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November 27, 1938
| greet all of you my fellow country-men with the words, “Praised be Jesus Christ!”

Today’s world rotates on the basis of materialism. Materialism is nothing else but a philosophical
system that proclaims that materials are the only basis for existence. Therefore a materialist is one who
bases his entire outlook on life on material things, excluding God, the soul and eternity. Back in 1902,
our Holy Father of blessed memory, St. Leo X111 wrote:"Whoever quietly reflects on the state of the
soul and the customs of today’s society — who listens to the deaf and the suppressed whose echo is
presently heard —who does not close his eyes to the excessive growth of brutal forces and the force of
fists at the cost of law and justice — that person cannot answer otherwise. Alongside the misery under
which millions are groaning, there is an indefinable sadness oppressing their souls that testifies that they
have reached their surfeit. Modern man in his travel through life has harnessed inane material to the
chariot of his life. However, he couldn’t get out of it that which it did not possess. Man’s inborn
yearning for truth, virtue and infinity was not satisfied because in giving him riches, pleasures and
comforts, earth could not give him anything to bring peace to his heart.”

As a result, instead of moving forward, the world regressed to barbarianism. This pulls man down
to the level of a senseless beast. It not only defends, but praises all lawlessness, force and tyranny. It
paves the way too atheism. It shatters the standards of Christian morality. It undermines the
foundation of the family, increases divorces, destroys the true understanding of marriage, justifies wild
marriages and sees nothing wrong in free love and trial marriages. From one side it encourages the use
of birth control and from another side it propagates forced sterilization and mercy killing. Our young
people are overwhelmed by a flood of falsehoods and corruption that is spread through newspapers,
books and theater. Everything is permissible —only under the condition that one does not get caught in
the act. Sooner or later, and it is always sooner that some youth stands before a judge and hears
himself condemned to prison or even death. Years behind bars, like an animal in a cage is the fate for
one who breaks the law. This brings about very little reformation and it sinks the convict ever deeper
into the swamp of crime.

My dear young people, in order to not only turn you away, but to frighten you from gambling away
your life, please listen carefully to today’s talk:

THE CONDEMNED MAN AND THE DEATH CELL

On December 17, 1937 | received a letter from a young convict, number 13483 who was awaiting
death in the electric chair in the state prison in Connecticut. This young condemned man wrote, “You
probably already know from the newspapers that the state commission has denied me a reprieve. My
execution has been scheduled for February 1,1938. | have already asked the authorities if you, Father,
could be with me during my last hours on earth and accompany me on that last walk. They have agreed
and you will receive a letter from them confirming this.”

The lawyer for the condemned had appealed to the highest court of the United States. Finally, on
January 27, 1937, the governor postponed his execution to April 12 to allow the defense time for a new
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appeal. This effort was in vain for on April 11, the federal court refused his request for a new trial. On
April 10, the supervisor called me on the phone to notify me of his imminent execution. He also advised
me to be at the prison at noon for the condemned man wanted to talk to me. | promised him that |
would be there. After that phone call, my legs began to tremble and | began to perspire. Yes, this was
from fright! | feared being the witness of the last moments and the abrupt death of a young person. |
went into our chapel to pray. My nerves quieted a little, but wherever | moved and whatever | did, |
always had the electric chair with its youthful victim before my eyes.

On April 12, | arrived at the prison at three o’clock in the afternoon. The first ones that | met were
the condemned youth’s mother and two brothers. They were completely broken! | went to the
warden’s office where he informed me of the protocol to be observed, where | should stand and what |
should do. He also told me that the execution would take place promptly at ten o’clock. However, this
condemned youth does not know the exact hour of his execution and | am forbidden to tell him.

The warden then entrusted me to the care of two sheriffs who led me through several portals. A
special guard was in charge of each door. We walked down a very long corridor past a large group of
prisoners. Forced into a large guarded group, they are like a flock of frightened pigeons. They know
very well that tonight one of them will die in the electric chair. It is evident by their gloomy faces and
strange restlessness and fear. This group is made up of young men of various nationalities and walks of
life. They give us a look of perhaps not open hatred, but at least of a certain lack of confidence.

Finally, we descend to the death cell by using a narrow stairway. This death cell is a cage with steel
bars which has only one grated window high up on the wall. The room is very poorly lit. Against the
wall, there are twenty guards seated on low wooden benches. They, too, appear to be very serious and
they speak to each other in hushed tones. Within the cell, there is a plain army cot, a water faucet and a
very heavy chair. It is too heavy to serve as a defense or a means of attacking someone.

