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Catholics protest against the Church’s position on Capital Punishment
The Church’s anti-death penalty position
http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/death-penalty-capital-punishment/catholic-campaign-to-end-the-use-of-the-death-penalty.cfm 

Undated

The new evangelization calls for followers of Christ who are unconditionally pro-life: who will proclaim, celebrate and serve the Gospel of life in every situation. A sign of hope is the increasing recognition that the dignity of human life must never be taken away, even in the case of someone who has done great evil. . . . I renew the appeal I made . . . for a consensus to end the death penalty, which is both cruel and unnecessary.
—Pope John Paul II Papal Mass, St. Louis, Missouri, January 27, 1999

Twenty-five years ago, our Conference of bishops first called for an end to the death penalty. We renew this call to seize a new moment and new momentum. This is a time to teach clearly, encourage reflection, and call for common action in the Catholic community to bring about an end to the use of the death penalty in our land.
—USCCB, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death

No matter how heinous the crime, if society can protect itself without ending a human life, it should do so.
—USCCB, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death

While the Old Testament includes some passages about taking the life of one who kills, the Old Testament and the teaching of Christ in the New Testament call us to protect life, practice mercy, and reject vengeance.
—USCCB, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death

When Cain killed Abel, God did not end Cain's life. Instead, he sent Cain into exile, not only sparing his life but protecting it by putting a mark on Cain, lest anyone should kill him at sight (Gn 4:15).
—USCCB, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death

When the state, in our names and with our taxes, ends a human life despite having non-lethal alternatives, it suggests that society can overcome violence with violence. The use of the death penalty ought to be abandoned not only for what it does to those who are executed, but for what it does to all of society.
—USCCB, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death

Our faith and Catholic teaching offer a moral framework for choices about the use of the death penalty. A principled Catholic response to crime and punishment is rooted in our convictions about good and evil, sin and redemption, justice and mercy. It is also shaped by our commitment to the life and dignity of every human person, and the common good. The opening chapters of the Book of Genesis teach that every life is a precious gift from God (see Genesis 2:7, 21-23). This gift must be respected and protected.
—USCCB, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death
Each of us is called to respect the life and dignity of every human being. Even when people deny the dignity of others, we must still recognize that their dignity is a gift from God and is not something that is earned or lost through their behavior. Respect for life applies to all, even the perpetrators of terrible acts. Punishment should be consistent with the demands of justice and with respect for human life and dignity.
—USCCB, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death

In Catholic teaching the state has the recourse to impose the death penalty upon criminals convicted of heinous crimes if this ultimate sanction is the only available means to protect society from a grave threat to human life. However, this right should not be exercised when other ways are available to punish criminals and to protect society that are more respectful of human life.
—USCCB, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death

We also share the hurt and horror, the loss and heartache that are the result of unspeakable acts of violence. We have presided at the funerals of police officers killed in the line of duty and have consoled parents who have lost children. We have heard the anger and despair of victims’ families who feel ignored by the criminal justice system, society as a whole, and, at times, even the Church. Our family of faith must care for sisters and brothers who have been wounded by violence and support them in their loss and search for justice. They deserve our compassion, solidarity, and support spiritual, pastoral, and personal. However, standing with families of victims does not compel us to support the use of the death penalty.
—USCCB, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death

For many left behind, a death sentence offers the illusion of closure and vindication. No act, even an execution, can bring back a loved one or heal terrible wounds. The pain and loss of one death cannot be wiped away by another death.
—USCCB, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death

The death penalty arouses deep passions and strong convictions. People of goodwill disagree. In these reflections, we offer neither judgment nor condemnation but instead encourage engagement and dialogue, which we hope may lead to re-examination and conversion. Our goal is not just to proclaim a position, but to persuade Catholics and others to join us in working to end the use of the death penalty. We seek to help build a culture of life in which our nation will no longer try to teach that killing is wrong by killing those who kill.
—USCCB, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death

[Punishment] ought not go to the extreme of executing the offender except in cases of absolute necessity: in other words, when it would not be possible otherwise to defend society. Today however, as a result of steady improvements in the organization of the penal system, such cases are very rare, if not practically non-existent. -John Paul II, The Gospel of Life (Evangelium Vitae), 1995

If, however, non-lethal means are sufficient to defend and protect people’s safety from the aggressor, authority will limit itself to such means, as these are more in keeping with the concrete conditions of the common good and more in conformity with the dignity of the human person.
—The Catechism of the Catholic Church

Others question whether our criminal justice system can indeed protect society. They point to examples of the release of offenders who subsequently commit horrible acts of violence. But in the face of a growing culture of death, every effort should be made to promote a culture of life. Therefore, we believe that the primary response to these situations should not be the use of the death penalty but should instead be the promotion of needed reform of the criminal justice system so that society is more effectively protected.
—USCCB, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death

Public policies that treat some lives as unworthy of protection, or that are perceived as vengeful, fracture the moral conviction that human life is sacred.
—USCCB, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death

Defending all human life should unite us as people of life and for life.
—USCCB, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death

