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Have you ever walked into an execution 
chamber? I have. The air was thick and 
suffocating. Maybe it just felt that way, because I 
held my breath the whole time I was inside it. I 
lasted about five seconds.  

I had traveled to Louisiana with a group from my 
all girls’ Catholic high school to visit a sister 
school in Baton Rouge. It was spring break, and 
I was 16. All week, we’d been getting to know 
each other, learning about Hurricane Katrina 
and the damage still left, all those years later, in 
New Orleans. We’d scraped mold off the floors 
of a shotgun house, sorted Mardi Gras beads. 
All week, I dreaded the last day on the itinerary. 
Our trip to the Louisiana State Penitentiary in 
Angola, La.  

The Louisiana natives in our group told us that 
the prison was better known as Angola, and that 
they’d come to the rodeo there before. Someone 
showed me a turquoise bracelet, made by an 
inmate, that they’d purchased there. Angola was 
part of their culture, their heritage as 
Louisianans.  And if Angola was part of their 
heritage, so was capital punishment. The death 
penalty belongs to us, too, those of us who live 
in states (like Ohio) where it’s still legal.  

As we walked down the hallway in Camp F, past 
the room where, we were told, the prisoner to be 
executed would have his or her last meal, I still 
didn’t know what I thought about the death 
penalty. I’d heard the arguments on both sides. 
Those for the death penalty would tell me that 
criminals sentenced to death deserved it; they 
had committed terrible crimes and should not be 
allowed to live anymore. Those against talked 
about innocent people exonerated too late, or 
criminals who had truly repented for their crimes 
by the time of their execution.  

For me, those five seconds in an execution 
chamber were a defining moment for me. As I 
stood there, staring at the gurney with its 
ominous straps, I stared at death. An intense 
fear came over me that I couldn’t shake, even 
when I was back with my friends in a sunny 
lobby down the hall.  

The fear was not for myself, with freckles and 
braces and knee-high socks. It was a fear of 
what we, the American people, are capable of. 
To incarcerate someone is one thing. To kill him 
is another.  

I have always been taught—and I believe this to 
be true—that all humans have an inherent 
dignity. Part of that dignity is the ability to make 
mistakes. And part of that dignity is the ability to 
treat these people, “the worst of the worst,” with 
mercy—with the acknowledgement that even 
humans who murder, or rape, or commit other 
heinous crimes still have their dignity.  

After we left Camp F, we re-boarded the bus 
and drove to another facility at Angola, where 
we shared our bagged lunches with low-security 
prisoners. After that, we traveled to a small 
chapel, where we met with two former death row 
inmates who were now serving life sentences. 
They had repented for their crimes, rehabilitated 
themselves, and were now serving as peer 
ministers and advisers. These men were still 
human after committing these terrible acts. They 
still had dignity.  

Capital punishment is not dignified. In fact, it’s 
hypocritical. Even when all things go right—the 
inmate on the gurney is a murderer, the drug 
concoction in the IV does put him to sleep, and 
then cause his lungs to fail, then cause his heart 
to stop—it’s still wrong. It is still the end of a 
human life. It makes no sense that in a country 
like the United States, founded upon principles 
of freedom and justice, the government can 
seek revenge for a crime by committing that 
same crime.  

The death penalty, and, therefore, the American 
government, is stripping Americans of their most 
basic human rights. Use of capital punishment 
sends the message that we aren’t all equal; we 
don’t all share the same humanity. We do.  

Problems with lethal injection are sweeping the 
nation, halting executions and forcing us to take 
a step back and evaluate capital punishment: its 
problems, its history, and whether or not it has a 



future in a nation such as ours. Now is our 
chance to make a change. Now is our chance to 
top killing our fellow humans.   


