
the final shape and form of 

many pieces of legislation. 

While MAC‟s 14 position papers 

did indeed inform our stance on 

matters before the 2011 legisla-

tive session, particularly those 

seeking to ensure the mainte-

nance of social services, health 

care and an adequate social 

safety net for our most vulner-

able citizens, including children, 

we chose to have a more finely 

tuned focus for the attention of 

our lobbyist this year. MAC 

added its lobbying efforts to the 

goal of abolishing the death 

penalty in Montana and replac-

ing it with life in prison without 

the possibility of parole. While 

progress was made this session, 

the ultimate goal was not 

achieved when the bill stalled in 

the House Judiciary Committee. 

However, there was a remark-

able sense of momentum that 

was generated and the sights 

have already been set on aboli-

tion being achieved in 2013. 

Please take time to read the 

succinct and informative final 

report of our lobbyist, Jim Brown. 

It can be found on pages 4 & 5. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With the recent adjournment of 

the Montana Legislature, it‟s 

worth being reminded why it is 

that MAC plays such a public role 

during the legislative session. 

First of all, we acknowledge that 

in our nation and in our state, 

civil governance is separate and 

distinct from the Christian relig-

ion or any other religion for that 

matter. As Americans we cherish 

this important autonomy of both 

the church and the state. At the 

same time that we acknowledge 

this fundamental separation, we 

also recognize that many of the 

men and women who have been 

elected to serve in the Montana 

House and the Montana Senate 

and who hold positions within 

the executive and judicial 

branches of our state govern-

ment are people of deeply held 

religious faith. Many of them 

have deep roots in the Christian 

churches that make up the Mon-

tana Association of Churches. 

Others are committed members 

of other Christian churches and 

still others are adherents of 

other religious traditions. It is for 

this reason, among others, that 

we make our presence known 

among the members of the 

House and Senate. We want to 

honor, recognize and support the 

Christian faith that informs the 

thinking, the deliberations and 

the voting of so many of our leg-

islators. And while we do this we 

also hold in prayer these very 

same men and women as they 

seek to be faithful servants in 

their service to Montana. 
  

The other reason that we are so 

engaged arises out of our 

shared conviction that in the 

arenas in which legislative dia-

logue and debate take place, the 

Christian voice and perspective 

must be heard amidst the many 

other perspectives present. It is 

for this reason that MAC has had 

a lobbyist on Capitol Hill when-

ever the Montana Legislature 

has been in session. Over the 

years MAC‟s voice has been 

heard as our lobbyists have spo-

ken in strong and clear language 

on matters that have been 

unanimously agreed upon by 

MAC. Among the 14 position 

papers that have been approved 

over its history, there are posi-

tions on agriculture, caring in 

creation, gambling, electoral and 

campaign reforms, and human 

rights. In recent sessions MAC‟s 

positions on budget and taxa-

tion, children in society, health 

care, and violence in society 

have taken on more prominence 

as we have sought to have an 

effect on the direction in which 

legislation was moving. It is our 

conviction that MAC‟s voice over 

the years has indeed played an 

important and significant role in 
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thing or someone, you have worked, 

invested and even analyzed whether it 

has been deserved.  “Should I trust you 

with this hope I have?” 
 

Why, do you think, are they so inter-

twined?  When trust is betrayed it 

takes hope with it.  When hope is lost 

can trust be regained?  I‟m not sure. 
 

After hearing and watching the testimo-

nials at the hearings for SB185, Aboli-

tion of the Death Penalty, replacing it 

with life without the possibility of pa-

role, it was evident that there was 

much hope that the facts would out-

weigh the underlying power and that 

we could trust our legislators to do the 

right thing.  The facts were on our side.  

The testimonies were compelling and 

heartfelt.  As many have said, “We did 

everything right.”  So what happened? 
 

In the end it seems to have come down 

to a broken circle.  Hope and trust took 

different paths and missed each other.  

Those who worked so hard lost both. 
 

It is true, there cannot be hope without 

trust nor trust without hope.  They are 

bound together.  This, in the end, is 

why we all looked at each other in 

puzzlement and bewilderment.   

How could our trust in doing the right 

thing and our hope in its successful 

outcome betray us?  Why did it hurt 

so deeply?  Where do we go from 

here?   
 

In the aftermath of the session, I 

have witnessed an amazing display 

of strength and resolve in all of the 

organizations that are the Montana 

Abolition Coalition.  After the tears, 

hugs and shaking of heads everyone 

took a collective deep breath and 

have found a new level of commit-

ment and determination that we CAN 

again gather the  “feathers (of hope) 

that perches in the soul…”  And in the 

process, rebuild, regain and believe 

that trust in our elected leaders will 

be re-built.   
 

I learned something every day from 

the incredible people who have dedi-

cated their lives to hoping and trust-

ing in justice.  Thank you! 
 