We hope and pray that this campaign will help bring an end to the use of the death penalty. This end may come through an act of Congress or a definitive court decision; more likely the death penalty will be abandoned and wither away through the everyday choices of prosecutors and legislators, judges and jurors, and ordinary citizens who make a commitment to respect human life in every situation. We look forward to the day when our society chooses not to answer violence with violence.
—USCCB, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death

For the Catholic community, this issue -- like all life issues -- is more than public policy. It involves our faith and the central principle that human life is sacred. Church teaching on the life and dignity of every human person should guide all our decisions about life, including the use of the death penalty. We are called to reflect on what the Lords command, You shall not kill (Ex 20:13) means for us today.
—USCCB, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death

In his encyclical The Gospel of Life, Pope John Paul II told us that we have an inescapable responsibility of choosing to be unconditionally pro-life.18 This Catholic campaign brings us together for common action to end the use of the death penalty, to reject a culture of death, and to build a culture of life. It poses an old and fundamental choice: I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse. Choose life, then, that you and your descendants may live. (Deut 30:19)
—USCCB, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death
Capital Punishment (Death Penalty) – What you need to know
https://www.catholicculture.org/culture/what_you_need_to_know/index.cfm?id=58
The death penalty is a very thorny issue today. For most of the second half of the twentieth century, nearly all Catholic leaders defended capital punishment. But in recent years, nearly all Catholic leaders have called for its abolition.
It is best to begin with the teaching of the current Catechism of the Catholic Church on the subject, which already reflects the new shift in emphasis while still upholding traditional moral teaching.
The reasons for the widespread Catholic shift toward abolition of the death penalty are complex, involving both doctrinal and prudential concerns, primarily arising out of John Paul II's ever-increasing emphasis on the "culture of life". To avoid confusion, it is critical that Catholics understand where doctrine ends and prudential judgment begins in the ongoing discussion.

Finally, it is very helpful to read at least one good example of a sophisticated Catholic exploration of this issue, which should help us to separate the wheat from the chaff as various arguments and points of view are proposed in the future.

Essential Perspective

1 The Catechism on the Death Penalty
2 Capital Punishment: Drawing the Line between Doctrine and Opinion
3 Catholicism and Capital Punishment
Extra Reading

Despite the distinctions made in the middle document above, some Catholics have had difficulty grasping the difference beteween the absolute moral judgment which applies to issues such as abortion and euthanasia and the prudential judgments which make capital punishment a very different kind of issue. This distinction was clearly made by Benedict XVI (while still the Cardinal Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith) in his 2004 instruction to the US Bishops on Worthiness to Receive Holy Communion — General Principles.

Capital Punishment - The Pope's Position
https://www.ewtn.com/expert/answers/capital_punishment.htm
By Colin B. Donovan, undated

The Church's teaching has not changed, nor has the Pope said that it has. The Catechism and the Pope state that the state has the right to exact the death penalty. Nations have the right to just war and individuals have the right to self-defense. Does that means that any and all uses of force to defend oneself against a criminal, or a criminal nation, are justified? No, and most people understand that.
To be good every moral act must satisfy three elements
1) The act itself must be good. 
2) The intention of the one doing it must be good. 
3) The circumstances must be appropriate.

1. Capital punishment is the right of the state. This is the principle taught by the Church. The Pope does not deny it, but neither St. Thomas or any Magisterial text presumes this gives the state an unlimited right to make capital laws and carry them out. It is inherent in a just capital punishment law that there be proportion between the taking of the life of the criminal and the benefit expected to the common good. 
A law, for example, that takes no account of factors such as repentance, mental age and so on is unjust. States have executed the mentally retarded, who could be of no conceivable future threat to society, and in one case a woman whose evident conversion even the state admitted. Thus, the Catechism of the Catholic Church states:

2267 - Assuming that the guilty party's identity and responsibility have been fully determined, the traditional teaching of the Church does not exclude recourse to the death penalty, if this is the only possible way of effectively defending human lives against an unjust aggressor.

2. Intention. The motive of the state is good when it follows a just law, that is, its decision is motivated by the requirements of the common good and not by motives of vengeance. This is probably not usually a problem of the state, though some officials evidence it, but it is clearly the mind of many in the public, a fact every execution seems to bring out.
3. Circumstances. There are, of course, individual circumstances related to the particular capital case which, as I noted, a just law takes into account. Here I want to consider, however, certain general circumstances. The Pope has noted that in the developed countries the possibility exists to incarcerate criminals for life, removing definitively any threat to society. 
Thus, the Catechism continues in paragraph 2267, 

If, however, non-lethal means are sufficient to defend and protect people's safety from the aggressor, authority should limit itself to such means, as these are more in keeping with the concrete conditions of the common good and more in conformity with the dignity of the human person. 

