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Bricks or Poison

Young Black & Brown,  
Michael Brown

HELPING PRISONERS ON DEATH ROW LIVE CONNECTED AND FRUITFUL LIVES

A fter coming to prison, I remember thinking, 
“When does a person get adjusted to this 
madness? When would I feel whole again? 

Would it be five, or ten years? Maybe even twenty? 
Who knows?” But what I do know is that being in here 
is like losing a part of yourself, or like losing a loved 
one; when does a person truly recover from that? Or 
is able to say they are fine, after such a tragedy? Life 
has taught me that each of us is forced to face things 
we don’t want to face, learn things we don’t want to 
learn, experience things we don’t want to experience, 
and those things change us forever. Things that never 
go away. It takes time to acclimate to our new life. It 
takes time for us to redefine being Fine. There are 
no timelines for that to happen. No countdowns, no 
circling of a number on a calendar and saying, “oh 
good, only this many more days.”

After 15 plus years under this spell, I have learned it 
takes work, patience, perseverance, and a few prayers, 
but even then, we won’t be doing fine. I sit here each 
morning trying to work up the strength to face another 
day, with questions like, “Do I have enough hope left 
to sustain me for today?” I have to create hope inside a 
hopeless environment and that is not an easy task. So, 
it is a constant struggle to seek meaning and purpose in 
life, especially inside this cesspool infested with negativity. 

I venture out
Cloaked in my own space
Guarding my aspirations,
I purchase what later
Will become a weapon
Of my imminent destruction
Armed
I set out to become prey.

It has been said that so often, the best counsel for 
someone who has hit bottom is to simply take the 
next step. But I also know from experience that when 
we are hurting the most, we tend to forget the things 
that are most essential, the things we most need, 
and sometimes just knowing someone is there, 
the human connection. Friendship and so on have 
proven to be the most hopeful things. At least in my 
painful journey to healing, healing from this place that 
continues to eat holes in my soul and to tear into what 
we Humans are born to do, and that is to continue to 
evolve and learn not only about our world but about 
ourselves. So, as I continue this journey which has 
been a long and winding road, and you feel a need 
to console, don’t hesitate to share a piece of mind or 
a simple word because to someone in my situation it 
means more than that. I think Emily Dickenson said it 
best when she said: “I know nothing in the world that 
has as much power as a word.” Words can destroy 
more readily than poison; or like bricks, build one up.

Edgar B. Garcia 
Federal Death Row 
Terre Haute, IN

Melvin Speight 
Pennsylvania Death Row 
Waynesburg, PA

I pace the perimeter
Of my 6x12, hitting dead
Ends. When the dust fell down
Only Christ was my friend. 
I Wonder:
Will lethal injection burn? 
                              My love
For the dragon
            The dragon
Turned out to be lies.

Promised
            To take me higher – 
Failed to mention Satan
Was her father.  So much, for this life,
Did I do evil? Now my reward
            Will drip
     Slowly
Into my vein
From the needle. Feeling  
Alone. Broken

Wings. Stone-heavy
The poison
            Released. God
Your son 
Is coming home

Coming Home!

Antonio Serna 
New Mexico Death Row 
Clayton, NM



Letters  
to the Editor
Letters to the Editor are welcomed 
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PLEASE NOTE: Any opinions 
expressed in this publication are 
those of the individuals writing them 
and not of Compassion or other 
staff members. Anything death row 
prisoners write may jeopardize their 
future appeals. This may limit the 
scope of their expressions.

Editorial:  Changing  The Narrative

George Wilkerson
Editor
North Carolina Death Row
Raleigh, NC

PUBLISHER 
Compassion

EDITOR 
George Wilkerson

ASSISTANT EDITORS
Anthony Cain, Al Cunningham,  

Konstantinos Fotopoulos,  
and Melvin Speight  

CONTRIBUTING WRITERS
Anthony Dent, Edgar B. Garcia,  

Ian Gilmer, Kurt Michaels,  
Carey Dean Moore, Ryan Moore, 

Edgardo Sanchez-Fuentes  
and Antonio Serna

All stories are subject to editing for  
grammar, sentence structure, and clarity.