Pam Shelden 
mac@montana-churches.net 

406-449-6010 

Hopeé... 
   *to cherish a desire with anticipation  

   *to desire with expectation of obtain-

ment  

   *to expect with confidence: trust  
 

Trusté. 
   *assured reliance on the character, 

ability, strength, or truth of 

someone or something  

   *one in which confidence is placed  

   *dependence on something future or 

contingent : hope  

 

Look at the circle that hope and 

trust creates.  So many times dur-

ing this legislative session we have 

hoped for a result and trusted 

those that have been given the 

power to make decisions on our 

behalf only to be disappointed.   
 

Working hard and holding onto 

hope is something like gathering 

the feathers from the Dickinson 

quote.  The slightest breeze and it 

can be gone.  Taken away from you 

by no cause of your own. 
  
In contrast, trust seems to me a 

stronger more tangible element.  

When you put your trust in some-

P a g e  2  

P a m  S h e l d e n ,  A d m i n i s t r a t o r  òHope is 

the thing 

with 

feathers 

that perches 

in the soul, 

and sings 

the tunes 

without the 

words, and 

never stops 

at all.ó 

Emily 

Dickinson 

M A C  M e s s e n g e r  

R e m e m b e r i n g  M A C  L o b b y i s t  R a y  P e c k  

Ray Peck, a longtime Havre legislator, educator 

and leading Democrat stalwart, died May 19th 

after suffering a stroke. 

Peck, 84, was elected to the Montana House from 

1982 to 1998, until term limits barred him from 

running again. He was elected House minority 

leader in 1995. 

He was active in the Democratic Party for decades. The day before 

his death, Peck had worked as a volunteer at the Montana Democ-

ratic Party headquarters. 

Over the years, Peck wrote frequent short and punchy letters to the 

editors of many Montana newspapers, calling for better funding of 

K-12 schools. 

As a longtime teacher and educator, Peck was especially interested 

in public schools. As a legislator, he also looked out for funding for 

Montana State University-Northern in Havre. 

A Whitefish native, he obtained a bachelorôs degree from what is 

now the University of Great Falls, a masterôs degree from the Uni-

versity of Montana and a doctorate in education from Montana 

State University. 

He served in the Army Air Force during World War II. 

U.S. Sen. Jon Tester credited Peck with convincing him to run for 

the state Senate in 1998, which launched his political career. 

 

ñRay set the standard for public servants in Montana through his pas-

sionate commitment to future generations and veterans,ò Tester said. 

U.S. Sen. Max Baucus said, ñRay was one of the premier authorities 

and biggest advocates for education in Montana and his legacy will 

live on in generations of students.ò 

Gov. Brian Schweitzer said, ñRay Peck was one of the great leaders of 

Montana and he was certainly one of the best political mentors for 

me.ò 

Former House Speaker Hal Harper, D-Helena, who served with Peck, 

said, ñIf there is a legacy for Ray Peck, itôs that he was a bulldog for 

public education in Montana.ò 

State Democratic Party Chairman Jim Elliott said, ñRay Peck served 

Montana with great honesty, integrity and conviction as a citizen, 

legislator and educator. Ray believed in social justice, education and 

equal treatment for all Montanans.ò 

Ray was the MAC Lobbyist during the 2009 legislative session. 

Memorials in Rayôs name are suggested to the Montana Democratic 

Party, 303 N. Ewing Ave., Helena, MT 59601; Vet 2 Vet Program, 

P.O. Box 1500, Fort Harrison, MT 59636; Lewis & Clark Humane 

Society, P.O. Box 4455, Helena, MT 59604; or to Poor Clares of 

Montana, 3020 8th Ave. South, Great Falls, MT 59405. Condolences 

may be sent to the family by visiting www.aswfuneralhome.com. 

By IR State Bureau.  Copyright 2011 helenair.com. All rights reserved. 

This edited material was used by permission. Go to:  http://helenair.com/

news/article_ccb87cf4-88f3-11e0-a2b9-001cc4c002e0.html to view the 

original article.  