Another circumstance, and one related to "the concrete conditions of the common good," is the nature of our society. We have become a culture of death. The question really arises as to whether we have just laws, and whether we can execute those we do have justly. Abortion has worked a truly horrible corruption of our country, for which we are beginning to pay the price, not just in demonic violence but in the "corruptio mentis" (corruption of mind and heart) of people in general. This is manifested in the malfeasance of justice, by police, juries, prosecutors and judges at all levels of the justice system. In the early Church a similar situation existed. During the time of pagan Rome, Catholics could not hold civil or military office if they could be obliged to judge capital crimes or execute capital punishment. Only after the Church was legalized and the state influenced by its teaching would Catholics be allowed such offices. As the state becomes less influenced by the truth the Catholic finds himself returning to the quandary of the early Christians. Thus, while the state may have the right, all other factors being respected, to execute the criminal it also has the opportunity for mercy. If the greater good of the society is protected adequately then the Church argues for mercy, both so that the respect due to every life is restored and so that the unconverted might convert and save their souls. Thus, in Evangelium Vitae and the Catechism (2267) the Pope concludes,

Today, in fact, as a consequence of the possibilities which the state has for effectively preventing crime, by rendering one who has committed an offense incapable of doing harm - without definitively taking away from him the possibility of redeeming himself - the cases in which the execution of the offender is an absolute necessity "are very rare, if not practically non-existent." (EV 56)

So, in the end is the Pope changing Church teaching by arguing against capital punishment? Absolutely not! It fact, it would be contrary to Church teaching to say that  capital punishment is per se immoral, as some do. Rather, the Pope states that the conditions of modern society argue against it's use in all but rare cases. It is simply becoming harder and harder to argue that a particular act of capital punishment is circumstantially necessary (the third element of a good moral act). The Pope is NOT substituting his judgment for the political prudence of those who must make decisions about when to use capital punishment. He is teaching principles and making a general evaluation about modern circumstances. Ultimately, the laity who are responsible for these judgments in political society must make them in the individual cases. In doing so, however, they have a grave obligation to apply all the principles taught by the Church to the cases before them, as taking a human life is always grave matter if done unjustly.

What do Catholics believe about the death penalty?
http://www.patheos.com/library/answers-to-frequently-asked-religion-questions/what-do-catholics-believe-about-the-death-penalty 

The Catholic Church's belief regarding the death penalty has changed dramatically since the papacy of Pope John Paul II.  Since the very beginnings of the Church, Catholic teaching has traditionally held that the state had the right to put criminals to death in order to safeguard the common good. The Church believed that the state had the responsibility to protect its people, and if there were a criminal who could not be reformed, then the state had the right to make sure that that criminal would not threaten the well-being of the majority of peace-loving, law-abiding people. But that was in a moment in history when prisons were not secure, and where there were not a lot of safe secure alternatives, and when the respect for the sanctity of human life was not as appreciated as it is today.
Today, we understand by God's grace that every single human life is a precious gift of God, and that we never have the right to play God, even in the case of a serial killer. Pope John Paul II, in the new Catholic Catechism, has pointed out in one of only a few changes to the Catechism which he personally made, that today, there is no reason for the death penalty. 
Today, Catholics believe that the death penalty is unnecessary and immoral, and does not respect the sanctity of human life, nor does it afford the prisoner the opportunity to repent of his/her crimes. Prisons today can keep prisoners out of society forever. Prisons are secure, impenetrable, and can guarantee that a chronic offender never sees the general population again.

The death penalty is not fair, especially in the United States. It is used against the poor and blacks more than against the rich and whites. It has been proven wrong, so that innocent people are put to death. It does not deter criminals. It is ineffective. Most importantly, for Catholics it is immoral.

Crime is wrong and sinful. We need to create laws and judges that assure the state that criminals who commit serious crimes will receive serious, and perhaps, lifelong sentences. But in attempts to keep society safe, Catholics believe they don't have the right to play God and determine who lives and dies, any more than they have the right to decide which child or which old person or which mentally challenged person lives or dies.

Finally, what the Catholic Church teaches is not based on polls or popularity. Even though polls suggest that the majority of Catholics still support the death penalty, the teaching has not changed. Rather, the challenge for those who understand the teaching is "to share the Good News" and to try to explain why even hardened criminals are loved by God, and have a right to life, even if only so that they may have one last chance to live forever in God's love...

Capital punishment: a Catholic perspective
http://sspx.org/en/capital-punishment-catholic-perspective
This article by Emmanuel Valenza (later Br. Augustine, SSPX) was originally printed in the April 1984 issue of The Angelus magazine.
Introduction

The error of conceiving capital punishment as a moral evil is pervasive in the Catholic Church today. Arguments against the death penalty, as voiced by Catholics, have a common denominator, namely, the punishment is unchristian. The charge is most unusual because the Church perennially has defended the right of the State to put a criminal to death. In effect the current anti-capital punishment sentiment accuses the Church of uncharitable behavior for two millennia because she has sanctioned the State's right to "carry the sword," as St. Paul puts it (Romans 13:4).

I say "in effect" because in most cases the Church's traditional support of the death penalty is simply ignored. The abolitionists claim, for sundry reasons, that the punishment is uncharitable―period.