T here’s a phenomenon called the self-fulfilling prophecy which describes a social psychological 
principle at work in human nature: What we believe about others determines our attitudes and 
actions toward them. Here is a visual I’ve drawn:

APPLICATION 
A. Many people, both free and imprisoned, 

believe “once a criminal, always a criminal”—
and that all prisoners are criminals, 
subhuman, moral reprobates;

B. Therefore, the public shuns and vilifies the 
new prisoner. Prison staff mistreats him. 
Other prisoners victimize him, and/or try to 
force him to conform to the brutal criminal 
culture dominating prison life. 

C. The prisoner starts believing it hopeless and 
pointless to change. “Nobody cares. It doesn’t 
matter anyway.” Thus, 

D. The prisoner succumbs to the prison’s 
rhythms, attitudes, and behaviors 
characterized by crime, violence, and moral 
decay—which makes the prisoner worse 
than when he/she arrived. This confirms the 
preconceived notion about prisoners being 
lost causes and perpetuates the cycle.

HOWEVER, THE CYCLE CAN BE 
BROKEN…AND REVERSED:
A. For me, faith is a form of resistance. I 

know who I am and that God can and is 
transforming me. Further, I believe most 
people are willing to give me a chance that 
they are open-minded enough to have 
their misperceptions changed. Many of us 
prisoners are convinced of this.

B. Thus, we invest our time, energy, and other 
resources into taking advantage of self-
improvement opportunities, such as classes, 
worship services, contributing to prisoner-

advocacy platforms (like Compassion) –  
and modifying our behavior. We also  
engage the public, its representatives, prison 
staff, and other prisoners in dialogue about 
this transformation process; rather than 
assuming nobody cares nor is willing to 
change their views.

C. Over time, our consistent speech, attitudes, 
and actions impact people in positive ways, 
convincing them the stereotype was  
incorrect. They realize: People can and do 
change, even prisoners.

D. They, in turn, give positive feedback by 
sharing their experiences with friends, family, 
etc., which shapes the narrative concerning 
how prisoners are portrayed and perceived. 
Some get involved in activism, such as 
prisoner-rights advocacy, and help create 
policies/laws. Prison administrations treat 
prisoners better, and prisoners begin treating 
one another better, altogether improving the 
conditions of confinement. These confirm/
reinforce our beliefs, perpetuating a cycle of 
POSITIVE CHANGE.

I see all this happening right now in N.C. It began 
with hoping, believing, and with us changing our 
behavior. People everywhere are going out of 
their way to help us. One person can be a catalyst 
for change – its model. Will it be you?
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Letters to the Editor:
Footprints in the Sand
One night I had a dream – I dreamed I was walking along the 

beach with the Lord, and across the sky flashed scenes from 

my life. For each scene I noticed two sets of footprints in the 

sand; One belonged to me, and the other to the Lord. When 

the last scene of my life flashed before us, I looked back at the 

footprints in the sand. I noticed that many times along the path 

of my life, there was only one set of footprints, I also noticed 

that it happened at the very lowest and saddest times in my 

life. This really bothered me, and I questioned the Lord about 

it. “Lord, you said that once I decided to follow you, you would 

walk with me all the way; but I have noticed that during the most 

troublesome times in my life, there is only one set of footprints. 

I don’t understand why in times when I needed you most, you 

should leave me.” The Lord replied, “My precious, precious child. 

I love you, and I would never, never, leave you during your times 

of trial and suffering. When you saw only one set of footprints, it 

was then that I carried you.” 

                                                               – Author unknown 

Isaiah 63.9: “In all their troubles He was troubled, so an Angel 

from before Him saved them. With His love and with His 

compassion He redeemed them; He lifted them and bore them 

all the days of the world.”

