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TheRev.Heriberto Vergara looks at a photograph of his slain colleague, Rev. ReneRobert, in St. Augustine, Florida. Last summer, following amulti-state
manhunt, police arrested StevenMurray in connectionwith the 71-year-old Robert’s killing.Murray led authorities into theGeorgiawoods,where Robert’s
body lay. Police saidMurray had asked Father Rene for a ride, then kidnapped and fatally shot him. Prosecutors plan to seek the death penalty, a decision
that Catholic officials fromGeorgia and Florida have protested on the courthouse steps. AP Photo

Kristine Guerra TheWashington Post

T he Rev. Rene Robert spent his life
helping the convicted and preaching
mercy for those who face the death

penalty.
He did not believe anyone, nomatter how

evil, deserves that fate — not even the man
who is accused of killing him.
Robert, a Catholic priest in the Diocese of

St. Augustine in Florida, was found dead in
Georgia ofmultiple gunshotwounds inApril.
StevenMurray, a repeat offender whomRob-
ert had been helping as part of his Franciscan
ministry, was indicted inMay and could face
the death penalty.
Three Catholic bishops are asking prose-

cutors to not seek capital punishment, saying
it’s not what Robert believed in and not what
he would have wanted to happen.More than
20 years prior to his death, the priest signed a
document called “Declaration of Life,” which
lists a series of requests that he would like
fulfilled in case he is killed.
“I hereby declare that should I die as a

result of a violent crime, I request that the
person or persons found guilty of homicide
formy killing not be subject to or put in jeop-
ardy of the death penalty under any circum-
stances, no matter how heinous their crime,
or howmuch I have suffered,” the document
states. “During my life, I want to feel confi-
dent that under no circumstances whatso-
ever will my death result in the capital pun-

ishment of another human being.”
If Murray is convicted and sentenced to

death, Robert said he would like the gover-
nor “to take whatever action is necessary” to
keep his killer from execution, the document
states. He also requested that the document,
signed in 1995, be admitted as evidence at
trial, and that his family and friends make
sure his wishes are granted.
Catholic bishops from Florida and Geor-

gia held a news conference last week outside
the county courthouse in Augusta, Georgia,
where themurder is alleged to have occurred,
to try to persuade prosecutors to change their
decision. Bishop Felipe Estevez, of the Dio-
cese of St. Augustine, had gathered 7,000 sig-
natures asking Georgia courts to honor the
late priest’s wishes.
“As many people know, the Catholic

Church’s position on the death penalty, we
don’t feel that a person should be put to
death. It’s violence against violence. We’re
not in favor of that,” said Kathleen Bagg, a
spokeswoman for the Diocese of St. Augus-
tine. “Father Rene was a strong opponent of
the death penalty. He would attend death

penalty vigils.”
But it’s uncertain whether the priest’s

wishes will be granted.
Former district attorney Ashley Wright,

whowas recently appointed to a judicial post,
told the St. Augustine Record in June that
decisions on punishment are not based on
public opinion or sentiment.
“We are not supposed to take into account

the individual circumstances of the victim
when we are talking about whether some-
one’s case is worthy or not worthy of seeking
the death penalty,” she told the paper.
Acting district attorneyHank Symsdidnot

return a call from TheWashington Post.
Murray’s public defender, Ryan Swingle,

said he hopes the priest’s wishes are consid-
ered.
“I think the ‘Declaration of Life’ that

FatherRobert drafted andmemorialized is an
important and inspirational statement by a
manthat clearly caredverydeeply in theworks
of theChurch,” Swingle said. “I admire it.”
David Shoar, the sheriff of St. Johns

County in Florida, said he has known Rob-
ert for 30 years. The 71-year-old priest had

devoted his life to helping people, especially
those in jail and suffering addiction. Shoar
believes Robert had been reckless at times
and trusted people a little too openly.
For example, Robert had given people

money, invited them to his home and run
errands on their behalf, like going to a West-
ern Union to pick up checks, Shoar said.
At times, he had ended up walking home
because he had let someone borrow his car.
Shoar said he had warned his friend on

several occasions.
“Not that it was wrong to help, but you got

to be smart about it,” Shoar said. “He saw the
good in too many people and he paid for it
with his life.”
Bagg, the diocese spokeswoman, saidRob-

ert met Murray as part of his ministry work
in prison. A youngwomanwhomRobert had
been counseling introduced the two, accord-
ing to the Associated Press.
Authorities said Murray kidnapped Rob-

ert, forcing the priest into the trunk of a
vehicle, and drove nearly 300 miles from
St. Augustine to Augusta. They believe Rob-
ert was killed on April 10. The priest was
reportedmissing two days later.
At one point after the priest disappeared,

Murray called his sisters, Bobbie Jean and
Crystal. In one of the conversations, Murray
admitted killing Robert.
Murray was arrested April 13.
The criminal case is pending and has not

been scheduled for trial.