In the following article, I will attempt to bring to evidence, by appealing to Scripture, tradition and reason, and stressing the insights of St. Thomas Aquinas and Immanuel Kant [Note: while the Catholic Church has condemned Kant’s liberal system of philosophy, nevertheless, his quotes are important as they show remarkable support for capital punishment from one of the most influential apologists of liberalism—Ed.], that capital punishment is a just and therefore charitable punishment because:

1. It respects man as an image of God;

2. It is a punishment which is proportionate to certain heinous crimes;

3. It has a purgatorial effect on the soul;

4. It protects the common good; and

5. It treats the criminal as a person, as an image of God.

The defense of the death penalty will be clustered around three arguments against capital punishment in vogue among Catholics. I will state the objections to the death penalty in the form of propositions. They should be recognizable to anyone even remotely acquainted with the subject of capital punishment.

Argument: Modern man's rejection of capital punishment as morally wrong is indicative of his growing awareness of the dignity and value of human life. Those who support the death penalty, on the other hand, treat human life irreverently. If we are to revere life we must revere all life, including the life of the criminal.

Ironically, the death penalty is first sanctioned in Genesis 9:6, precisely because the act of murder violates man's integrity as made in the image of God. Genesis 9:6 reads: "Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for in the image of God man was made." The sacred writer warrants the death penalty―not its abolishment―on the basis that it is a sign of reverence for the life of the murdered man. Recognition of the dignity, value and preciousness of man demands that the murderer be put to death. Hand in hand with the recognition of the dignity and value of man is the conviction that only the punishment of death is commensurate with the crime.

Conversely, the sacred writer implies that the failure to ratify capital punishment when a man is murdered bespeaks a lack of reverence for man as an image of God. The preciousness of the person, his dignity, his ontological value qua person―which the murderer blatantly disregards―is not esteemed unless the villain is put to death. That man is made in the image of God is a gift of priceless value. Genesis 9:6 warns us, albeit indirectly, that the worth of the gift is grossly underestimated when the murderer is allowed to live.

Apropos of society's willingness to discard the death penalty, it is incontrovertible that such a desire cannot be adduced as indicative of an increased appreciation of the value of human life. On the contrary, the demand for the abolition of capital punishment is a sign of blindness, not appreciation; for the diabolical consequences of our irreverent attitude toward human life are myriad. Since the Roe vs. Wade decision, some 20 million babies have been murdered. Pornography in all its satanic forms permeates society. Suicide is a national plague. The many abuses in the realm of sex are omnipresent. 
Euthanasia is not without its proponents and practitioners. In light of this moral wasteland, the assertion that abolitionists witness to modern man's recognition of the value of life is preposterous.

What constitutes man as an image of God?

Since Genesis 9:6 sanctions the death penalty on the grounds that man reflects God in a particular way, it is important to understand the nature of this reflection.

According to the traditional teaching of theologians, God is reflected in His creatures in the following ways: as a trace (vestigium), which is characteristic of all material entities; as an image (imago), which is characteristic of spiritual beings in their natural state; and as a likeness (similitudo), which is characteristic of spiritual beings in a supernatural state. For example, man's body is a trace; his soul, lacking grace is a divine image; and his soul perfected by grace, is a divine likeness.

Man is an image of God because of the rational soul’s powers of intellect, will, and love. He is able to grasp truth, choose the good, and love all that is true, good, and beautiful. These three powers―intellectual, volitional, and affective constitute man as an image of God. Divine likeness is achieved only in the state of grace, when "a partaker of the divine nature" (II Peter 1:4).

Indeed, the soul is man’s crowning glory. So precious is our soul that it is worth the blood of the Son of God. We have been redeemed "...not with perishable things, with silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, as a lamb without blemish and without spot" (I Peter 1: 18-19).

Heretics and the soul

Man is composed of body and soul. His material body is a trace of God; his soul, a spiritual substance is an image of God. If the murderer is rightly condemned for destroying the life of the body, all the more should the "murderer" of the soul be put to death. St. Thomas Aquinas argues in a similar vein when he answer the question: "Are heretics to be tolerated?" The Angelic Doctor writes:

On their side [the heretics'] is the sin whereby they have deserved, not only to be separated from the Church by excommunication but also to be banished from the world by death. For it is a much heavier offense to corrupt the faith, whereby the life of the soul is sustained, than to tamper with the coinage, which is an aid to temporal life. Hence if coiners, or other malefactors, are at once handed over by secular princes to die a just death, much more may heretics, immediately after they are convicted of heresy, be not only excommunicated, but also justly done to die." (Summa Theologica [here afterST], IIa IIae, q. 11, art. 3)

The person is not taken seriously as a spiritual creature, as a divine image, if heretics, who "corrupt the faith, whereby the life of the soul is sustained," are not punished―dare I say it? ―with excommunication. What greater crime is there than the spiritual harm caused by heretics? Yet these contumacious individuals are not even admonished. In fact, they are the putative heroes of the day. Instead of being extirpated they are held in high esteem for their perfidiousness.

