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AMAZING GRACE
By Mary Catherine Johnson
Grace unfurls under us as we need it. Our Sisters have a spiritual maxim:
Never leap ahead of grace. Being in the death house with Pat, in the last
three days before he was taken and executed, I realized that if I projected
ahead to what was going to happen, I would begin to fall apart. But, if I
stayed in the present with him, the two of us together, with him helping me
as well, that gave me strength and focus. It roots you in God, in a way that I
had never experienced in my life before. –Sister Helen Prejean, CSJ
It’s a beautiful spring morning, and I am at our guesthouse with a family
as they prepare to visit their loved one on Georgia’s death row. The day of
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his scheduled execution has arrived, and everyone is tense and anxious about
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what the day might bring. I notice that his sister’s hands are shaking as she
struggles to get the clasp of her watch to close, and she begins to cry in her frustration. Instead of helping her adjust the
watch, I gently suggest that she leave it behind. Not knowing the time may help you be more present, I tell her – don’t
worry about time, just simply be present to his aliveness, to his amazing life force. Listen to the sound of his voice, put
your head on his chest to feel his heartbeat, pay attention to how his eyes sparkle when he looks at you, and share as
many tears and laughs and memories and hopes and songs and prayers as you can muster. Keep reminding yourself
that he is alive right now, and that is enough. And be on the lookout for moments of grace, for the presence of God.
You will not be left to face this alone.
It’s a different day, and I’m in a crowded courtroom. The petitioner is a death row prisoner I’ve known for a few
years. I am aware that the prisoner is extremely anxious about the proceedings, and it shows in the way that he moves
his body and reacts to testimony. I want to have a few moments with the prisoner to attempt to calm him, but it is
unlikely that I will get any time with him. I begin to feel anxious about not being able to speak to him, and I realize that I
have missed some important testimony because my mind has drifted to a place of worry and doom. In a previous
meeting with the prisoner we had discussed ways for him to remain calm during the hearing, and one such strategy was
for him to turn and look for me if he started to feel upset. In the midst of my own anxiety, he turns and locks eyes with
me, and we both relax into a smile. It is a moment of pure grace, and it is enough. Later he tells me that my smiling face
helped him get through the hearing, and it was really nice to be able to say, “Right back at you, my friend.”
It’s a bitter cold night in November as I hold vigil with a group of people in opposition to the
execution of Ray Cromartie. We wait for several hours, sharing stories about Ray and hoping for a
stay of execution. My frozen feet and my aching heart make it difficult to stay in the present
moment, and I find myself wishing for it all to be over. Another vigiler is pacing the perimeter of the
area designated for protesters, and I am reminded of how former New Hope House staffer Ed Weir
used to walk that same path on the nights of executions, with the calm resolve that comes with
knowing that he was exactly where he was supposed to be – of knowing that there was nothing that
Ray Cromartie
would make him abandon the prisoner who was strapped to the cross in the execution chamber just
up the road, in his hour of greatest need. And just like that, I am again rooted in God’s grace, ready to face what comes.

Let us then approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive
mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need. –Hebrews 4:16

Below-freezing temps did not keep
faithful activists from holding vigil for
Ray Cromartie throughout Georgia when
he was executed on November 13, 2019.
Pictures of the statewide vigils were
shared with Ray’s legal team and family,
bringing them comfort on a dark night.

Check out the awesome new handicap access ramp at the
guesthouse, courtesy of Brad Smith and the always-amazing
volunteers from Jubilee Partners. They were at New Hope
House just prior to the execution of Ray Cromartie, giving
Mary Catherine both practical help and emotional support.
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Outreach from New Hope House to death row families continues long after the execution
of their loved one has occurred. In recent months, Mary Catherine shared in the joy of the
family of Marcus Wellons (above) as they celebrated the premiere of their film, White
Rose, at the Plaza Theatre in Atlanta. She also got to celebrate the birthday of Scotty
Morrow’s sister (right) and deliver a cross-stitched plaque to her made in Scotty’s honor.

2019 ANNUAL APPEAL
WHY I SUPPORT NEW HOPE HOUSE
Over 20 years ago my family faced the unthinkable when my brother Daniel was sentenced to death in
Georgia. Throughout that extremely difficult time in our lives, we were surrounded by kind, loving people like
Ed and MaryRuth Weir at New Hope House, who helped us navigate the many challenges of having a loved one
on death row.
New Hope House staff provided support to my family by attending appeal hearings for Daniel's case after he
was convicted. They also provided a way to connect to the anti-death penalty activism community, where we
met people who better understood what we were facing. Along with Jubilee Partners, New Hope House
provided a means for my family to attend national death penalty conferences to learn more about capital
punishment, and to meet other families with a loved one on death row. We were also afforded many other
opportunities to share our perspective of Daniel's story with others. My family never needed to stay at the
New Hope House guesthouse, but we were always made aware that we were welcome there if we ever needed
it. Some of my best memories of New Hope House are going fishing with Ed Weir and bird watching with both
Ed and MaryRuth. Those opportunities were essential outlets for me, especially as I grieved the death of my
brother Daniel.
Now it is a tremendous joy for me and my fellow board members to see Mary Catherine Johnson continuing
the ministry that Ed and MaryRuth began over 30 years ago. She maintains many of the traditions that the
Weirs established, while adding many of her own that allow the ministry to thrive. She may not be partial to
fishing, but I know she provides many other restorative outlets for her guests that help them through their
grief. A death row family member recently described her hospitality and the guesthouse that she renovated as
“the nearest thing to heaven on earth.”
Please join me in giving generously to New Hope House this holiday season so that other death row families
can receive help like mine did. We could not do this important work without your support.
Use the enclosed envelope to send your donation,
or donate online: Look for Possum Trot Ministries
(newhopehousega@yahoo.com) on

With gratitude and warm holiday greetings -

Steve Colwell
New Hope House Board of Directors

SAVE THE DATE – New Hope House Winter Work Day
Saturday, February 8, 2020, 10 am-3 pm
See how much fun Steve Colwell is having
at a recent Work Day? That could be you!
RSVP to Mary Catherine:
(404) 273-0621 (call or text) or
mcjohnson78@yahoo.com

POSSUM TROT MINISTRIES
NEW HOPE HOUSE
P.O. BOX 1213
GRIFFIN, GA 30224

NONPROFIT ORG
US POSTAGE PAID
GRIFFIN, GA
PERMIT NUMBER 39

RETURN SERVICE REQUESTED

OUR MINISTRY
New Hope House is a Christian
community offering hospitality
to families of people on
Georgia’s death row and
support to people whose family
members are involved in death
penalty trials. We also visit
people on death row and work
to replace the death penalty
with just alternatives.
New Hope House is part of
Possum Trot Ministries, a
nonprofit (501c4) organization.
We are financially dependent
on gifts (not tax deductible).
Contact New Hope House:
Mary Catherine Johnson
404-273-0621
mcjohnson78@yahoo.com
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Jimmie Lee Horton with Mary Catherine, October 2019.

GRACED MAN WALKING
Few people understand the essential role of grace in our lives more
intimately than former Georgia death row prisoner Jimmie Lee Horton.
Jimmie has come to New Hope House twice to share his amazing story of
incarceration, redemption and grace with our volunteers.