Submitted by:
Charles Henry Diller
Assistant Editor of Outside Communication
Dallas State Correctional Institution
Dallas, PA 

Looking Forward to 
Communication
I have a pretty structured life. I live in a retirement facility with 

some twenty other elderly nuns. I pray with the Sisters, eat good, 

nourishing meals with them, work on the jigsaw puzzle in the 

community room; read the morning paper and sometimes discuss 

world headlines with others. Mostly, I stay in my small room suite, 

work at my computer, watch TV, knit, nap, and read. If I get a little 

bored I start thinking about the 147 men on death row in Raleigh, 

NC, and wonder how they cope with boredom. I believe we may 

have some common routines: set times for certain commitments 

each day. For me, its community morning and evening prayers, 

Eucharist, meals, naps, TV news and programs (mostly sports).

My pen pal, Danny, and I correspond each week. I look forward 

to his letter and I’m sure he would be disappointed if he did not 

get one from me. I file all those letters (beginning in February 

2012) in loose-leaf notebooks. And more recently I enjoy a weekly 

15-minute phone chat with Danny.

Because I’ve chosen to send each of the 147 Raleigh men a 

birthday card, I get notes, cards and letters from several of them. 

I’m always surprised, amazed, and inspired by how they write 

(or print), and what they write. I so enjoy learning about their 

hobbies, and books they are reading, the music they like, their 

favorite Scripture passage or football team, and the chess games 

that several play each day. Some have definitely found the solution 

to the boredom that would be a natural enemy in such a living 

environment. I applaud these men. They’ve chosen to make the 

best of a bad situation. I believe we must all do that, at least 

occasionally, in our lifetime.

These 147 men in Raleigh are always at the top of my prayer list. 

Every morning I ask God to let each offender cope with yet another 

boring day. And God listens and acts! 

Dolores Schuh, CHM 
Davenport, IA
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Theresa Matthews at the bell-ringing 
ceremony at the Wisconsin State Capital.

Theresa Matthews’s 23 year old son, Ishmal Matthews, was shot and killed in Milwaukee in 2002. 
The case remains unsolved.

“A lot of people thought that I would want the person who did this terrible thing to my son to be 
executed, but that’s not what I want. We keep our hope that the person will be found and held 
accountable, but who are we to say a life for a life? That’s not what Ishmal would want.” 

Theresa has been active in efforts to oppose gun violence in Wisconsin, and in 2004 she 
participated in a bell-ringing ceremony at the state capitol commemorating victims of homicide. 
She is the organizer of a local event called Day of Peace, held each year on Ishmal’s birthday, in 
which members of the community, homicide detectives, and members of the fire department 
and the sheriff’s department come together to enjoy a peaceful day in memory of homicide 
victims. Through the organization “The Children Are Crying,” Theresa made a scholarship in 
Ishmal’s name available to students at his former high school. 

We Keep Our Hope

To Whom More Has Been Forgiven, The More He Loves
“Therefore I say to you, her sins,  
which are many, are forgiven,

For She Loved Much.
But to whom little is forgiven,  

the same loves little.” 
When my dear sister, Kathy Weber, asked me if I have 
many people with whom I get along well and enjoy 
a good relationship, my response to her was that, by 
God’s grace (and even though I’m still subject to make 
bad decisions) “as much as depends on me, I try to 
live peaceable with all men” (Rom. 12:17-21).
As someone who has been on Death Row for 
more than 20 years, I realize for many prisoners 
it’s impossible to love God, themselves, and our 
fellowman, and to forgive offenses committed 
against us. The main reason for this is that some 
believe our society has decided not to forgive our 
mistakes and faults, but instead has chosen to punish 
us in the name of justice. Many even find delight, 
pleasure, and joy having grudges, can’t even imagine 
themselves loving their enemies, praying for those 
who despise them, and forgiving others.
In Matthew 18:21-35 we find the parable of the 
wicked servant. This servant owed a huge amount of 
money to his master. But after begging to his master 
to be patient with him, his master was merciful and 
forgave him all his debt. However, when this same 
servant found another servant who owed him a very 