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/assured%5b1%5d
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/contingent
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/hope
http://www.aswfuneralhome.com
http://helenair.com/app/terms/
http://helenair.com/app/terms/
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Montana Association of Churches 
38th Annual Assembly 

Ursuline Center, 2300 Central Avenue, Great Falls, MT 
 

Sunday, October 16, 2011 
Optional Continuing Education Unit offering 

Course Title: TBD 

Instructor:  Don Elmer  
Field Organizer-Coaching & Field Assistance 

Center for Community Change, Seattle, WA 
Early Registration and Hospitality Time 

+++ 

Monday, October 17, 2011 
2011 Assembly Theme: 

ñIn & Out of the Steeple: Organizing with the Peopleò 
Parts I - III  

Guest Speaker:  Don Elmer 
+++ 

MAC Business and Reports 
+++ 

Ecumenical Worship Service 

7:30 Ursuline Centre Chapel 
Fellowship to follow 

+++ 

Tuesday, October 18, 2011 

ñIn & Out of the Steeple: Organizing with the Peopleò 
Part IV 

 

MAC Business, Reports and Election of Officers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

              

    
This is an excerpt from Pastor 

Kendraôs sermon at the MAC Ecu-

menical Worship Service on January 

18, 2011 at St. Paulôs United Meth-

odist Church in Helena, MT 

 

I give thanks to God for the work we 

have done together not only as the 

Montana Association of Churches, 

but also wherever and whenever judi-

catory lines are crossed in our com-

munities so that the Gospel might be 

proclaimed through word and deed so 

that peace and justice might prevail 

on earth. 

 

Our work, however, is not yet done.  

It seems to me that the work that 

needs to be done right now is how we 

deal with our differences.  At this time 

in our country it seems that many are 

quick to polarize differences and even 

accept that people who hold different 

opinions are destined for irreconcil-

able division.  Indeed, division be-

tween people is not only set forth as 

the norm, divisions between people 

are amplified by those who seek to 

profit from the drama of conflict. 

 

I think weða Christian community 

committed to ecumenical workðcan 

offer the world an alternate vision of 

how to deal with differences.  For we 

are a body characterized by both di-

versity and unity in Christ.  We are 

united, yet we do not insist in uniform-

ityðwe donôt have to worship alike or 

dress alike or agree on all matters of 

polity.  Our unity does not depend on us 

all sharing the same political beliefs or 

social class or cultural heritage.  For our 

unity depends not on our agreement on 

all matters (though it sure is nice when 

we do!), rather our unity depends on 

God who unites us to Jesus Christ.  We 

are, for better or for worse, whether we 

like it or not, united.  One bodyéone 

baptisméone Lord of all.  This is Godôs 

gift and Godôs desire for us.  May this 

be our witness.                           
 

 

 

Rev. Kendra Wilde                 

kendraw@ourredeemerlives.org 

406-442-7842 

   Rev. Kristi Foster has resigned as Chair of 

   Faith & Order due to serious illness.   

 

   MAC would like to thank her for her years of dedicated  

   and enthusiastic service.   

 

   Please join us in prayers for a speedy recovery. 

 

People of Faith Awards 2011  

The Montana Association of Churches joins in celebrating the  

ministry of lay persons in Montana churches who live out their faith in 

exemplary ways in their congregation and community. 
 

 Nominate Your Hero or Heroine of Faith TODAY! 
Hereôs how: 

ƫ Go to http://montana-churches.net to print a Nomination Form 

and tell us about you and your Hero or Heroine of Faith including 

his/her age category.  

ƫ On a separate piece of paper tell us several ways you have ob-

served this individual putting their faith into practice. 

ƫ Each year a special committee selects award recipients from 

those nominated. Criteria included in the committeeôs considera-

tion will be persons who have lived out their faith in witness and 

service.  This award honors individuals whose faithfulness, com-

passion, or efforts to bring reconciliation to churches and com-

munity have inspired others.  

ƫ Special recognition and plaque are presented at the MAC Annual 

Assembly in October.  

ƫ Nomination Deadline:   August 31, 2011 

QUESTIONS? Call 406-449-6010 or mac@montana-churches.net 

If you wish to be delegate for your judicatory, contact your Bishop!  

Guests are welcome.   

CEU Course is open to anyone. 

Watch http://montana-churches.net  

for more information and registration forms.  
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will be moving back to Michigan.  Though 

I am sad to leave, I am truly excited that 

you will have the opportunity to work with 

my colleague, Denver Henderson.  I am 

planning to continue working to end the 

death penalty, and I will definitely stay 

connected to the efforts here in Montana.   

Thank you, MAC.  It has truly been a 

honor to work with all of you.     

 
Heather Hass   
heatherhass@bresnan.net 

431-2970 

As you will recall, SB 185, the bill to abol-

ish the death penalty and replace it with 

the penalty of life in prison without the 

possibility of parole, was tabled in the 

House Judiciary Committee on March 

18th.   This was the third legislative ses-

sion in a row where „our‟ bill died in the 

House Judiciary Committee. Although the 

actions of the majority of the members of 

that Committee in killing-off SB 185 were 

disappointing, the Coalition was always 

aware that our biggest hurdle was House 

Judiciary. And, unfortunately, despite 

extensive efforts on the part of the Coali-

tion members to get enough freshman 

members to vote with us, the only Re-

publican on the Committee to vote with 

us was Liz Bangerter of Helena, repre-

senting HD 80. 

