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This story about a killer on death row and the nun who befriends him is based on factual events. The nun, Sister Helen Prejean, wrote an autobiographical book about her experiences as the spiritual adviser to death row inmates. The killer in the film, Matthew Poncelet, is actually a composite of two men.


Sister Helen lives and works in a rundown neighborhood in Angola, Louisiana, having dedicated her life to helping the poor. She receives a letter from Poncelet, a convicted murderer on death row. Reluctantly she pays him a visit at Angola State Prison against the advice of her superior, who also finds it inappropriate that she is not wearing a nun’s habit. At their first meeting, Poncelet insists on his innocence and requests that Sister Helen help him with an appeal; he comes across as a braggart, an irresponsible person who even attempts to flirt with her. Sister Helen is an abolitionist and sees no legal or religious justification for the death penalty, but she is also appalled at the crime Poncelet has committed, if indeed he is guilty. He was convicted of having murdered two young lovers at night in the woods; the boy was shot to death, and the girl was raped and stabbed more than twenty times. Poncelet is placing all the blame on his accomplice and on the fact that they were drunk and on drugs. But the accomplice is not on death row; he had a better lawyer and was released after five years. In the course of the film, however, the audience learns through flashbacks that Poncelet is definitely guilty, along with his friend.


Sister Helen finds an appeals lawyer for Poncelet and visits Poncelet’s mother. Here we realize that there are more victims in this case than the two teens who were murdered and their families; the killer’s family members are, in their own way, also victims of his crime. They suffer not only feelings of shame and guilt and grief for a loved one who went wrong but also the scorn of the community.


During the hearing the lawyer puts up a passionate defense for abolitionism: The death penalty has been with us for a long time, he says; we think we have found a humane method, lethal injection, but it is still a barbaric thing for a state to do to an individual. It may look peaceful on the outside, but that is only because the condemned person’s muscles have been paralyzed. The torment of the lungs and other organs is not noticed by onlookers.


But Poncelet’s appeal fails, and his execution is scheduled to take place in six days. Now Poncelet requests that Sister Helen become his spiritual adviser. She realizes that if she is to become his spiritual adviser—the first female adviser to a condemned prisoner—her main task will be to make him admit to the dreadful thing he has done, to reach a full comprehension of his crime. The concern of the church is of course with the redemption of Poncelet’s soul, because without a heartfelt admission of his guilt, his soul won’t be saved. However, Sister Helen’s effort to make him understand what he has done translates into more than a religious quest: It becomes an effort to make him into a whole human being rather than the brutal, whining subhuman she first encounters, someone who is willing to take responsibility for what he has done. But Poncelet is not a cooperative or a likable character: He is a racist, a member of the Aryan Brotherhood, and a vocal fan of Hitler—at least this is how he wants to come across to the media.


After the hearing, Sister Helen had been confronted by the families of the murdered teens, who asked how she could spend time with Poncelet and not with them. Now she makes a point of seeking them out, at first in some vague hope that she might “help” them. The boy’s father makes her understand what a presumptuous idea that is and begins to tell her of his son’s short life. In his grief and willingness to talk, she grasps the enormity of the tragedy that has befallen his family; not only have the parents lost their only child, but they are splitting up because of the strain caused by their son’s murder. Some tenuous understanding is reached between her and the father of the boy; not so, however, with the parents of the murdered girl. When Sister Helen comes to visit them, they assume she has “changed sides”; when they realize she hasn’t, they throw her out, unwilling or unable to understand what she is trying to do. They assume she must have a crush on the killer—a man they hate so much that they believe they will find no closure until he is dead.


The date of the execution is drawing near, and Poncelet is moved to the facility of execution, his measurements are taken, funeral arrangements are scheduled, his leg is shaved (to find a vein for the injection), and a final meeting with his family is set up. Sister Helen tries to make him admit to the killings to her, but he insists that it wasn’t his fault. Not until their final private conversation does Poncelet open up to her, and in a chilling display of both humanity and depravity he tells her about what went on that night in the woods. In the last hours of his life, Poncelet does indeed take responsibility for what he has done, even though it may well have been his friend who was the instigator.


For his final walk to the death chamber, in slippers, diapered, and with one shaved leg, with the warden calling out, “Dead man walking!” to clear the way, Poncelet is not allowed to walk to his death with his boots on, the way he had hoped. Sister Helen is with him and tells him that Christ is with him, too. She wants Poncelet to look at her face “as they do this thing to you” so that he will see love as the last thing before he dies. Poncelet is taken to the isolated death chamber and strapped down, arms stretched out in the shape of a cross. He has final words for the families watching behind the glass with Sister Helen, begging them for forgiveness. He also has final words for the state: that killing is wrong, no matter who does it—himself or the government. And then the process of the lethal injection begins.


The film reflects Sister Helen Prejean’s abolitionist view of the death penalty, and she was herself an adviser on the film. The final scenes are shocking to many viewers because of their sheer clinical detachment—as Poncelet’s appeals lawyer says, they put him to death as they would an old horse. However, with its numerous flashbacks to the crime scene and the close-up attention to the victims’ families, we aren’t allowed to forget Poncelet’s crime.
Study Questions


1.
What is the strongest abolitionist argument you see in this film? What is the strongest abolitionist argument in the general death penalty debate, in your opinion?


2.
What is the strongest retentionist argument in the death penalty debate, in your opinion?


3.
Argue why you think Poncelet should or should not have been executed. If you have not reached an opinion, explore the issue, arguing first for, then against, his execution.


4.
Why do you think Sister Helen chose to become Poncelet’s spiritual adviser? Did she make the right choice, helping him more than the bereaved families? Why or why not?


5.
What do you think Stephen Nathanson would say to this film? What would John Douglas say?

