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JUST MERCY Discussion Guide 

 
The book and film JUST MERCY shows us the ways in which our justice system is not always just, and 
how inequity falls too often on people of color and the poor.  We are called to respond to this issue by 
the admonition of the prophet Micah, that our God requires us to “do justice, love mercy, and walk 
humbly with our God”. 
 
The author, Bryan Stevenson, the great-grandson of slaves, graduated from Harvard law school.  
Rather than accepting a lucrative offer from an important law firm, he moved to Montgomery, 
Alabama, to serve “the least of these.”   His practice group, the Equal Justice Initiative, serves those 
who have been either falsely convicted, or harshly sentenced. 
 

Explore the Equal Justice Initiative:  https://eji.org/ 
 
The book describes how one prisoner on death row, Walter McMillian, a Black man, was convicted and 
sentenced to death after the local sheriff, aided by the District Attorney and several investigators, 
bribed witnesses to provide false testimony and suppressed the testimony and evidence that would 
have exonerated him. His case was further manipulated to ensure his conviction when it was moved 
from his home county to another county that had a higher percentage of white voters. The resulting 
jury was mostly white, and recommended life in prison, after which the judge chose to condemn him 
to death. 
 
Discussion Questions:   
 

• Which details of this case were most disturbing?  Hardest to accept?  What were your 
emotions as you progressed through the book? 

 
• Stevenson says we are more than the worst thing we have ever done.  What would Jesus say 

about that belief? 
 

• What does it mean to be a “stonecatcher”?   At the end of the book [pages 306-310], Steven-
son meets a woman outside the courthouse whose grandson was murdered.  She references 
Jesus’ parable of the woman accused of adultery and says “I know you’s a stonecatcher too.”   

 
• What is “just mercy”?    On page 314, Stevenson writes: “Walter had taught me that mercy is 

just when it is rooted in hopefulness and freely given.  Mercy is most empowering, liberating, 
and transformative when it is directed at the undeserving….In the end, it was just mercy to-
ward others that allowed him [Walter McMillian] to recover a life worth celebrating, a life that 
rediscovered the love and freedom that all humans desire, a life that overcame death and con-
demnation until it was time to die on God’s schedule.”   

 
• Pre-trial detention costs $14 billion per year.  Can you suggest another way to protect the 

community without requiring cash bail for those who are not a danger to the community? 
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• Many people on death row have been exonerated during the past quarter century.  Mistakenly 

convicted people who are later proven to be innocent spend an average of 14 years in prison.  
During this time, they are denied the ability to maintain close relationships with family and 
friends, and also the ability to earn money and achieve professional advancement.  What does 
society owe these people after their release from prison? 

 
• It took 6 years to get McMillian's conviction overturned, even though one of his accusers 

recanted his testimony.  Why does it take so much time, effort, and perseverance to move the 
American legal system to confront mistakes/malfeasance?  How does this reluctance to admit 
to and rectify mistakes relate to the current moves to limit discussion in our schools of past 
and current racism issues? 

 
• Stevenson states in the book his belief that the question is not whether the condemned person 

deserves to die, but rather it is whether we deserve to put someone to death.  The occurrence 
of mistakes, inequities, and sometimes outright corruption would seem to influence the use of  
this punishment.  Has your view of the death penalty changed after reading this book? 

 
• The book gives examples of cases in which the defendant's mental illness is not considered 

during a trial.  Should mental illness be considered in determining the consequences of 
misdeeds? How does this discussion relate to those convicted of a crime who have a serious 
mental illness? 

 
• How do our religious beliefs influence our reaction to the issues raised in this book, and our 

understanding of the limitation of the current criminal justice system? How might one 
participate in actions to improve the system? 