After SB 185 was voted down by the 

Judiciary Committee, and after extensive 

discussion among the Coalition mem-

bers, it was decided not to try to “blast” 

the bill out of Committee and onto the 

House Floor for consideration. There was 

agreement among the partners that such 

an action would not prove to be benefi-

cial over the long term for either our 

supports in the Legislature or for our 

future efforts to end the use of the 

death penalty in Montana. For example, 

there was concern about putting this 

year‟s freshman members on record as 

opposing the death penalty repeal 

when, in reality, many of those mem-

bers support ending the death penalty 

but do not support subverting the legis-

lative process by using procedural tac-

tics, such as blast motions, to move 

legislation. 

Once SB 185 was killed in Committee, 

there was some talk about, and consid-

eration of, supporting a bill that would 

have required an interim legislative 

committee to study, compare, and re-

port back the costs associated with 

capital and non-capital cases in Mon-

tana. Although the Coalition did not 

actively support such legislation, we did 

believe that, if enacted, the study bill 

would have been both helpful and infor-

mative to Montana‟s public policy mak-

ers on determining the merits of death 

penalty repeal legislation and efforts. 

Unfortunately, that draft bill was never 

introduced after the Montana Associa-

tion of Counties and the Montana County 

Attorneys Associations raised concerns 

with the proposed bill. So, when the deci-

sion was made around the second week 

of April to not introduce LC0805 (the 

cost study bill), the Coalition‟s legislative 

efforts to end the death penalty in Mon-

tana ended for the 2011 session. 

Now that the 2011 session is, for all 

intents and purposes, concluded, it is my 

belief that the Coalition‟s efforts were an 

overall success, despite not having a 

successful outcome in terms of passing 

SB185 out of the Legislature and on to 

the Governor‟s desk. By this I mean, we 

were successful in the following: 

·    SB 185 passed out of a Republican-

controlled Senate Judiciary Committee 

with the support of Senator Hinkle, a 

Senator who had not previously voted 

with us. This vote was a great success 

because several members of the Repub-

lican leadership sought (unsuccessfully) 

to kill our bill at this point in the process; 

(cont. on page 5) 

This has always been my favorite pas-

sage.  The first time I read it was in 

Toronto, Canada on my 8th grade mis-

sion trip.  We had to memorize certain 

verses, and little did I know that this 

one would stick with me for years to 

come.  This passage has taken on new 

meaning for me as we work together to 

end the death penalty in Montana.   

What a cloud of witnesses we were 

surrounded by during this past Legisla-

tive Session.  We were surrounded by 

Murder Victim‟s Family Members who 

poured out their hearts and spoke 

about why this broken death penalty 

system does not address their needs.  

We were surrounded by those who 

spent time on death row for something 

of which they were completely innocent.  

We were surrounded by people of faith 

from all across our state who talked 

about their convictions to end this bar-

baric practice.   

And so, we have run this race with per-

severance, and though we thought we 

would reach the finish line this time 

around, we will not give up.  We will not 

grow weary and lose heart.  Instead, we 

will fix our eyes on Jesus and continue 

this extraordinary race.  We will press 

on. 

As some of you know, I am getting mar-

ried in October, and my fiancée and I 

Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily 

entangles.  And let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith.  

For the joy set before him he endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.  Consider him 

who endured such opposition from sinners, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart. 

Hebrews 12:1-3 

mailto:heatherhass@bresnan.net
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.    SB 185 passed out of the Repub-

lican-controlled Senate, with the 

support (for the first time) of every 

member of the Democratic Party, 

and with the support of three Repub-

licans. Those Republicans being: 

Senator Carmine Mowbray, Senator 

Don Steinbeisser, Senator Jim 

Shockley, and Senator Ryan Zinke. It 

is important to note that, to the best 

of my knowledge, this vote marks 

one of the few instances in the 

United States where a death penalty 

abolition bill passed out of a Repub-

lican-controlled legislative chamber; 

·    We had two great Committee (one 

in the House, one in the Senate) 

hearings on the merits of 

SB185. These hearings demon-

strated the broad support in Mon-

tana for repealing the death pen-

alty. What was particularly uplifting 

about these hearings was the sup-

port provided by victim family mem-

bers and from persons who worked 

previously in and around the death 

penalty process. These hearings 

demonstrated also that repealing 

the death penalty is a bipartisan 

issue, and goes beyond Party labels; 

·    MAC‟s membership made an as-

tonishing number of phone calls and 

emails to legislators in support of SB 

185. Personally, I‟ve never been 

associated with an issue that gener-

ated more legislative contacts than 

this issue, which is a real testament 

to the strong belief and faith in our 

position to end state-sanctioned 

killing;  

