that knows we were made for more, we were made to do something significant in life for justice and not just simply to be able to bask in what we've been given but to be able to really...to catch on fire is the greatest gift of all.

When you catch on fire, you, Brian, you know this, we have to do what we do, not in the sense of being coerced, but it's integrity. It's like I must. I must. I must do this. When we're on fire, then we do what we must do and carry it through to wherever it's going to lead.

One of the spiritual values is we do what we do, this is Gandhi. Mother Theresa said something like this, too. "We do what we do because it is the right thing, it is a thing of justice, and we don't seek the fruits of our actions. We do it, and we turn it over and then let it be picked up." That's the word I would like to say.

You're a man on fire. We are part of it, but it's bigger than us, and you feel yourself, don't you? You can feel the destiny in it or whatever you want to call it. I've seen so much suffering. The man I'm accompanying on death row now in Louisiana is going on 23 years. He's totally innocent. He was totally railroaded on the eye‑witness of one person who put him there.

I see the courage of that man, and every time I come away from that death row cell with Manuel Ortiz I come away with courage to fight because he's facing every day in that cell knowing he's innocent and striving for his justice and for his truth.

Bryan:  
It's incredibly inspiring. People may think it's depressing, but there's nothing that may empower and energize you more than to find a prison and just go there. Find somebody to visit, find somebody to write to, find somebody to stand with, find someone to support. You'll be surprised how it will change you because you'll learn something about courage. You will learn something about that orientation.

I remember when I was a little boy growing up and I used to play in the church. Some of the poorest people, the people that were suffering the most, they would come in and they would give these testimonials about all of their struggles and all of their suffering, and they would tell you these heartbreaking stories about what had happened to them just that week.

They would always end by looking at the congregation and then they would say, "But, of course, I wouldn't take nothing from my journey now. I would not let that turn me around."

That's the great power in being proximate to some of these challenges is that, yes, they break you, but they also push you to see things, great things. They make you want to do things that you wouldn't otherwise want to do, and that's the very exciting part.

Sister Helen:  
Now we've got to stop talking and turn it over to these people.

[applause]

Paul:  



Thank you, Brian.

[applause]

Paul:  
[inaudible][01:22:35] good one. Does anybody have a good question? Come on up, if you can, to the mic. It'd better be good.

[laughter]

Sister Helen:  
We will sign books for you afterwards. We'll be there with the books. If you only have money for one book, get Brian's.

[laughter]

Audience Member:  
Hi, Sister Helen. I'm sure you followed, and I know you were very happy about, Pope Francis' recent statements about abolishing the death penalty.

Sister Helen: 

 
And massive incarcerations.

Audience Member:  
And mass incarceration. This has officially been the position of the church for a long time, but some of his predecessors weren't as outspoken about it. I wonder if you see this as a lasting change or is it just a flash in the pan? Do you see this as something that the church will be more outspoken about moving forward? What is your prediction along those lines? Thank you.

Sister Helen:  
It's great that the Pope spoke out, but we are the church. We learned that in Vatican II as Catholics. The people are the church. We are the democracy. The Supreme Court is the Supreme Court and people are in government. We are the people. The same thing for being in the church, and the bubbles that have been coming up on this have been coming up a long, long time.

Catholics have made great headway because we've been working our you‑know‑what off to educate people like mad in the pews. Catholics in 1998, 78 percent, look how high this is, '98 78 percent of the country supported the death penalty. In Catholics it was 80 percent. It was bad, bad, bad. The more people went to church they more they believed in the death penalty.

We've been educating the you‑know‑what out of people, and they're getting it. It's education of the people. The Pope's great, but it's the people. When a pot boils it's not just one big, fat bubble that comes up in that pot. It starts with little, bitty bubbles down at the bottom and then the bubbles keep rising like we're doing tonight. It's what it's all about, and the same is true for the Catholic Church.

Bryan:  
One of the challenges with leadership is that our political leaders have been intimidated into not being honest about a lot of these issues. You can't find politicians from either party...politics of fear and anger that gave rise to mass incarceration was not a single party phenomenon.

They were each competing with each other to be tough on crime. You won't hear politicians, even now, use words like, "Rehabilitation," or "Restoration," or "Redemption," or "Correction," when it comes to dealing with people in jails or prison.

We've got to change the political culture and make it safe for our leaders, church leaders, political leaders, community leaders, to be honest about the need for more compassion, be honest about the need to do something that's more just, more merciful. All of these things.

It won't happen until we react in a way that makes it safe for people to do that, because leaders have become really intimidated by what's happened. I'm excited by what we saw in California in 2012, the public referendum on the death penalty in that state.

You couldn't get the legislature to eliminate these mandatory sentences that we had in California, that were contributing to over‑incarceration. It was the people that passed a referendum by a landslide and every county that ended these mandatory sentencing for non‑violent offenders.

It was the people who almost passed the law, a referenda, that would have abolished the death penalty in 2012, largest death row in America. It is possible for our leaders to help us, but it is urgent and essential for us to demand more for our leaders.

I hope we don't wait for our popes and our presidents and our elected officials to lead this charge. We've got to stand up and start moving and make them follow us if they will not lead us.

Sister Helen:  


Somebody else? Paul?

Paul:  



How can we do it?

Bryan:  
I think there's some really specific things. We've got elections coming up, and I guarantee you, at the national level, most of us do not know whether the people running for office believe there are too many people in prison or this is the right number or we want more.

We don't talk about these issues. We can reduce the prison population by 50 percent in the next eight years, with three simple strategies. If we convert, if we end this misguided war on drugs and treat drug dependency as a healthcare issue rather than a criminal justice issue, and get people the care and treatment that they need, not only will we help families and communities, but we'll also bring down the prison population dramatically.

We'll save billions of dollars. Prison population spending in 1980 was $6 billion, last year it was $80 billion. We bring the prison population down by 50 percent, that's $40 billion that we can then use for health and human services and education.

That's just one thing that we can do, is push for that. The second thing we can do is to insist, insist that we become a part of the global community. As we stop putting our head in hands and think that we're above everybody else, and find things like the covenant on the rights of the child.

It's shameful that we haven't done that. What will come behind that are some reforms that I think will make a profound difference. Finally, what we have to do is demand from our elected leaders that they not simply be tough on crime, but that they be smart, that they actually care about public safety and that we include in public safety things like the health of our poorest, and the quality of education, and the opportunities for people to actually be safe and secure in their neighborhoods and communities. 
But we have to ask the questions. Sometimes, it doesn't take more than someone saying, "Do we have too many people in jails or prison? Let me hear what you have to say about that."

Create space where we can talk about some of these issues. Is what happened in these executions where people were being tortured or suffering right? Should we stop? Do we have a death penalty that's too error‑filled?

Should we stop? Do we have a criminal justice system that's unfair to the poor? Should we do something different? Do we have a system that's racist? Those are the questions that we have to introduce into our discourse on this profound human rights issue that is becoming a dominant issue for our society.

Paul:  
I love your story "Here I Am." All I can say is, I'm so happy that you were here. Thank you very much.

Sister Helen:  


Thank you.

[applause]