The Church hierarchy stresses the dignity of the person in many of its official pronouncements. Fine. They point out that the main duty of public authorities is to protect the community and the common good. Great. But Church officials do not provide a good example when they permit nefarious Church members to cause unbridled scandal in their own domain. To avoid the charge of hypocrisy, the guardians of the Catholic Faith should be solicitous for the spiritual well-being of Catholics before expecting secular authorities to administer to the common good.

Argument: Capital punishment is morally wrong because barbarous acts―murder, treason, etc.―are punished with a barbarous act. The punishment is just as evil as the crime.

This objection would be cogent if the penalty of death were totally disproportionate to the crime. For example, condemning a person for stealing a candy bar. In this case the punishment of death is barbarous. But when the punishment is proportionate to the crime, then the former is quite just. With regard to murder, Immanuel Kant, in The Metaphysics of Morals, exposes the soft underbelly of the abolitionists' objection:

If however, he has committed a murder, he must die. In this case, there is no substitute that will satisfy the requirements of legal justice. There is no sameness of kind between death and remaining alive even under the most miserable conditions, and consequently there is also no equality between the crime and the retribution unless the criminal is judicially condemned and put to death...

It may also be pointed out that no one has ever heard of anyone condemned to death on account of murder who complained that he was getting too much punishment and therefore was being treated unjustly; everyone would laugh in his face if he were to make such a statement." (Translated as The Metaphysical Elements of Justice, New York: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., 1965, pp. 104, 106)

Moreover, the objection that capital punishment is an unjust act would be convincing if it referred to the act of the vigilante. Acts of vengeance by the private individual, for example, lynching, are indeed evil. But the objection is discredited once it is understood that the State has the right to use the death penalty.

Capital punishment and the state

The Church has acknowledged continuously the State's authority to put a person to death. For example, St. Paul, after he points out that rulers act as God's representatives in punishing the criminal, speaks of the Roman policy of capital punishment with approval:

Let everyone be subject to the higher authorities, for there exists no authority except from God, and those who exist have been appointed by God. Therefore he who resists the authority resists the ordinance of God and they that resist bring on themselves condemnation. For rulers are a terror not to the good work but to the evil. Dost thou wish, then, not to fear the authority? Do what is good and thou wilt have praise from it. For it is God's minister to thee for good. But if thou dost what is evil, fear, for not without reason does it carry the sword. For it is God's minister, an avenger to execute wrath on him who does evil." (Romans 13:1-4)

When the proper authority punishes―an instance of forceful correction, according to St. Thomas―it is an act of justice. Needless to say, the act is good, too, since it is an act and perfection of virtue.

Examined from the point of view of the one punished, punishment is a physical evil; pondered from the side of the authority empowered to punish, however, punishment is a good.

Punishment: suffering as expiatory of evil

Socrates revolutionized ethical theory with the discovery that it is better to suffer injustice than to commit it. Evil, for Socrates, does not consist in inflicting pain on others (physical evil). He is concerned with moral evil. Callicles and Polis find this teaching absurd. They think injustice is bad because the individual exposes himself to punishment. Hence, according to them, to do evil and get away with it is a great good. For Socrates, on the other hand, this is the worst evil for man (Gorgias, 479d). Why?  Because the person will carry the burden of the evil in his soul as long as he does not undergo the cleansing power of a just punishment (Gorgias, 477; 480). By submitting to justice, the person is released of the burden of injustice and he is much happier for doing so. This is the paradox of punishment (Gorgias, 473).

In order for this purification to take place, however, certain conditions must be met.

1. The criminal must freely submit to the punishment; and

2. The authorities must be willing to punish the offender.

St. Thomas Aquinas emphasizes the purgatorial power of punishment too. The Common Doctor avers that punishment orders guilt: retribution has as its object the maintenance or restoration of justice and order in the soul. For this reason he holds that punishment is an act of virtue (ST, IIa, q. 12, art. 2).

One popular argument against capital punishment also recommends that punishment be abolished altogether in favor of forgiveness. I will now consider this objection.

Argument: Did not Christ replace the law of lex taliones with the law of love? Would not it be more charitable to forgive the criminal than to punish him?

Christ did replace the law of retribution with His commandment of love. He urges Christians to relinquish their individual rights for the sake of charity:

You have heard that it was said―'An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.' But I say to you not to resist the evildoer; on the contrary, if someone strike thee on the right cheek, turn to him the other also..." (Matt. 5:38-39)

However, these words of Christ, which are often cited by the abolitionists as supportive of their position regarding capital punishment, refer to the offended individual, not to the State. As Dietrich von Hildebrand has shown, only the injured person (or someone closely related to the person) can forgive the objective evil done to him or her. In other words, the formal object of human forgiveness is the objective evil for the person; the wrong inflicted on the individual. The pardon refers to the evil intention of the villain inasmuch as it has the negative importance of an objective evil for the person. Note, however, that this does not mean the moral disvalue of the criminal's act is pardoned by the injured person; for only God (or His representatives on earth whom He has empowered to "bind and loose") can forgive this aspect of the morally evil act.