The condemned man is sitting by his cot writing letters. He is so deep in thought that he doesn’t
even hear me enter. Itis only when one of the guards says, “Look, here’s the guest for whom you have
been waiting!” that he raises his head, throws his pencil on the cot and with a painful smile on his face,
approaches the bars of his cell. His steps are slow and unsteady as he moves one foot after another as
tough he were paralyzed. He extends his hand to me and grasps my hand in a very tight squeeze. His
hand is icy but covered with sweat. His bluish lips whisper, “God, it's good to see you, Father Justin!”
He quickly adds nervously, “Thank you for coming!”

Am | going to stay with him until the very end? Did | meet his mother and his brothers? At what
time will my execution take place? | answer all of these questions as best as | can.

One of the guards brings me a chair and I sit down. The condemned youth grabs my left hand in
both of his as though he feared that | would leave him and he squeezes it tightly. This poor youth is
drenched with perspiration. He is wearing a clean white shirt and heavy gray trousers. The trouser of
his right leg has been split from the bottom up to above the knee where it is tied with a piece of string.
He is not wearing socks and just has a pair of old torn bedroom slippers on his feet.
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I asked him what he was doing and how he had spent the day. He told me that he had awakened
this morning at seven. He had been to confession to the prison chaplain, received Holy Communion and
then had breakfast for which he had no appetite. He had spent the rest of the morning writing letters.
Then, in the afternoon, from one thirty until three thirty, he had visited with his mother and
brothers.”God, but my mother is taking this so very hard!”

Then he started asking me questions: “What time will they come to take me?” “I don’t know,” | tell
him, “but sometime between eight o’clock and midnight. But let’s talk about something else. Did you
write a diary as you promised me you would?”

“No,” he answered, “because if | wrote the truth, | would implicate others.” A very significant
statement given by one who is standing on the threshold of eternity.

“Tell me, what led you to forget yourself and to lead a life that did not agree with the laws of God or
man?” Listen to his answer: “Bad companions and booze! | drank too much and | drank everything!”
He paused and then continued,”Today | must die. Well, everything is just too late!”

He is standing alongside of me. His eyes are glued to the floor. His words are spoken from the
corner of his mouth, without the slightest movement of his lips. “I read a few religious books that the
prison chaplain gave me, but — what good is faith if one doesn’t live according to that faith?” He is now
looking straight at me. His eyes are shining as though they held two small electric lamps.

| dropped his hand, saying, “Let’s smoke a cigarette. “ | pulled out a pack of cigarettes and offered
him one, but he pushed it away, saying, “’No, thank you, | lost all taste for them.” Suddenly, he changed
the subject, “Father, do you know that there are some radio programs that encourage young people to
become criminals? They actually teach them how to by-pass laws!”

Now the look on his face changes — and this is not a good sign. Did his imagination pierce that thick
prison wall and enable him to see that electric chair? Can he already see himself strapped into it? He’s
beginning to stutter and his words do not come out clearly. Evidently the guards noticed this, for one of
them came over and asked him what he would like to have for supper. “Just give me what everyone
else is having,” he replies.

Then he turns to me again saying, | listened to several programs of THE ROSARY HOUR. | enjoyed
your way of going after the fast-stepping youngsters. You seemed so honest and sincere and you
certainly told them the truth. If only they would listen to your advice and to be willing to be guided by
you! Then, they would never make a mess of their lives as | did with mine. | hope that you will keep up
your good work for many years after | am dead, gone and forgotten.”

I try to reassure him as best | can. | glance at my watch and just then realize how quickly this time is
passing. It is already six — thirty. This condemned youth quickly asks, “Father, are you going to be with
me until the very end?” 1assure him, “Yes, | will be, but now | must go to get a bite to eat since | haven’t
had anything since my very early breakfast.” He pleads, "Please come back, Father, as soon as possible
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for I really want to make my confession again.” | assure him that | would return as soon as possible. |
left in the company of one of the guards.

