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I.

 


Robert Alton Harris
was gassed to death at sunrise on April 21, 1992,
the first person to be executed by the state of California in
twenty-five years. The execution ended fourteen years of legal
wrangling over Harris’s fate, capped by four overnight stays of
execution.

Five minutes before the cyanide gas
was released, Harris twisted against the straps confining him and
looked back over his shoulder to catch the eye of Steve Baker, the
father of one of the two teenage boys Harris had killed in 1979.
Through the windows of the soundproof chamber, many of the
forty-eight witnesses to the execution saw Harris mouth the words,
“I’m sorry.” Baker nodded his head sharply in acceptance of the
apology. Within twenty minutes Harris was dead, his asphyxiation
videotaped to help authorities determine whether execution by gas
constitutes “cruel and unusual punishment.”

Marilyn Clark, the sister of Harris’s
other victim, attended the execution to honor her deceased mother,
who had wanted to be there but died of cancer the year before.
According to the Los Angeles Times, Clark had had a vivid dream a
few weeks before the execution, in which Harris’s death unleashed a
cloud of “black gremlins” that shrieked and flew in circles around
his head before descending, tornado-like, into hell. On the morning
of April 21, Clark was deeply moved by Harris’s last-minute apology
to Steve Baker.

“I looked at him and I saw
just another human being,” Clark told Times reporter Alan
Abrahamson. “So I tried to reach out in a ... spiritual way, and
tell him I could forgive him because he was giving his life like
that, accepting it like a man.”

When Harris’s head rolled down to his
chest, Clark reported feeling “this rush of being at peace with
myself. I never thought in my life that this would come over me.
All the hatred inside me totally disappeared. It was like the
miracle of forgiveness. Before I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t forgive
him: And then I did.”


 Do not underestimate the intensity of the ego’s drive for
vengeance on the past. It is completely savage and completely
insane. — A
Course in Miracles

 


The life history of Robert Alton
Harris, as reported by Times writer Dan Morain, reads like a
surreally brutal recipe for the making of a callous murderer. The
fifth of nine children, he was born two months premature in a Fort
Bragg, North Carolina, army hospital after his drunken father
kicked his alcoholic mother in the stomach. The man didn’t believe
Robert was his progeny and made the boy the special object of his
hatred. He would beat him with a bamboo cane and taunt him with a
loaded gun, telling him to run. When Robert’s eldest sister was
arrested for theft shortly after the family’s arrival in California
in 1962, she told other father’s sexual abuse; he was convicted of
being a sex offender and went to jail for eighteen months. By now
Robert was ten, and he was questioned by police investigating the
killing of cats. He claimed that he’d only watched others do
it.

By 1967, Robert’s mother Evelyn had
left her husband and driven off with her four youngest kids and a
boyfriend, leaving fourteen-year-old Robert to fend for himself. He
made his way to Oklahoma to live with his sister Barbara and
brother Randy and was expelled from the eighth grade after his
first day at school. Robert stole a car and was arrested in
Florida, winding up as a ward of federal reformatories for the next
four years. During this period he attempted suicide and was
diagnosed as schizophrenic. Released at age nineteen, he moved near
his father to Chula Vista, California, where he found work as a
welder, married, and fathered a son.

A few years later, in 1975, Robert was
unemployed and drinking heavily. He and his older brother Kenneth
decided to show a neighbor, James Wheeler, how to fight.
Fistfighting led to Robert dousing the man with lighter fluid and
setting him on fire; Wheeler died. Pleading guilty to manslaughter,
Robert served two and a half years in the state prison at San Luis
Obispo. Soon after his release in 1978, he drove from San Diego to
Visalia to attend a Fourth of July picnic with his family; his
mother, serving time for bank robbery, was out on parole. Robert
and his brother Daniel, then eighteen, decided to rob a bank
themselves. They stole guns from a neighbor and returned to San
Diego to shoot at targets for practice. They also dropped by to
visit their father, who clubbed Robert in the head with a
wrench.

On July 5, Robert and Daniel Harris
kidnapped John Mayeski and Michael Baker, both sixteen, in order to
use their car for the getaway. Robert joked and laughed with them
awhile, then told them to start walking away. He shot them dead and
then finished their fast-food lunch. Daniel told police about the
killings while he and his brother were being held for the robbery,
which netted them $3,009.


 Any concept of punishment involves the projection of blame,
and reinforces the idea that blame is justified. The result is a
lesson in blame, for all behavior teaches the beliefs that motivate
it. — A Course in
Miracles

 


Violence begets violence. The equation
is simple and so blatantly clear in human history — and in the
daily news — that one has to wonder why our modem society has not
yet grasped it. Particularly in America, we seem bent on
encouraging the endless cycle of violence feeding upon itself. We
continue to hype and glorify violence: as entertainment; as proof
of our strength as individuals, as tribes, and as a nation; and
finally, as the best or final answer to violence itself.

However much lip service Americans pay
to the ideal of ending violence, we refuse to take the required
steps to end it. We do not have the political will to cease serving
as the number-one arms merchant to the world. We do not want to
reduce access to even the most dangerous guns in our own country.
We have only begun questioning our fascination with car chases, gun
battles, and violent crime on television and in the
movies.

In recent years, we have decided, by
at least a three-fourths majority according to most polls, that we
do want capital punishment administered in due course to convicted
murderers. In the simplest terms, we collectively want to kill
those who kill. We believe that this will somehow deter violence,
despite the lack of evidence to that effect. At a deeper level, we
believe that state-sanctioned, ritualized killing will provide us
with resolution, emotional satisfaction, and perhaps even a
dramatic final opportunity to forgive those who trespass
murderously against us.

We seem studiously to avoid many other
choices: to forgive without condoning or committing further
violence ourselves; to lay down our arms; to turn the other cheek
or even to try to love our perceived enemies. These responses
embody the spiritual values presumably endorsed by a nation with a
Christian majority, yet we do not endorse them. Why? Because we
fear that giving these values more than lip service would leave us
undefended. Violence might come to us at random, as Harris came to
young Baker and Mayeski, and we would be unprepared to protect
ourselves or avenge the deaths of the innocent. If we must go down
as the victims of senseless violence, we intend to go down with
guns blazing. After all, everyone knows it’s a dangerous
world.


 God does love the real world, and those who perceive its
reality cannot see the world of death. – A Course in Miracles

 


It is a dangerous world because it is
a world of death. As the old saying goes, life itself is a fatal
disease. If we want to see how angry we are about this unhappy
circumstance, we need only look at our treatment of
murderers.

When an innocent child is slowly
destroyed by leukemia, we struggle to understand “God’s
incomprehensible mercy,” but we surely do not attempt the same
expansive attitude with mortal killers in our midst. To imagine
that Robert Alton Harris dispensed an “incomprehensible mercy” to
his young victims would seem to us the height of lunacy. Yet the
death he dealt was surely no worse than that suffered by a child
with a terminal wasting disease. Death is not merciful either
way.

If we presume that God
brings all “natural” deaths to us, why not exact a death penalty
from our Creator? For the simple fact that we cannot: God seems
unreachable, unpunishable, the ultimate, invulnerable Boss in an
unassailable Heaven. Atheists may substitute “the forces of nature”
for the idea of God, but the basic logic is unchanged. Attempting
to punish nature for causing death would seem equally ludicrous to
anyone, while punishing people for causing death is considered a
rational form of justice. In sum, God and nature get off the hook
for apparently committing murders because we have no way of
punishing either of them. Human murderers don’t get off the hook
because we can punish them.
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