Hence for Christians to suggest that the State should pardon the evildoer is to ask for something which is metaphysically impossible for the State to perform. The situation is akin to affirming that contradictory judgments can both be true: the words can be said but the judgment can never correspond to reality. Similarly, the State can make a declaration of forgiveness, but the act can never be exercised in reality.

The state protects the common good

The purpose of the State is to protect the community and the common good. Pope John XXIII defines "common good" in Pacem in Terris as follows: "The common good of all embraces the sum total of those conditions of social living whereby men are enabled to achieve their own integral perfection more fully and easily" (58).

And so the State has as its goal the perfection of persons, which in turn makes possible the perfect State. According to St. Thomas, the end of the State―the perfect State―is realized when men are living virtuous lives. Moreover, the virtuous life is lived by adhering to the dictates of the natural moral law; such adherence is a divine good insofar as it is a participation in the eternal law (ST, Ia IIae, q. 94, art. 2).

Hence inasmuch as the State guards the common good by sentencing a man to death, it is acting justly. As St. Thomas puts it:

The slaying of an evil-doer is lawful inasmuch as it is directed to the welfare of the whole community, and therefore appertains to him alone who has charge of the community. Now the care of the common good is entrusted to rulers having public authority; and therefore to them is it lawful to slay evil-doers, not to private individuals." (ST, IIa IIae, q. 64, art. 3)

The law of lex taliones
Far from being unjust or uncharitable, the law of retribution assures the actualization of justice because the criminal is punished in accord with his or her crime. "All other standards," Kant writes, "fluctuate back and forth, and because extraneous considerations are mixed with the, they cannot be compatible with the principle of pure and strict legal justice" (op. cit., p. 101).

Granted, there are criminal acts which cannot be punished "eye for an eye" Two such acts are bestiality and rape. When the law of retribution cannot be strictly applied, the villain should suffer "that which according to the spirit of the penal law―even if not to the letter thereof―is the same as what he has inflicted on others," Kant rightly asserts (op. cit., p. 133).

In the Old Testament the law of retribution is sanctioned in Exodus 21:23-25, and in Lev. 24:17-21. In addition, the law proclaimed on Mt. Sinai ratified the death penalty for the following crimes:

(Murder (Ex. 21: 112, 14);

(Assaulting one's mother or father (Ex. 21: 15);

(Kidnapping (Ex. 21: 16);
(Cursing one's mother or father (Ex. 21: 17);

(Housebreaking at night (Ex. 22: 1); and
(Bestiality (Ex. 22: 18).

Punishment is a matter of justice

Punishment is a matter of justice: injustice ought to be punished. Retribution is due the criminal. To the degree that punishment gives the criminal what is due him, it is just; and insofar as it is just, it is also charitable. Thus, the primary question with regard to punishment should be: "Is the punishment just?" All other deliberations―utilitarian, pedagogical, or deterrent―are as Kant points out, "extraneous considerations." There is a due relation between crime and punishment; the individual should be punished if and only if he has committed a crime. Kant explains:

Judicial punishment can never be used merely as a means to promote some other good for the criminal himself or for civil society, but instead it must in all cases be imposed on him only on the ground that he has committed a crime ...He must first be found to be deserving of punishment before any consideration is given to the utility of this punishment for himself or for his fellow citizens. The law concerning punishment is a categorical imperative, and woe to him who rummages around the winding paths of a theory of happiness looking for some advantage to be gained by releasing the criminal from punishment or by reducing the amount of it." (Op. cit., 100).

So seriously does Kant take the concept of due relation between crime and punishment―and this is as it should be―that he correctly asserts:

Even if a civil society were to dissolve itself by common agreement of all its members, (for example, if the people inhabiting an island decided to separate and disperse themselves around the world), the last murderer remaining in prison must first be executed, so that everyone will duly receive what his actions are worth." (op. cit., p. 102).

No punishment, no person

If the concept of due relation between crime and punishment is not considered, the question of justice is left out altogether. Once the question of justice is discarded, then the criminal is treated as something less than a person, an image of God. Instead of being treated as a person who is morally responsible for his actions, he becomes the object of experiments ("Let us see how he reacts in this environment") deals ("If you supply us with information, your sentence will be reduced"), and ridicule (when used as a scapegoat). As C.S. Lewis observes in his essay, The Humanitarian Theory of Punishment:

Thus when we cease to consider what the criminal deserves and consider only what will cure him or deter others, we have tacitly removed him from the sphere of justice altogether; instead of a person, a subject of rights, we now have a mere object, a patient, a 'case'."

Moreover, if curing the criminal or deterring others are the only considerations, then the doctrine of determinism is tacitly, if not explicitly, introduced. You see, criminals cannot be punished because man is not free; he is the product of circumstances; the plaything of experiences. What he wills he cannot help but will; for his character has been determined by irrational factors such as upbringing, social and economic conditions, psychological and biological considerations, and the like. Man does not determine his character; his character is the result of experiences and circumstances beyond his control.