.   MAC held and had a tremendously 

successful day at the Legislature in 

January. The Capital was full of per-

sons advocating on behalf of our 

cause, and, as a result of the con-

tacts made by MAC‟s members with 

Legislators, the Coalition received 

valuable insight in the positions/

feelings of a number of legislators 

on the merits of SB185;   

·    MAC held a legislative reception 

in early February, an event which 

allowed legislators to get to know 

the MAC staff and lobbyist in a more 

one-to-one basis; 

·    The Coalition received support for 

SB185 from a number of members who 

are closely associated with the Tea Party 

movement. These members, who were 

generally freshman members of the 

House, oppose the use of the death pen-

alty due to costs concerns and due to con-

cerns with the power of government to 

take life, particularly innocent life; and, 

most important, the abolition coalition 

made a number of new friends as a result 

of our efforts during the 2011 legislative 

session. Not only did we make new friends 

and find supporters among this year‟s 

large Republican freshman class, which 

such working relationships will prove fruit-

ful in future legislative sessions, but also 

MAC saw the number of „outside‟ groups 

that favor our good-government position 

swell. At the same time, the number of 

vocal opponents dwindled this year. I 

think that bodes well for future legislative 

success on efforts to repeal Montana‟s 

death penalty.  

If you have not already done so, please 

take a moment to drop a note of support 

to Senator Dave Wanzenried (D-Missoula) 

and Representative Steve Gibson (R-

E.Helena) for being the primary sponsors 

of SB 185. In particular, please take a 

moment to thank Senator Wanzenried for 

the time and effort he put in to be both 

amazingly knowledgeable of the death 

penalty issue and to carry the cause for-

ward.    

With the end of the 2011 Legislature, so, 

too, concludes the bulk of my legislative 

work on behalf of MAC. I have discussed 

with Pam and Kendra the need for MAC‟s 

membership to keep an eye on and to be 

present during the Interim Committee 

legislative process as those Committees 

begin their respective work later this year 

and into the spring and summer of 

2012. Given the progress being made on 

this issue, I recommend that MAC‟s mem-

bership continue being active. This in-

cludes, but is not limited to, talking to your 

legislator(s) about his or her position on 

SB185 once the session is over, working 

with the Coalition to hold abolition events 

in your hometown(s) during the interim 

period, and engaging in letter to the editor 

campaigns. After all, convincing your 

neighbors and your communities on the 

fact that repealing Montana‟s death pen-

alty is good public policy is what, ulti-

mately, will lead to the death of the 

death penalty. 

You can be assured that the 2013 Mon-

tana Legislature will once again take up 

the death penalty repeal issue. The suc-

cess of that effort in 2013 will depend, 

much as it did in 2011, on the outcomes 

of the November 2012 elections. As we 

have seen from the past two election 

cycles, it is difficult to predict the out-

come of elections. As you, the reader, 

likely knows, Montana will have a new 

Governor in 2013, and, due to the term 

limits law, the Legislature will once again 

have high turnover among the persons 

serving in the body. In light of these 

facts, we do not know which of our sup-

ports will be back in Helena in two 

years. But, we do know that we can be 

active and involved. 

In closing, I want to thank MAC‟s leader-

ship for having the confidence and faith 

in me to represent MAC‟s membership‟s 

interests this legislative session. It has 

been a real honor to be associated with 

MAC. Your organization is well-known 

and well-respected in the halls of the 

Capitol. Further, it has been a real pleas-

ure to work with the members of the 

Montana Abolition Coalition. In my 18 or 

so years of being involved in the legisla-

tive process, I have never worked with a 

more organized and dedicated group of 

people. I can report faithfully that your 

interests have been placed in trusted 

and competent hands. Finally, this has 

been a growth experience for me. As a 

result of serving as your lobbyist, I have 

learned much over these last several 

months about the use of the death pen-

alty in Montana. Consequently, this ex-

perience has strengthened my own belief 

in the position that the use and applica-

tion of, the death penalty is just bad pub-

lic policy.  

Respectfully submitted, 
  

James E. (Jim) Brown 

Lobbyist 

jbrown@doneylaw.com 

406-925-1745 
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I am the mother of a murder victim and I am opposed to the death penalty.  There are many of us who have experienced the murder of a 

loved one that do not support the death penalty.  There are national organizations called Murder Victim Families for Reconciliation, and 

Murder Victim Families for Human Rights.  Information about them is on our display table.  Through them I have met some of the most 

amazing people right here in Montana who have come to the same conclusion:  Do not take another life for our sakes.  
 

Our reasons for opposing the death penalty are as different as we are, based on our experiences and our beliefs.  I can‟t begin to speak 

for all the others, or even to really tell my own story in a few minutes here.  But my story intersects with many others and I hope to honor 

others in telling a little of mine. 
 

