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Committed to Forgiveness, Death Penalty Opponent Speaks Out
By Joanne Illig

Catholic Campus Ministry brought 
Marietta Jaeger Lane to UM- Western 
on October 4 to tell her story about 
forgiveness. Her visit was part of the 
National Weekend of Faith in Action, 
an annual campaign to abolish the 
Death Penalty.

Marietta's story begins in June 1973. 
Bill and Marietta Jaeger and their five 
children were vacationing at the Mis
souri River Headwaters campground 
in Three Forks, Montana. This was 
the first stop on what was expected to 
be a wonderful vacation for this fam
ily. On June 25, 1973, the dream va
cation turned in to a tragedy that will 
never be forgotten.

It was 5:00am and Heidi Jaeger, 
who was only 13, awoke to find the 
side of the tent slashed and Susie, only 
7 years old, missing. In the days to 
follow hundreds of people joined in 
the search for Susie.

For almost a year following the kid
napping, the family knew nothing of 
Susie s whereabouts. Leads would 
come in to the FBI, but nothing came 
ot any of them. During that year 
Marietta struggled to balance her rage 
against her belief in the need for 
forgiveness. “I knew I could take his 
[the kidnapper’s] life with my bare 
hands and a smile on my face.” 
Marietta knew her rage and hatred was 
unhealthy. She felt she had to do some- 
t ing to be able to move on. “I gave 
God permission to heal my heart.”

Marietta Jaeger Lane, guest speaker o f 
CCM spoke on the death penalty.

Days before the one year anniver
sary of the disappearance of Susie, 
Marietta stated to the press that she 
wanted to speak with the person who 
had taken her child. At exactly mid
night one year from the date Susie was 
taken, she received a call from a young 
man who taunted her by asking, “So 
what do you want to talk to me about?” 
Marietta knew it was the man who 
took her daughter because he identi
fied Susie by her humpy fingernails, a 
birthmark that distinguished her daugh
ter. The caller said that he still had 
Susie and he was trying to find a way 
to exchange a ransom and not get 
caught. That phone call would change 
everything.

Marietta’s caring words touched the

kidnapper, and he broke down in 
tears on the phone. He spoke with 
Marietta for over an hour, re
vealing details about himself and 
the crime that ultimately allowed 
the FBI to solve the case. The 
man who took Susie Jaeger was 
26-year-old David Meirhofter.

When the FBI finally got to 
search Meirhofter’s home, they 
discovered horrifying evidence: 
body parts in the freezer linking 
David to several missing women 
and children from the area. Find
ing this evidence helped the Jae
ger family prepare for the news 

yet to come. David persisted that he 
was innocent for some time. Marietta 
traveled to Montana in September and 
talked to David, asking him to let the 
truth of what happened to her daughter 
finally be known. There was no luck 
for Marietta and her family.

The State of Montana wanted the 
death penalty for David, but Marietta 
didn’t. Marietta says that “In God’s 
eyes David is just as precious as my 
little girl.” Marietta went to the pros
ecutors saying that she would fight 
David’s right not to get the death pen
alty. “The death penalty does not do 
what we think it will do, what we hope 
it will do, or what the prosecutors say it 
will do.” “I could be killing people ev
ery day for the rest of my life and never 
get Susie back.”

When David learned of Marietta’s

stance about capital punishment, he 
finally confessed in detail to four mur
ders. David told the FBI that he had 
stalked the Jaegers’ campsite. He said 
once everyone had gone to bed, he cut 
through the tent, choked Susie until 
she was unconscious, and than carried 
her away without waking her bothers 
or sisters. Susie was David’s prisoner 
for one week, he said, before he 
strangled her and dismembered the 
body on a remote farm near the camp
site were he had taken Susie from her 
family. Four hours after he told the 
authorities what really happened, 
David Meirhofter hung himself in his 
cell in Bozeman, Montana.

“I’ve come to understand that God’s 
idea for us is not vengeance but resto
ration,” Marietta says. “Jesus came to 
forgive, to heal.” And, she asks, “How 
do we best honor the memory of a 
loved one? Doesn’t she [Susie] de
serve a more beautiful memorial than 
killing a chained, restrained, defense
less person? How does that provide 
peace for the victim’s family?” 

Despite Marietta’s family’s tragedy, 
she remains committed to forgiveness 
and has been an opponent of the death 
penalty for the over 25 years. Marietta 
Jaeger was a founding board member 
of Murder Victims Families for Rec
onciliation. MVFR is a national orga
nization of family members of both 
murder and state killings who oppose 
the death penalty in all cases.

Marietta is also co-founder 
and board member of the 
Journey of Hope...From Vio
lence to Healing. Journey of 
Hope is an organization that is 
led by family members of mur
der victim that conducts public 
education speaking tours and ad
dresses alternatives to the death 
penalty.

Marietta is a member of 
Amnesty International, a world
wide movement of people who 
campaign for internationally 
recognized human rights.
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