The determinist cannot use words like "deplorable," "wicked," "shameful," and "disgraceful" to describe heinous acts because these words make sense only if the criminal is free to choose between good and evil, and therefore is responsible for his actions.

If the determinist recommends punishment it is to cure the offender, or to use him to deter others—sometimes both—but never as a means of retribution for criminal acts. Therefore the criminal is treated as something less than a person. And to consider the criminal in this manner is to remove him from the realm of justice altogether. Justice presupposes a person; an animal or an inanimate object can neither possess the perfection of justice nor be the object of it.

Capital punishment and the bishops

The objections to capital punishment analyzed in this article were given an impetus by the "Statement on Capital Punishment" issued by the bishops in 1980. J. Brien Benestad, in his book The Pursuit of a Just Social Order (Ethics and Public Policy Center, Washington, D.C., 1982), summarizes the arguments used by the bishops to annul the death penalty. He writes:

The bishops asserted that abolition of the death penalty would promote four Christian values. It would:

1. Show that we can break the cycle of violence characteristic of modern society;

2. Manifest belief in the dignity of all human beings, who have great worth because they are created in the image of God;

3. Testify to the Judeo-Christian and Islamic belief that God is the Lord of life and strengthen the defense of all life, including that of the unborn, the aged, and the infirm; and

4. be most consonant with the teaching and example of Jesus Who practiced forgiveness (pp. 75-76).

Although the bishops concede that support of the death penalty is not incompatible with the teachings of Catholicism, they maintain―and want Catholics to maintain―that it is more appropriate as Catholics, more in keeping with the commands of Christ, to advocate abolition of the death penalty. Are not the bishops guilty of double-think? They fail to realize that if their arguments against capital punishment are valid, then support of the death penalty is unjust, uncharitable, and unchristian. One thing is certain: When the bishops speak individually on the subject of capital punishment, they clearly assert that to uphold the death penalty is incompatible with the principles of the Catholic Faith.

The bishops’ failure to uphold the death penalty is yet another example of their propensity to reject the traditional teaching of the Church. Unfortunately, many Catholics follow their lead. Thus the ever-increasing phenomenon of considering both the Church itself and Catholics who defend her teaching, as unchristian.

Further recommend reading: Duties of the Catholic State by Cardinal Ottaviani
Is the Death Penalty Wrong? 

http://www.ewtn.com/library/ANSWERS/DEATHPEN.HTM 
By Fr. William Saunders. This article appeared in the February 23, 1995 issue of "The Arlington Catholic Herald." 
Q: A few weeks ago you wrote about the "pro-choice argument" and how human life is sacred. Yet, I discovered that the Catechism permits capital punishment. That seems to be a contradiction. What do you think?—A reader in McLean 
The Catechism indeed states, "Preserving the common good of society requires rendering the aggressor unable to inflict harm. For this reason the traditional teaching of the Church has acknowledged as well-founded the right and duty of legitimate public authority to punish malefactors by means of penalties commensurate with the gravity of the crime, not excluding, in cases of extreme gravity, the death penalty" (#2266). To understand the Church's position in this matter, we have to be clear about the foundational principles governing the teaching.

First, the state has the duty to preserve the common good and to protect its citizens from harm. Therefore, the state may declare and wage a just war against an aggressor outside of the community as well as recognize the individual's legal right of self-defense. A state may also impose just penalties on those individuals who commit crimes and threaten the well- being of society.

Second, justice demands that punishment fit the crime—the penalty must be proportionate to the injury. In this way, punishment provides for proper retribution, deterrence and reform. As a form retribution, punishment restores the order of justice which the criminal violated. For example, if a criminal steals something, restitution must be made, such as the return of the stolen property. The criminal may also be deprived of certain freedoms through, for instance, incarceration or fines. Just retribution heals the injury caused by the crime.

Along this line of thought, punishment ought to deter future crime. If justice is rendered fairly and swiftly, specific punishments for specific crimes ought to prevent further crime by either the criminal himself or others. Punishment should not only protect society from a particular criminal but also deter individuals from committing the same crime in the future.

In the end, the punishment of a criminal should incite his reform. The criminal being punished is hopefully moved to see the error of his ways, to repent and to change his life.

Just punishment strives to balance all three perspectives—retribution, deterrence and reform. Note also that in applying such punishment, the state must insure to the best of its ability that the person receives a fair trial and that only a legitimate authority impose any sentence.

Following this perspective of punishment, capital punishment may be used only for heinous crimes, crimes which shake the foundations of society and which would necessitate such a severe proportionate punishment. For example, the Old Testament laws permitted the use of capital punishment for serious sins: "If anyone sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for in the image of God has man been made" (Genesis 9:6) and "Whoever strikes a man a mortal blow must be put to death. When a man kills another after maliciously scheming to do so, you must take him even from my altar and put him to death" (Exodus 21:12, 14). However, capital crimes in the Old Testament included not just premeditated murder, but also kidnapping, cursing or striking of parents, sorcery, sodomy, bestiality and idolatry. These sins were so heinous in the eyes of God and so threatening to the spiritual and physical welfare of the community that justice mandated capital punishment as proper retribution. The capital sentence could inspire reform: The condemned criminal, facing the loss of his life and knowing he will appear before God in judgment, would hopefully repent. The capital sentence could also deter future crime: Removed from society permanently and sent to God for divine justice, the criminal would never inflict injury again. St. Thomas Aquinas affirmed that if the good citizens "are protected and saved by the slaying of the wicked, the latter may bee lawfully put to death." Moreover, the execution of a criminal could also deter others from committing like crimes and inspire their reform.

