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Letters of faith from death row

By the REV. RHETT BAIRD

“In the faces of men and women I see God, and in my own face in the glass” 

                 from Leaves of Grass by Walt Whitman 

Long ago, I served several small churches in three states, including the First Universalist Church (1846) in Camp Hill, Ala. They met once a month. One Sunday, a professor from the Tuskegee Institute who attended the church regularly brought a letter to church and asked if someone might write to a young man in prison. 

I volunteered to answer the letter, and thus began an extraordinary friendship that spanned five years. It put a name, Neil (Cornelius) Singleton, and face on a young man who spent 15 years on death row. 

Neil could neither read nor write at the time of his arrest. His IQ was about 70. He was a black man. He was convicted by an all-white jury in 1977, based on circumstantial evidence. We will never really know if he was guilty. 

My faith tradition invites me to embrace the notion of the inherent worth and dignity of every person and to promote justice, equity and compassion in human relations. I believe these values shaped my friendship with Neil. 

After he was incarcerated, Neil was taught to read and write over a period of 10 years by a group of nuns from a Catholic Church 50 miles away. I still carry five years’ worth of letters and memories of this young man. I invite you to hear his voice in the letters he wrote so poignantly, and, if you listen carefully, you can hear in these excerpts the love and compassion of the nuns: 

“I think it’s the loneliness that gets me the most. … I must say that I don’t get much mail at all. I don’t ever get visits often, and that hurts — about two or three visits a year.” 

“I don’t even have a girl friend, and that hurts; no one to tell me they love me. I know I’m not ever going to get a girl friend while I am in prison. Don’t no girl want a boy friend in prison.” 

“It’s up to me to better myself. I am trying my best to keep on trying to better myself every day here. … I’m proud of all the things I’m learning, and I’m keeping on learning new things each day. … I’m learning things because I want to learn.” 

“Well, I was very happy to see my mother Monday. You see, Rhett, I don’t get to see my mother or family very often. I miss them all very much.” 

“What I learn over the years here, I can share it with others. You see, Rhett, I really do care about other peoples. It hurts me a lot to see kids on the streets and not doing anything to help theyself. I think all them kids need love and help very bad. You see, Rhett, I am a very strong man. It takes a great deal to get me down. I never give up as long as I’m living. I have not gave up on all my dreams yet. I still want me 2 or 3 kids. I know I will make a great husband. I’m still looking for the right girl also.” 

“At times I am very depressed and lonely. But I will never give up on hopes. ... Isolated in this small room for so many years it have took a lot out of me, but I am always trying my very best not to never let things get the best of me here. I am a very strong man.” 

“Rhett, I really love my mother so much I can’t put it into words. It hurt me a lot to see all the pain she’s going through. Every time I talk with my mother on the phone, I tell her everything going to be alright. … Well, I hope and pray each day here for my freedom. I really want my freedom and a family.” 

“I was very sorry to hear about your aunt. I can only imagine how very difficult it must have been for you, and especially for your uncle to put your aunt in a nursing home. … I know it hurts that your aunt can’t remember you.” 

“It feel so good to get out of this cell for 45 minutes each day. … Thank you so very much for the beautiful birthday card and letter. I am very happy to hear that Michelle is now playing first chair clarinet in the DeKalb Symphony. I am glad to hear that Ann Marie got a promotion on her job. I can tell everyone are really proud of her. I am very proud of her also.” 

“I am very sorry to hear Rhonda are having some problems with her feet. I know she be on her feets a lot at home and working in the hospital. I’m hoping and praying she did find some special shoes. … I got the photo. I like Rhonda smile. I can tell Rhonda is a very friendly person.” 

“My mom and one of my sister visit me last Friday. We had a wonderful visit. My sister had her son with her. My sister have a very beautiful son. His name is Omar, 15 months old. … Mother’s Day are next Sunday. I will be thinking of Rhonda and my mother.” 

“One of the men here on death row is facing the electric chair in three days. We had a meeting today, and all inmates on death row going to wear our dress whites and our purple ribbon Wednesday, Thursday and Friday. I pray daily for all on America’s death row.” 

“I want Renee and Chris to live in a very nice and safe neighborhood. Please say happy birthday to Renee. I don’t have no cards. I wish I did. Because I want to send Renee a beautiful card for her birthday.” 

“The bad news. My mom husband illness getting worse. The hospital have done all what they can do for him. She is losing her husband.” 

“It is nearly Father’s Day again. I want to be among the first to wish you a very happy Father’s Day. … We need more love in this world. If we have more love in this world, every thing will be much better. People need to love one another. We are all God’s children. ... Please know that you are in my daily prayers.” 

“I have some bad news. Last week the Alabama Attorney General have asked the court to set the date for me to die. Rhett, if the court set the date for me to die, it will be within 30 days. ... Rhett, if it come down for me to die in the electric chair, I want to spend some time with all my friends and with all my family.” 

“Rhett, at the moment I’m holding up alright. I guess that things will hit me very hard when the court set the date for me to die. … We both must stay very strong to the very end. I am not the type of man that give up. I will fight for my life to the very end. … I do not fear the electric chair at all. I do not want to die in the electric chair. But if it come down to it, I will not be afraid at all. I am a very strong man, and I always will be. … I must say don’t many people understand me at all. Rhett, I really think that you understand me, how I feel and think.” 

“My mom came to see me today. My mom is hurting a great deal now. I am very worried about her. She lost her husband in June, and she getting ready to lose one of her sons now. Please pray for my mom and pray for my life. ... I must say that I was very, very strong for my mom today. ... May God bless you all.” 

“They will put me in the death room November 16 or 17. The death room next to the electric chair. I will be in that small death room alone. I will never give up on hopes. Rhett, we must all stay very, very strong to the very end.” 

Neil was executed Nov. 20, 1992. We hugged during a visit a few days before his execution. Eighteen years later, I can still feel his body trembling at that moment as we hugged and tried to find words to say goodbye. My life has been deeply enriched by this chance connection. I miss him. I will always remember him. 

The Rev. Rhett D. Baird is the minister of High Street Unitarian Universalist Church in Macon.