My husband and I raised six children on his family‟s ranch NW of Helena in the Birdseye neighborhood.  Besides working the ranch, my 

husband Ken was a deputy sheriff for Lewis and Clark County, honored for his work in narcotics enforcement.  I taught school in Canyon 

Creek and then worked for twelve years in the L & C City-County Health Dept. as a nutrition educator for W.I.C. and as DUI Task Force 

coordinator before becoming a United Methodist pastor. 
 

When talking about our children, I prefer the word “quilted” rather than blended to describe the crazy quilt of his, hers, mine and ours, 

each unique and embroidered together with love.  The daughter we lost was my firstborn child, beautiful, bright, active in 4-H, horses, a 

composer, singer and writer.  One of the last entries in her journal was, “Please let my story be told.” 
 

Gretchen lost her life when she was 24, on July 29, 1990 in what were called “suspicious circumstances.”  No changes were ever 

brought.  No arrest made.  Evidence was deemed insufficient to make a case in court.  One bullet to the brain, two sets of fingerprints 

on a 357 magnum.  Many more questions than answers.  The possibility of suicide lingered.  One night her boyfriend called to insist that 

she had not taken her own life, but that‟s all he could say. 
 

We finally were able to afford to have her case examined by a private investigation firm, Dunbar and Associates.  Pete Dunbar was 

among the most respected law enforcement officers in the Northwest.  After a long distinguished career in the FBI, he served as U.S. 

Attorney for Montana and taught criminal investigation at the Law Enforcement Academy.  After that, when he officially “retired,” Pete 

started his private investigation company.  
 

After examining all the available evidence and information, Pete said he was absolutely convinced our daughter did not take her own 

life, and he deeply distressed that officers he trained had not brought her justice.   
 

I have been opposed to the death penalty all my life.  This is based on my understanding of what it means for me to be a follower of 

Jesus.  He refused to walk the way of violence, and opened for us the way to life.  My church has held an official position opposing the 

death penalty for about 60 years, as have most others. If we had succeeded in bringing our case to court, we do not believe it would 

have resulted in a death penalty verdict, but once wheels are in motion…it gave me reason to think hard and long about that possibility. 
 

Does Biblical justice really demand life for life?  If so, how would that happen when law enforcement and judicial systems fail?  I studied 

what Bible really says…Do not kill is one of the Big Ten, but perhaps it is more accurately understood as do not murder, because there 

are Old Testament laws proscribing death for murderers, …and death by stoning for rebellious children who are gluttons, drunkards or 

curse their mom and dad...death by stoning by the whole congregation to one who blasphemes the name of the Lord… 
 

It also says chose life, avoid the way of violence and walk in the way that leads to peace. 
 

I had to consider the words of faith in new ways, recognizing in them an ongoing development of human understanding of God and of 

what it means to human.  God is still creating, making all things new.  Guided by God‟ purpose and hope for humanity we can chose to 

be our brother‟s keeper…and God‟s law is meant to bring life-affirming direction, not condemnation, as we become more truly human. 
 

The capacity for fatal violence lies deep within our makeup…we acknowledge that from our story of Cain and Abel to the Civil War classic 

by Michael Shaara, Killer Angels .  A friend reenacting the Battle of Gettysburg admitted experiencing the rise of blood lust, and I found 

myself getting pretty close dealing with a rebellious kid, and I certainly experienced it in my reaction to my daughter‟s death.  In a fit of 

passion or through month or years of untreated, torturous mental illness, people choose to do horrendous evil to other people. John 

Steinbeck‟s East of Eden struggles with the possibility of a deficiency of soul, but comes through with the hope, grace and promise that 

we may chose. 
 

Losing Gretchen truly turned my faith upside down and shook it inside out…faith in God, in our justice system, in myself, in humanity…  

Not only for me, but for our whole family…this is a grief like no other.  What IS justice?  What can you do?   

 
We had to choose.  Do we spend our life in fear, afraid the person we believe killed her might come after other family?  Try to get even, 

avenge the death ourselves like we see in the movies?  Spend countless hours trying to manipulate people to squeeze out a confession, 

an admission of guilt from the person whose fingerprints were on the gun and those who failed in their duty?   
 

Or recognize and accept the reality that we are all fall short, and stand in the need of grace, and begin to walk the long hard road toward 

forgiveness anyway.  Can we direct the energy of the anger toward making something positive out of it all, with God‟s guidance and help.   

 
None of it can bring Gretchen back, or the lives of other daughters, including the 9 year old who lost her life last week.  But what choice 

best honors the spirits of their lives? 
 

Continued on page 7 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

òWe must accept finite disappointment, but never lose infinite hope.ó  

 -Martin Luther King, Jr. 
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For me, part of my journey to healing comes through working to eliminate the death penalty.  Life without the possibility of parole definitely 

needs to be an option.  Life without the possibility of parole would eliminate the anguish families go through at repeated parole hearings and 

give the convicted murderer a lifetime to live with the consequences. But it is still choosing life.  And who knows what God can do even 

through the life of a “lifer.”   
 