In the main office | am informed that the warden wants to see me. He asks me very politely about
the condition in which | have found the condemned man. Tactfully, he informs me that | can remain
with him until three minutes to ten, for the execution is scheduled for ten o’clock sharp. There is no
longer any doubt concerning this execution, for he had just finished talking on the phone with the
governor of the state and he does not want to further procrastinate. At three minutes to ten, I am to
bid the condemned goodbye and then move four or five steps in front of the chair. The prison chaplain
will be kneeling behind the chair. There is no need to lead him for the space from his cell to the electric
chair is very short. The condemned man need only take four steps to arrive beside that chair.

The warden gives me one last precaution,” Naturally, we all must observe absolute silence! |
sincerely hope, Father, that you will not faint from fright, for even if all goes well, this is a very terrifying
ordeal!” At that thought, even my tongue stuck to my palate —as much from panic as from fear!

Hearing all of this, all thoughts of eating supper fled along with my appetite. | actually began to feel
faint. However, | went back to the chaplain’s quarters where | drank several cups of fresh, black coffee.
I n order to quiet my nerves, | smoked one cigarette after another. Despite the fact that | certainly am
not a coward, | still have a long way to go to heroism. | am shaking all over, my legs are trembling, there
are chills running up and down my spine and my face is as pale as a sheet My hands feel numb and my
brow is covered with perspiration. My head is in a whirl and all my thoughts flee to that prison and
settle around that condemned man awaiting his last moments and his last breath.

At eight o’clock | return to the prison. Tonight, the walls of the prison and the surrounding grounds
are bathed in bright light. | can see that the guard has been doubled everywhere. The reflectors throw
streams of bright light. Outside the walls the guards are searching the people who have arrived. They
are examining the permits of the witnesses who have been invited, of whom there are about thirty
people. The majority of them are reporters from the various newspapers but there are also a few police
and doctors.

| enter the office where once more the guards search me scrupulously lest perhaps | may be
sneaking in a camera. The expression on the faces of these witnesses as well as of the guards is one of
fright and deep thought.

| leave all of them and again a guard ushers me to the death cell. All the corridors are empty and
deathly quiet . All the prisoners are in their cells under automatic lock and key. Going from cell to cell,
the guards look inside each cell through the little opening high up on each steel door. They move very
quietly, like ghosts. They are looking on all sides, their ears on the alert, like hunters in pursuit ofa
hunted animal.

The guard first takes me to a large room where stands the dreaded electric chair. This room is
directly connected to the death cell by a small doorway. Here the room is swarming with guards. Every
one of them must be on duty tonight. Gravely, they all greet me politely, but there are no smiles
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anywhere. The condemned man has no idea that he is so hemmed in on all sides in these last hours.
Again, | am beset by questions concerning the condemned man’s behavior: “What is he talking about?
Is he peaceful? Does he seem very nervous? Does he seem reconciled with his fate?” | answer them as
best | can.

At the same time | am listening to the remarks being made by those who had already witnessed a
death, either by hanging or by the electric chair. | will read you a few: “My God, what a terrifying sight!
A human being dies like an animal! - There is no time to even think for his life ended in seconds! - How
very strange! The most hardened criminal runs to religion at the end! — Religion gives him strength! —In
his lat moments, he is able to recognize and evaluate the influence of religion! — Religion helps to calm
their tense and frayed nerves!”

I listen to all these remarks and think, “Why is it that people run away from God and from religion?
Why do they blaspheme God and poke fun at religion? They insist that God is useless and that religion is
not only not needed but that it is harmful! Why? Why do they think like that? Sooner or later God’s
justice reaches them and the Hand of this Eternal Judge rests on their shoulders. It is then that their so-
called friends abandon them and they find themselves on a bed of pain in some hospital or find
themselves behind prison bars. Itis then that they realize that it is better to be with God rather than
without Him and that life with faith is easier than life without it! Why is it that it is only after they have
ruined their health or lost their freedom that they fall to their knees and raising their hands to heaven,
call out — “Our Father, Who art in heaven!”

It is so very important to think about these things a little earlier! In fact — as early as possible! Let
me at this moment insist that first, we must all return to God and secondly, we must all draw closer to
God! Years ago, a well — known French —man used to cry out, “Give your children and your young
people to God!”

Today, | also beg you —“Invite God back into people’s souls from which He had been expelled a long
time ago. Invite God into your homes! Invite God into your schools! Take God by the hand, walk with
God, beside God, near God in order to find a true life, true light and the true road to peace, satisfaction
and happiness.”

I end this talk today but I will continue it next Sunday under the title of = THE CONDEMNED MAN
AND THE ELECTRIC CHAIR!