small amount of money, he decided not to forgive 
him, but instead sent him to jail.
When I consider the examples of the wicked servant 
and God’s mercy toward us in Christ Jesus, I can’t 
help but come to the conclusion that it isn’t because 
I’m a good, noble, and generous person that I’m 
able to love and forgive others. It’s only by God’s 
grace and the love with which Christ has loved me, 
and how much He, and others, have forgiven me, 
that now I am able to do the same. Otherwise, how 
could I come into the presence of God and ask Him 
to forgive my disobediences committed against Him, 
if I myself am not willing to forgive someone else’s 
trespasses? (Matthew 6:14-15). If God has not taken 
into account our sins committed against Him, but 
rather has chosen to love and forgive all our sins even 
when we were His enemies (Rom. 5:6-11; 2 Cor. 5:17-
21; Col. 1:21-23), then we should do the same.
 As human beings, when you feel judged, con-
demned, and severely punished by a society that it 
is prone to commit the same mistakes, it’s normal to 
feel cheated. The capacity to love and forgive others 
isn’t something innate. Due to our sinful nature, it’s 
easier for us to remain spiteful (Gal. 5:19-21). The 
best most of us have learned to do is to “treat others 
as they treat us,” and “to forgive but not forget.” 
We have been taught that in order for us to be able 
to love and forgive others, we must “love and forgive 
ourselves first.” This sounds good, and even seems 

wise. But the true and eternal reality goes beyond 
our human reasoning: We must first receive and 
experience God’s love and forgiveness to then be 
able to do the same (John 13:34-35; 1 John 4:7-10). 
Let us never forget that ”out of the abundance of the 
heart, the mouth speaks.” Therefore, in order for us 
to truly practice love and forgiveness, the seed of this 
fruit needs to be planted in our hearts by the Holy 
Spirit of God (Gal. 5:22-23). God is love! And from 
love proceeds the power to do everything (1 Cor. 13).
 The virtue to love and forgive others is something 
extraordinary! Its’ the fruit of a thankful heart; and 
those who practice this virtue are totally blessed. 
Because when they do that, they are following God’s 
example (Eph. 4:31-5:2; Col. 3:12-15).
While in the world we will suffer the consequences 
of our actions and mistakes. But we also have the 
opportunity to experience God’s love and forgiveness 
for ourselves, and at the same time be able to 
love our enemies, pray for those who despise us, 
forgive others, and find joy in knowing that we are 
blessed to have the ability to do all this under the 
worst of circumstances: “Thanks be to God for His 
indescribable gift!’ (2 Cor. 9:8-15). 

 Edgardo Sanchez-Fuentes
 California Death Row
 San Quentin, CA

– Luke 7:36-47



Psalm 127:1

We are in Need of Prisoner Drawings and Paintings
All proceeds from artwork and a portion from all donations are given in college scholarship 
form to family members of murder victims. Please see page 2 for address to send artwork.
To obtain a scholarship application, visit our website, email, or phone us using the 
information on page 2.

Colored Pencil  
on paper board 
6” x 12”

$50.00 includes postage  
and handling

To purchase make your  
check to Compassion  
and send to the address  
on page 2.

By Kevin J. Marinelli 
Pennsylvania Death Row 
Waynesburg, PA 

Death Row Prisoners Donate Art
F O R  S C H O L A R S H I P S
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Amongst  
the Worst  
of Them

Trapped amongst the worst of them,

Celled in a 5-by-9; hostile

Yelling and balderdash chitter chatter

Echoes around this steel and concrete

Slaughterhouse. Mind peeved and 
conflicted

Within, striving to endure my 
consequences.

I seek the Higher Power for pardon –

No so much freedom, rather

Showing compassion, having mercy on

Me spirituality. I concede

I had countless chances to change

My character from destructive

Villain to productive

Citizen. But I lacked self-

Discipline: reckless, posing 

A threat to my own. They

Resented me then; a place I was

Born, raised, forfeited

My citizenship to freedom...

I ignored prior signs or warnings

That I ran in wrong directions.

Missed opportunities taunt me,

Deprive me of sleep. Subsequently,

Condemnation is my fate,

Trapped amongst the worst of them!

Anthony Dent 
California Death Row 
San Quentin, CA 

Human or Animal?

O f the thousands of different species 
of animal life on this earth, man is 
the only one that has a spirit, a soul, 

and a consequence to guide him. But will the 
footprint he leaves behind for future sons on this 
planet leave evidence of this, or will it only be a 
footprint of another animal?

