A Matter of Life or Death

John Breckinridge chooses life for himself and his enemy

By John Breckinridge with Gary Bouchard

I’'m a Catholic. Like most Catholics these
three words have meant very different things
on a journey that has taken me to places I
never could have imagined and never would
have desired to go.

I was born in Andover, Massachusetts, at a
time when Sunday best still meant
something. Many women still wore dresses
and veils to church. Men wore suits and
people still carried Sunday missals. By high
school in the late 70s the world and
everything in it was more casual. I involved
myself in youth group and T.E.C. (Teens
Encounter Christ). I made memorable trips to
Camp Fatima in New Hampshire and formed
good relationships with local priests whom I
remain in touch with today. My faith was
active, if unchallenged.

Then, like many young people, when I
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moved away to college I left religious practice at home. This is ironic since the place I came to school was
Saint Anselm College in Manchester and the opportunity to deepen my faith had never been greater. I
didn’t wage a protest against my religion or even actively retreat from it. Like many people at that age I just

let it fade away without much of a struggle.

Meanwhile, the road before me unfolded in the usual ways it does for a young man doing the things he is
supposed to do. I majored in Psychology and began a career as a social worker to help people. I fell in love,
got married, and had kids. Then I became a Manchester police officer. Being a cop challenged me and
offered me a shared sense of purpose that most people never experience on the job. It also showed me
every day for 22 years the very worst in human beings.

I had already fallen away from the Church and now, one incident report at a time, I was steadily losing faith
in humanity. Like most cops I acquired a tough and resilient veneer that concealed a mounting cynicism
and anger. When my wife asked me how things went at work, I'd say, “Fine.” When my children
misbehaved I'd snap at them. I'm sure I thought that I was leaving my work at the station, but the sort of
depravity and pain you see each day as a police officer isn’t easy to shut away in your locker at the end of
the shift. Instead you tend to lock it away inside, where, if you aren’t careful, it can steadily corrode you

from within.

I figured I was careful. I enjoyed great camaraderie on the force, good relationships with good men and
women, and even some fun along the way. When I bothered to think about it, I still recognized that God
existed, but I had a hard time reconciling a belief in a loving God with the sort of things I saw in the city on
a daily basis. Then in the very early hours of October 16, 2006, something happened that nearly everyone
in New Hampshire knows well enough to tell their own version of the story. Here’s mine.
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At around 1:45 a.m. my partner, Officer Michael Briggs, and I received a report of gunshots fired in a
second floor apartment on Lake Street. After investigating the apartment, we decided to check a lead before
returning to the station. We rode our bikes east on Lake Avenue, then north on Lincoln Street to Litchfield
Lane, neither of us considering when we entered that alley that it would mean the end of Michael’s life and
an irrevocable change to my own.

The details of what happened next are all part of official court records and are the sort of thing we have all
seen too often on TV, only there would be no happy ending at the end of the episode. After approaching
and commanding a hooded suspect to stop three times, Officer Briggs was shot at close range. I watched
him fall, drew my weapon, and shot four rounds at the fleeing man whom I and the rest of New Hampshire
would come to know as Michael Addison, who today resides in the Concord state prison as an inmate on
death row.

On the morning of October 17, Michael Briggs died for simply and bravely doing his duty as an officer. In
the days, weeks, months, and years after that fateful night I traveled on a dark, downward spiral. I hated
Michael’s killer. I hated every criminal I saw. I hated the crimes they committed and the pain they caused. I
drank. I drank more. I hurt my family. I hurt the friends who tried to help. When the trial started in 2008,
any healing that might have occurred before that was shattered as I was forced to confront Michael’s killer,
relive every horrid detail of that night under the scrutiny of the court, and watch Michael’s family continue
to suffer.

Around that same time there was a commission appointed to study the death penalty in New Hampshire. I
attended and listened to the anti-death penalty people carry on about the costs and impracticality of the
penalty, its disproportionate application to minorities. I was infuriated! I had watched Michael Addison kill
my partner and now we were supposed to spend our money to feed this guy so he could read books, watch
cable TV, and work out? We were supposed to take the risk that some judge 20 years down the road might
commute his sentence? Let’s put him to death and get it over with! I testified to the committee to keep the
death penalty.

Maybe I felt better having vented my anger in public. The death penalty was kept in place. Mr. Addison’s
life would become that of a prisoner whose life is punctuated by unending and prolonged appeals in a
circuitous legal system. My own life, meanwhile, would continue on its inevitable descent. I was living on
a friend’s pullout couch and my family was crumbling. That was the bottom. From there it would be a
slow, agonizing climb upward — a climb that, owing to the courage and love of my saintly wife, I did not
have to make alone. When she and I sat before a marriage counselor for the first time and described our
problems, he looked at us, shook his head, and spoke an expletive. We had serious work to do. I had serious
work to do. The climb began.