In the years since Gretchen‟s death, I pastored Mountain View-Trinity UMC in Butte. KBOW broadcast our service and inmates listened in 

from Deer Lodge as they sought new ways to live through a lifetime in prison.   A parolee in work release in Butte, who had murdered his 

business partner, made major repairs to our church sanctuary as he worked to rebuild his life, and knelt at our communion rail. The bread of 

life passing between him and a police officer seemed to me to be a glimpse of the Kingdom of Heaven. 
 

Our faith calls us toward a higher humanity.  Thanks be to God, Christianity has moved beyond inquisitions and witch trials.  People of faith 

light up the coliseum in Rome every time a death sentence is commuted or a state votes to discontinue the use of the death penalty.   
 

Our government can also draw us toward a higher humanity.  It sets the standards, mores and norms of a society as well as reflects them…

and it is us…government of, by and for the people, if we take our responsibilities and privileges seriously.  I believe the deliberate choice to 

take a life to bring closure to a mortal conflict contributes to a cycle of grief and violence, and reinforces an attitude of retribution and re-

venge. It makes that attitude and action more acceptable for the rest of us, a norm, and an expectation.  A hundred years or so ago, dueling 

was legal as a way to solve conflicts.  (Mark Twain was persuaded away from a duel…We sure would have all been poorer if he had followed 

through and lost)!  It's time our government takes another step forward and away from the use of the death sentence.   
 

The vision of God‟s Shalom continues to lie before us, where justice and mercy meet… Mercy is connected with justice.  Thomas Aquinas 

said that mercy "does not destroy justice, but is a certain kind of fulfillment of justice. ..Mercy without justice is the mother of dissolution; 

(and) justice without mercy is cruelty."   
 

Please, for those family members of homicide victims who are opposed to the death penalty, as well as those who support it, let our stories 

be told and heard. 

 

I am a suicide survivor. By that I don‟t mean that I attempted a suicide and failed in the attempt. I mean a loved one died by her own hand 

and I, my family, her family and friends were left in emotional turmoil. With mutual support and the passage of time, we somehow survived. 

 

A recent article in the Messenger pointed out various ways suicide can be prevented. It was an excellent and much needed issue to bring to 

the faith community. I would only add it is important to point out that in spite of our best efforts to prevent it, suicide can happen. 

 

We who survive are left with guilt, blame, and what ifs, trying to sift through the tea leaves to make sense of it all. A website in that article 

points to an excellent resource on prevention www.prevention.mt.gov/suicideprevention. At the bottom of the page is a link to a well 

thought out pamphlet, SOS: a handbook for Survivors of Suicide. I won‟t take up space here repeating the contents of the pamphlet. It was 

written by a survivor and the author speaks authentically from experience. I would urge readers to download this document and study it. 

 

I think it‟s particularly important to people of faith not only to work to prevent suicide but also to reach out to members of their congregation 

who have lost a loved one to suicide. The handbook outlines ways to offer that support. In my own experience, I‟m afraid to say my church 

was not of much help. I felt shunned, avoided. One of the most pernicious fallouts from a misunderstanding of mental illness is that the 

depressed individual brought up in the faith begins to think s/he is lacking in faith, that somehow their own belief system is faulty. This can 

be highly damaging to the mentally ill. 

 

Yet some traditions of our Judeo-Christian heritage were most helpful. I will mention only two. 

 

One came from a Lutheran pastor here in Billings. He quoted the part of the Beatitudes where Jesus says “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for 

theirs is the kingdom of God.” I remember hearing that verse many times in my youth and had always interpreted it in purely “religious” 

terms. But this pastor said Jesus was talking about those who had lost their spirt, were dispirited. In contemporary terms we might say the 

person is suffering from a serious depression. But to know what Jesus really meant, and to have that oft-quoted verse brought to bear on 

my wife‟s suffering by an insightful pastor was of immense help. 

 

And I remember hearing that a group of my college friends back in the Midwest engaged in a Jewish tradition called “sitting shiva.” I smile 

when I think of my Norwegian Lutheran buddies sitting quietly in a circle, wearing their paper yarmulkes brought back from Israel by one of 

the group! I was not there... yet at the same time I was present. And their being present for me, eight hundred miles away, was somehow 

quite comforting. One of the most helpful things others can do is to simply be present. Spend time with the survivor. The deep listening pres-

ence of a fellow human being helps more than we know. 

 

I am heartened to know the message of suicide prevention is being brought before communities of faith. At the same, our faith‟s message 

of healing and understanding needs to be brought to those left behind when prevention fails. 

