HOLIDAY EDITION 2020

PO Box 1213
Griffin, GA 30224
404-273-0621
www.newhopehousega.org

Hospitality and Support
for People on
Georgia’s Death Row
and Their Families

EPITAPH FOR A DEATH ROW MAMA
By Mary Catherine Johnson

On the morning of October 22, 2020, I imagined the existence of a tremendous black shroud, large
enough to cover all of New Hope House. Murphy Davis, my dear friend and mentor, had died a few hours
earlier, and it seemed fitting to shroud the place that she founded – this place of hope that she helped birth
many years ago to provide God’s love and hospitality to the families of death row prisoners – in a cloak of
mourning.
Almost 44 years earlier, in November 1976, Murphy was beginning her work in the anti-death penalty
movement, and she traveled to Macon, Georgia to meet with a group of death row mothers. As she listened
to their stories of grief, pain and ostracism, something inside her shifted. “What those mamas did for me was
to articulate the widening circle of tragedy that’s caused by the death penalty,” she said. “This was a place
where I needed to take a personal stand.” Soon Murphy would be visiting on death row and getting to know
the prisoners and their families, while formulating a plan to make a special place for those families – a
sanctuary where they could find peace, comfort, a warm bed and plenty of delicious Southern fried chicken.
This particular sanctuary was deep in the woods, just a few miles from Georgia’s death row, and it would come
to be called New Hope House.
Murphy taught me so much over the years, but the thing that
feels the most essential is the example she set for perseverance in
the face of the ongoing injustices and horrors of the death penalty.
On the morning after my friend Marcus was executed, when I told
her that I wasn’t sure if I could do this work anymore because it was
too painful, she assured me that I could continue, with her help and
the help of a loving community, as well as the assurance that God
would never leave me alone. I immediately believed her, because
she was a living testament to the truth of her words.
I owe Murphy Davis a tremendous debt of gratitude – a debt
that can only be repaid by continuing to do the work that she
started, and to that, I am deeply committed. I’ll take my cue from
Merrit Malloy’s poem “Epitaph” because I’m certain this is how
Murphy felt – that she would want me to lift the black shroud of
mourning surrounding New Hope House and continue her practice
of endlessly giving away love to death row prisoners and their
families:
Love doesn’t die,
Murphy Davis by Georgia death row prisoner
People do.
Adrian Hargrove, 2019
So, when all that’s left of me
Is love,
MURPHY DAVIS, ¡PRESENTE!
Give me away.

Over the summer,
Mary Catherine’s niece,
Sarah Grace, and her
boyfriend, Eli (left),
helped get New Hope
House ready for our
death row families to
return once visitation is
restored. As this
newsletter goes to
press, the prisons in
Georgia are slated to
reopen in late
November, which
means we could be
hosting families for
visitation again very
soon, with new
precautions in place to
keep everyone safe and
healthy.

When Murphy Davis crossed over from her
life on Earth, surely there was a big group
of Death Row Mamas on the other side to
welcome her. No doubt former death row
prisoner Norris Speed’s mama Georgia,
who died in August, was one of them.
Georgia was in a wheelchair during the last
years of her life, but she didn’t let that stop
her from going to see her son. Mary
Catherine took the above picture of
Georgia, who was feeling joyful after her
last visit with Norris.

Mary Catherine, Ed and Murphy
(above, left to right), taking a
break from packing the gifts to
take a photo in the woods near
New Hope House

Murphy (above, left), with New Hope House
board member, Mary Shellman, getting the
Christmas cards ready for the boxes

Melissa Nyarko (above), a death row
investigator at the Georgia Resource
Center, taping the finished boxes

Neva Corbin (left) of St.
Bartholomew’s Episcopal
Church in Atlanta working with
death row attorney Brian
Kammer to get the fluffy new
towels ready for the boxes

In December of 2019, Murphy Davis and Ed Loring of the Open Door Community came down to New Hope House from
Baltimore to pack and deliver Christmas gifts for Georgia’s death row – gifts that are fondly known as the “Murphy Davis
Christmas Boxes” by the death row prisoners who have received them from the Open Door for over 30 years. This annual
bestowing of gifts to death row was near and dear to Murphy’s heart, and it brought her, and all the Christmas elves who
assisted her, tremendous joy to assemble them, as is evident in the photos above. New Hope House is honored to
continue the tradition of the “Murphy Davis Christmas Boxes” this year and every year until death row is no more.

PLEASE SUPPORT DEATH ROW FAMILIES LIKE MINE
THROUGH NEW HOPE HOUSE
My brother, Scotty Morrow, was on death row in Georgia for almost 25 years. During one of my
visits with him, he told me about someone named Mary Catherine at a place called New Hope House – he
said she could help me with anything I needed. And he was right! Once when I asked her how to send
money to Scotty, she sent me the forms and directions, plus a bunch of envelopes already stamped and
addressed to send out the money orders. New Hope House always made sure I had gas and
transportation to visit Scotty, and they gave my family a beautiful place to stay during the week of
Scotty’s execution – a place that felt like home, with a screen porch and rocking chairs and comfortable
beds – and all the delicious food we could eat.
And I want to say something else about Mary Catherine. She is my guardian angel. If I call her
upset about something, I immediately feel calm at the sound of her voice. I couldn’t have gotten through
that terrible ordeal of my brother’s execution without her. She provided moral support for all of us,
including Scotty, and she also provided everything else we needed – we didn’t even have to ask. It was
all there, she thought of everything – food, extra fans, quarters for the vending machines at the prison,
even toothpaste and aspirin. And she continues to stay in touch with me. During this time of Covid-19
she has checked on me and other death row families to make sure we’re okay and have what we need.
Please give whatever you can to help keep New Hope House going strong. I don’t want any other
family to go through what mine did, but if they do, please help me make sure they have New Hope House
to help them through it. Thank you, and Happy Holidays from my family to yours –

Deborah Morrow

Scotty and Deborah
(above) during one
of their many visits
while Scotty was on
death row

Deborah with a plaque honoring her
brother Scotty

The Morrow family sharing stories and laughter
with Scotty on the phone at New Hope House

HOW TO DONATE
You can use the enclosed envelope to send a CHECK PAYABLE TO NEW HOPE HOUSE,
or donate online through our website and these applications:

www.newhopehousega.org
PAYPAL: Look for Possum Trot Ministries or newhopehousega@yahoo.com
VENMO: @NewHopeHouseGA
CASH APP: $NewHopeHouseGA

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

MASKING MESSAGES OF LOVE DURING THE PANDEMIC
Mary Catherine took the pandemic mask selfie to a whole new level by writing
messages to her friends in prison on her old masks. Not to be outdone,
former death row prisoner Al Stripling sent her a picture wearing a mask he
had made himself. That mask has kept Al safe during many outbreaks of the
coronavirus at his prison, and that picture is a reminder to us all to remember
all prisoners in our prayers during these challenging times.