Will the future be able to tell that the human 
animal of our era was different from all other 
forms of life? Will man leave witness to his  
soul spirit and conscience? The establishment 
seems to have reached the stage where  
they wish to extinguish this part of our being. 
Their motivation today for society seems to  
be only material. 

They seem to have decided man is only another 
animal with no soul, no spirit, no God. But 
without these influences in life “the” only 
motivation is animal; then like other animals 
we can only be driven by one thing, self-
gratification, and doing whatever it takes to 
achieve this.

To be human, man must always give witness to 
the spirit and the soul within him.

Al Cunningham 
California Death Row 
San Quentin, CA
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My  
Get Well List
1. Don’t lose track.

2. Don’t be swayed by 
circumstances

3. Don’t poison yourself.

4. Don’t be phony.

5. Don’t talk about faults.

6.	 Don’t	figure	others	out.

7. Don’t malign others.

8. Don’t wait in ambush.

9. Don’t make everything 
so painful.

10. Don’t unload on 
everyone.

11. Don’t go so fast.

12. Don’t be tricky.

13. Don’t rejoice in  
others pain.

14. Don’t be so predictable.

15. Don’t misinterpret.

16. Don’t vacillate.

17. Don’t wallow.

18. Don’t be jealous.

19. Don’t be frivolous.

20. Don’t expect applause.

– Anonymous

O n November 8, 2016 Nebraska voters 
voted on whether or not to keep 
Capital Punishment and after all 

votes were counted, well, there is still a Death 
Penalty for us. There are only ten men on the 
Row now.

I’ve been on the Row since June 20, 1980; 
where am I at in terms of longest held Death 
Row inmate in the U.S.? I have had many 
execution dates and stays, lived through others 
being executed; suicides and deaths. Many 
even have received life sentences, and yet, my 
friends I am still here.

The main point for this letter to all Compassion 
writers and readers is to ask: How long must 
we have a Death Penalty in any U.S. state? You 
know I’m torn on this because a part of me 
would like to be executed; since 2007, I haven’t 
filed a single appeal in the courts. However, 
a part of me does not want to be executed 
because I have a twin brother and a wonderful 
niece. I’d like to be here for them. I am 59 now, 

How Long...
how many more years do I have left before the 
death penalty catches me? No doubt, only God 
knows and He is in control of each day – for 
better or worse. Thank God!

But I feel tired, you know what I mean fellow 
Death Row Inmates? I’ve been on the row here 
for over 36 years; however, believe me when 
I say that Nebraska’s Death Row must be one 
of the best in the world, comparatively. There 
are so many lousy Death Rows! I feel for you, 
Brothers and Sisters, whether you’re saved or 
not. Stay strong, right?

Be encouraged, especially when days feel 
extra-long and cruel and cold and hard. I will 
try to be as well, with God’s tender mercies. 
Amen. Stay united with each other, whatever 
Death Row you’re on…

Submitted by:  
George Wilkerson 
North Carolina Death Row 
Raleigh, NC

Carey Dean Moore #32947
Nebraska Death Row 
Tecumseh, NE

Resource List
Prison Activist Resource Center (PARC) 

P.O. Box 70447 

Oakland, CA  94612

– Write for free page resource directory

Prison Book Program 

c/o Lucy Parsons  Bookstore 

1306 Hancock  Street, Suite 100 

Quincy, MA  02169

– Write for free 6-page resource list. 

Also accepts requests for free books 

From prisoners in all states 

Except:  CA, TX, IL, MD, MI, NV

Veiled by doubts and hates, 

Unable to see any light, 

You taught me new ways.

Within and without, 

Guiding me out of darkness, 

You unveiled the Light.

My highs are now mine 

This bliss is truly divine, 

You inspire me.