S u i c i d e  S u r v i v o r  

B y  P a u l  W h i t i n g  

http://www.prevention.mt.gov/suicide


It comes down to a willingness to give others a 

second chance. 
     

The Department of Corrections supervises 

some 13,000 offenders and the average pro-

bation and parole officer has a caseload of 

nearly 100. We can‟t do it alone. We need 

help. 

     

The most valuable people in an offender‟s life 

are those who believe in an individual‟s ability 

to change and those with the insight to look for 

the good in others. Those are the individuals 

capable of seeing more than the crime in a 

criminal. 
     

Often another chance is just what an offender 

needs after spending time in jail, prison, a 

prerelease center or treatment program.  
     

Often what‟s needed is a decent job where an 

offender can prove himself or herself a hard-

working, dedicated employee. It‟s a chance to 

prove themselves, to demonstrate they have 

valuable skills and can be trusted to give a fair 

day‟s work for a fair day‟s wage. 

     

Often what‟s needed is a place to call home, a 

stable and affordable address to live, sleep 

and be safe. 
     

This is the final installment in a series to under-

stand the role Corrections play in Montana. 

 

Two of the best-known lessons from the 

Bible are captured in phrases most of us 

have heard since childhood. “Let he who is 

without sin, cast the first stone” challenges 

us not be hypocrites in our treatment of 

others.  “Do to others what you would have 

them do to you” is a simple piece of advice 

to treat others the same way you want them 

to treat you. 
 

Both lessons address how we deal with fel-

low human beings in relation to ourselves. 
     

The challenge to view others through a 

Christian lens is sometimes never more 

tested than with offenders being supervised 

in our communities. 
    

To be sure, looking past a convicted crimi-

nal‟s offenses can be difficult, particularly 

when it comes to those who evoke strong 

emotions. But the notions that offenders 

should be treated as we would want to be 

treated if we were in their situation and that 

it‟s wrong  to shun offenders for making 

mistakes that many otherwise upstanding 

people make are critical to offenders suc-

ceeding in becoming and remaining law-

abiding citizens. 

The true measure of how society treats 

offenders is its members‟ willingness to 

give them jobs and rent them a house or 

apartment. If you‟re a business owner or a 

landlord, please remember that employ-

ment and a residence can go a long way 

toward helping offenders re-establish their 

lives. 
     

Ask yourself how you would want to be 

treated if you had a criminal record and 

were trying to get your life back on track. 

Ask yourself if you would feel you deserved 

to be treated with disdain by those who may 

themselves have some skeletons in their 

moral closets. 
     

Should the opportunity arise, consider giv-

ing an offender a break. Consider hiring him 

or leasing her a place to live. Consider not 

throwing a stone and not treating them 

differently than you would wish to be 

treated.  

     

Consider giving them another 

chance. 
 

       Bob Anez,   

       BAnez@mt.gov 

       (406) 444-0409 

25 South Ewing 

Suite 408 

Helena, MT 59601 

Phone: 406-449-6010 

Fax: 406-449-6657 

E-mail: mac@montana-churches.net 
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òUNITING BY THE POWER OF GODõS WORD FOR 

WITNESS AND WORSHIP, JUSTICE AND SERVICEó 

 

WE ARE HERE SO YOUR VOICE IS HEARD! 

 

CONTACT THE MAC OFFICE FOR IDEAS ON HOW 

YOUR CONGREGATION CAN PLAN A  

MAC SUNDAY OR FUNDRAISER 

HTTP :// MONTANA -CHURCHES.NET  

Montana Association  

of Churches 
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THE MONTANA ASSOCIATION OF CHURCHES  

REPRESENT NEARLY 600 CHURCHES AND 190,000 MONTANANS! 

 

PLEASE CONSIDER A TAX-DEDUCTIBLE GIFT TO MAC. 

 

UNITED OUR VOICES ARE STRONGER!  

Elder's Meditation 
  
 

 

"Our religion seems foolish to you, but so does yours to me.  

The Baptists and Methodists and Presbyterians and the 

Catholics all have a different God. 
 

Why cannot we have one of our own?" 

  --Sitting Bull, HUNKPAPA LAKOTA 
 

The Creator gave each culture a path to God. To the Indian people, 

he revealed that the Creator is in everything. Everything is alive with the Spirit of God. 
 

The water is alive. The trees are alive. The woods are alive. The mountains are alive.  

The wind is alive. The Great Spirit's breath is in everything and that's why it's alive. All of nature is our 

church, we eat with our families in church, we go to sleep in church. 
 

My Creator, let us leave people to worship You in the way You have taught them. 

Join with others concerned about justice for Godõs planet by visiting the  

National Council of Churchesõ Eco-Justice website and by signing the letter  

in support of wise decisions regarding lands and wilderness.  

 

http://www.nccecojustice.org/wilderness/wildstatement.php 