Declaration of Life
Priest believed no one deserved death penalty, not even man accused of killing him

“(The Rev. Rene Robert) saw the good in too
many people and he paid for it with his life.”
David Shoar, sheriff of St. Johns County in Florida on Rev. Robert, left
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Thanks to technology, our
world is getting smaller. We
can travel anywhere in the
world in just a few hours. We
can know what is happening

around the world in just a few minutes, and
we can communicate with people around
the world in just seconds. This has exposed
us to cultures, beliefs and ideas that have the
opportunity of expanding our understand-
ing and acceptance of the rich diversity in
this world we share. So, while in terms of
communication and travel, the world is get-
ting smaller, and our awareness is getting
larger and richer.
And yet, at the same time, our technology

is also making it possible for us to live in a
much smallerworld of peoplewho think and
act just like us. We have moved away from
shared understanding mediated through
just three broadcast networks and a local
printed press. Now, with hundreds of cable
stations and thousands of websites, we have
the opportunity to filter our understand-
ing of the world through those sources with

whichwe agree.
Rather than being challenged to under-

stand new ideas and be exposed to differing
world views, we can listen and watch those
outlets that reinforce our current beliefs and
perception. It is sometimes called “living in
an echo chamber.”
At stake is our own identity. We tend to

reinforce our identity by affiliation with
those who are similar to us. It begins with
family and spreads to our neighborhoods,
which tend to bring together people of sim-
ilar social and economic (and even racial)
status. We join organizations and religious
institutionswhere similarity ismore obvious
than diversity. It is natural to bond together
with the “like-minded.” It says to us, usually
in a subconscious way, that we are normal,
we are like others. It reinforces our identity.
But identity also tends to exclude. If there

is an “us,” then there must be a “them.” If
we bond with those like us, there must be
threats from those not like us.
Our challenge is not to deny our identity,

but to affirm it in continually expanding our
world by interacting with those who are dif-
ferent.
In a recent interview with columnist

David Brooks, published in the magazine
ChristianCentury, hewarns againstmaking
politics the primary source of identity and
meaning.
Brooks observes: “Most of the things that

make our lives worthwhile andmeaningful,
do not have to do with politics. They have to
do with relationships or beliefs or virtues. …
When we look back on our lives, we tend to
think about our family, or our marriage, or
maybe our vocation. We don’t look back on
this or that law that was passed. Sometime,
our hysteria about politics ismore damaging
thanwhat actually happens inpolitics. Some
people see their political affiliation as a form
of ethnicity. They can do violence to them-
selves with this identity.”
In a similar vein, Yale professor and theo-

logian, Miroslav Volf has said that “politics
touches everything, but politics is not every-
thing—not by a long shot.”
I am not suggesting that what happens

in the political arena is not important; I am
only suggesting that it is not ultimate. The
issues facing our society need to be seen
through a lens of morality and justice, not
just in political terms.
In the Christian worship tradition, it is

customary to have a prayer of confession.
This past Sunday, the church I attend had
this prayer of confession:
“Holy God, we often focus on the differ-

ences that drive a wedge between us and the
othermembers of our global community.We
dwell on the things that separate us instead
of the things that bring us together. Change
our perspectives so we see our differences in
a positive light and in the ways they made
us stronger. In your mercy Lord, hear our
prayer.”
Our identity need not be defined by how

we look, how we dress, where we live, how
we worship, or even how we vote. Our iden-
tity can be expanded out of whatever “echo
chamber”wefindourselves.We can seek out
the person who may seem different but in
fact shares our human identity. We can be
committed to our ideas but humble enough
to be open to those who see the world in dif-
ferent ways.
We can continually seek to make our

world bigger through our openness to oth-
ers.We can love our neighbor and recognize,
as in the story of the Good Samaritan, that
our neighbor is often someone who is not
just like us.
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Is yourworld getting bigger or smaller?Who ismy neighbor?