Spiritual Advisor

Kurt Michaels
California Death Row
San Quentin, CA



COMPASSION DONATION | PARTICIPATION FORM
A portion of your donation will be given  
in college scholarships to family members 
of murdered victims.
q  Benefactor – $10,000
q  Lead Donor – $5,000
q  Gold Donor – $2,500
q  Silver Donor – $1,000
q  Bronze Donor – $500
q  Patron – $100.00 To $499.00
q  Subscriber – $50.00
q  Prisoners Not On Death Row – $25.00
q  Other

Enclosed is $  for the donation/subscription checked on the left.

q  Please keep my gift anonymous.

Name

Organization

Address 

City State Zip

Day Phone Evening Phone

Please send tax deductible contribution to:  
St. Rose Peace & Justice / Compassion 
140 W. South Boundary St., Perrysburg, OH 43551

Thank you to our donors who are making this publication possible.

NO DONATION 
IS TOO SMALL

Compassion is sent free to all 3,000 death-row prisoners.  
Your donation in any amount will help us to continue this outreach. 

Also, Thank You to Our 
Subscribers & Other Donors.

1. Write about an experience that impacted you.

2. It doesn’t have to be religious. Here are some themes: 
anger, apathy, beauty, betrayal, boredom, change, 
complacency, courage, fear, friendship, growing older, 
jealousy, pride, purpose, vices, and wisdom.

3. Use sensory details – the smell, who said what, its 
color, how cold it felt. Sensory details connect your 
experience to your readers.

7 Suggestions and Guidelines
4. There’s no need to use big words when a simpler  

one suffices: leave your ego at the door with your 
case: this isn’t the place for either one.

5. Look for ways to unify; help; and solve problems.

6. Be authentic. Be yourself. No one’s perfect.

7. Try to limit it to 400 words or less, and if possible 
enclose a photo of yourself.

Martha Baldoni
An Anonymous Friend
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It’s You and Me

Words

Unexpectedly I received a letter from my 
son. It’s been months since we’ve held a 
fruitful conversation. But, as I tore through 

the envelope, something didn’t seem right. The 
writing was off. From the first paragraph I couldn’t 
stop the tears from falling: My boy is getting 
married and having a kid of his own. 
Then out of nowhere he told me that he loves me, 
and that he needs my help. Now I’m spooked! 
“DAD” he said, “I want do the right thing by her 
and my kid. But I don’t love her. I’m in love with 
someone else who makes me feel alive, who I 
actually wanna marry! Mom is onboard with me 
following my heart, so is Grandmomma. But how 
you view me and your opinion means the world to 
me, Dad. You’ve never lied to me nor abandoned 
me in my time of need. Therefore please don’t  
stop loving me when you read these words:  
I’m gay, Dad.”
At that moment, I felt like I just got shot right in 
my heart. Once I was able to put my ego in check, 
I picked up my pen and pad to reach out and 

counsel him that if he’s in love with someone 
other than his child’s mother, he needs to tell her! 
Another thing, “Despite how I may feel, be true 
to yourself. So, if you’re in love with another man, 
you’ll never have to worry about that part of your 
life bearing any weight on our relationship! Even 
though I don’t love it, I love you. I may feel some 
type of way at times, and have my own views 
about your new community. We may disagree 
or even agree on some issues. But I ask you to 
continue to be patient with me, because I wanna 
give you the respect you desire and deserve as 
I show you unconditional love, my son. You’re 
my son, gay or not! I shall always love you, 
UNCONDITIONALLY!!!!!

Sincerely, 
Dad, Your #1 fan!!!!!

Ryan Moore
California Death Row
San Quentin, CA

Ian Gilmer 
Sterling Corr. Facility 
Sterling, CO 

There’s peace found in solitude

No mere words can describe

A knot bound by recollection

No pure hearts can untie

A shadow looming over souls

No meds can bring to light

To bring forth this sense of self

No good words can defy…

So don’t try and search for reason

Inside senseless minds

Counting all these blessings

It’s so obvious are spent

Don’t beg for God to save you

Drowning in pity all alone

‘Cause maybe fate will spare you

Your future isn’t etched in stone…

Don’t beg for second chances

If you know you’ll never try

Don’t waste your time on riddles

‘Cause time, it never waits

Don’t worry ‘bout my words

When you don’t care what I say.

Just words…