It would lead to a familiar place. I retired from the Manchester police department in 2010 and took a job as
a security guard on the very campus where I had begun to shed my faith two decades earlier. Returning to
Saint Anselm gave me the feeling of coming home, and after just a few weeks changes began to happen. I
started to be able to deal with people without assuming the worst about them. I reacquainted myself with
some of the monks I had known in my student days. I began to feel comfortable in groups again. As the
new guy I was assigned to the night shift, which meant long hours when there was little activity, so I began
reading quite a bit. I might even have prayed some and I began to be drawn back to the Church. My Mass
attendance shifted from sporadic to regular and when I went I was actually an active participant instead of a
passive guest.

I was still angry. I still wanted Michael Briggs’ killer put to death. Then came a new bishop and an old
movie. I was reading an interview with Bishop Libasci in Parable shortly after he arrived in New
Hampshire. He mentioned that his favorite movie was Song of Bernadette. 1 had never seen it and I'm a
sucker for old movies, so during the quiet of the night shift I found the movie on YouTube and watched it. I
loved it. Then I moved on to 50s Bible epics like the 1951 classic Quo Vadis. In one scene Nero, the
notorious persecutor of Christians, appears before the crowd. A woman in the crowd shouts at him, calling
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him “a beast!” Saint Peter hears her and tells her: “No man is a beast. Look at him and know that he is but
sick, sick in heart and spirit, in his soul.”

I enjoyed the movie, but those words of Saint Peter wouldn’t leave my head. During the quiet of my rounds
at night I began stopping into the Abbey church. As I began to pray more and more and to use my long
neglected rosary, those words from the film worked their way down into my heart. Around this time Sister
Helen Prejean came to campus as a speaker. Sister Helen is a well-known advocate against the death
penalty. Her work was dramatized in the film Dead Man Walking. 1 entered the presentation still
rationalizing my stance that a Catholic could support the death penalty. I listened attentively to Sister Helen
and even spoke to her afterwards, explaining my predicament. She listened and didn’t try to push her view
on me. I came away still conflicted, but what had hit home were the spiritual arguments, particularly that
life is a sacred gift from God that should not be willfully destroyed.

As my spiritual climb continued, so did my understanding. I began attending a Bible study group at my
parish, Saint Catherine’s. There my previously naive and unquestioned faith ran up against Saint Paul. Here
was a guy who had been an enthusiastic and violent attacker of the Church, purposely dismantling it as
much as he could. Then he realized his errors, gave himself to God’s will, and was redeemed by God’s
grace. He went from being an attacker of the Church to one of its foremost evangelists. Who couldn’t
admire a man like that?

As I struggled with my view on the death penalty, there stood Paul, imploring: “Never pay back evil for
evil to anyone. Respect what is right in the sight of all men. If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at
peace with all men. Never take your own revenge, beloved, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is
written, ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay,’ says the Lord.” (Romans 12: 17-19) And long before Saint Paul
the prophet Ezekiel had written: “‘Do I have any pleasure in the death of the wicked,” declares the Lord
God, ‘rather than that he should turn from his ways and live?’” (Ezekiel 18:23)

I took my struggle to religious teachers, to priests. The common thread was clear: “The fundamental
dignity of human life.” In his encyclical Evangelium Vitae (The Gospel of Life), John Paul II wrote that
“man is called to the fullness of life which far exceeds the dimensions of his earthly existence, because it
consists in sharing the very life of God.” The entire encyclical reaffirms the divine gift that we all have
received, namely, life itself. The Pope also reaffirmed the teaching of the Catechism that the death penalty
could be justified only if it was absolutely necessary to defend society.

Given the Catholic view on the sanctity of life and our modern prison system and the means we have to
protect society, it became clear to me that as a Catholic I could not justify the very pre-meditated act of
executing someone who — for all the evil of their crime and all the permanent hurt they caused others — still
lives, like Saint Paul did, in the possibility of spiritual redemption. That’s where my journey brought me.
Do I want to visit Michael Addison or invite him into my home? I do not. Do I occasionally pray for him
and his family? I do.

This past October 16, in the chilly early morning hours, I made my way once more to the alley in
Manchester where Michael Briggs was shot. It is an annual pilgrimage that many of us have shared since
that horrific night. Michael’s family, fellow officers, and friends gather in vigil in the dark. Honor, love,
and sorrow hang heavy in the air and in our hearts. This year nobody said a word. After a while we quietly
went our separate ways. The place to which I return from that annual vigil is different for me today than in
years past because, well...

I’'m a Catholic. And today those three words mean more to me than I ever thought they would, including
the loss of several friends who cannot understand how a guy who has seen what I have seen could go from
speaking publicly in favor of the death penalty to testifying against it. It has not been an easy journey and
ultimately I didn’t make the change. I just descended until I hit a humble enough spot in life where all I
could do is ask God for forgiveness. He gave it unconditionally. As the receiver of that gift, who am I rob it
from someone else? Even my worst enemy.
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