Please keep in mind the Old Testament does speak of God's divine mercy: "As I live says the Lord God, I swear I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked man, but rather in the wicked man's conversion, that he may live" (Ezekiel 33:11). "That he may live" though may not so much focus on physical life as it does on the spiritual, whereby the repentant sinner would avoid eternal punishment in hell.

Finally, capital punishment may be used to punish "malefactors," i.e. people who freely choose to commit a heinous crime. St. Thomas Aquinas asserted that through sin, a man departs from the order of reason and falls away from the dignity of being an individual made in God's image and likeness. A man who commits a heinous crime, he argued, is even worse than a brute beast and even more harmful. Such a man may be permanently extricated: Just as an infectious or diseased organ would be removed to preserve the health of the entire body, so a person who is dangerous or infectious to the community may be executed rather than corrupt or bring harm to the community.

Such a malefactor must be distinguished from an innocent person. Human life is indeed sacred in all forms and at all times, and we as innocent human beings have a sacred right to life. However, the Church carefully underscores the inviolability of this right for "innocent life": In the "Declaration on Euthanasia" (1980) the Church asserted, "Nothing and no one can in any way permit the killing of an innocent human being, whether a fetus or an embryo, an infant or an adult, an old person, or one suffering from an incurable disease, or a person who is dying," and in the "Declaration on Procured Abortion" (1974) the Church asserted: "Divine law and natural reason, therefore, exclude all right to the direct killing of an innocent man." When a person freely commits such a heinous crime and is judged as a threat to society as a whole, that person relinquishes the right to life in this society, this time, this space.

Given this reasoning, the Catholic Church has upheld the right of the state to execute certain criminals. 
However, while recognizing the traditional teaching of the Church, the United States Catholic Bishop's Conference issued their "Statement on Capital Punishment" (1980) and asserted, "...in the condition of contemporary American society, the legitimate purposes of punishment do not justify the imposition of the death penalty." The bishops raised several questions: Does the goal of retribution and the restoration of order justify capital punishment even for heinous crimes? Does capital punishment successfully deter future crime? Could not imprisonment, including for life, just as effectively protect society from a criminal, provide a chance for his genuine reform, and deter future crime? Can we insure in our justice system sentences which are fair and not discriminatory? Does not capital punishment constitute a cruel punishment which brings anguish to the criminal and his family? Lastly, the Bishops pleaded that by abolishing capital punishment, society would break "the cycle of violence" and make a positive statement about the sanctity of human life and forgiveness.

The issue of capital punishment is very difficult indeed. We as Catholics do uphold the sanctity of human life. We also realize that at times life regrettably must be taken to establish peace and protect society—we must go to war, defend our own lives, and stop crime. The concerns surrounding capital punishment are real and must be continually addressed to insure justice. Any good Catholic—as a believer and as a citizen—must wrestle with these issues and decide what will best promote justice.

Fr. Saunders is president of Notre Dame Institute and associate pastor of Queen of Apostles Parish, both in Alexandria.

In chronological order
Catholicism and capital punishment

https://www.catholiceducation.org/en/religion-and-philosophy/social-justice/catholicism-amp-capital-punishment.html 

By Avery Cardinal Dulles, April 2001
After providing a survey of the complex question of capital punishment Cardinal Dulles writes that: "The Pope and the bishops, using their prudential judgment, have concluded that in contemporary society, at least in countries like our own, the death penalty ought not to be invoked, because, on balance, it does more harm than good."

Among the major nations of the Western world, the United States is singular in still having the death penalty. After a five-year moratorium, from 1972 to 1977, capital punishment was reinstated in the United States courts. Objections to the practice have come from many quarters, including the American Catholic bishops, who have rather consistently opposed the death penalty. The National Conference of Catholic Bishops in 1980 published a predominantly negative statement on capital punishment, approved by a majority vote of those present though not by the required two-thirds majority of the entire conference. {1} 
Pope John Paul II has at various times expressed his opposition to the practice, as have other Catholic leaders in Europe.
Some Catholics, going beyond the bishops and the Pope, maintain that the death penalty, like abortion and euthanasia, is a violation of the right to life and an unauthorized usurpation by human beings of God's sole lordship over life and death. Did not the Declaration of Independence, they ask, describe the right to life as "unalienable"?

While sociological and legal questions inevitably impinge upon any such reflection, I am here addressing the subject as a theologian. At this level the question has to be answered primarily in terms of revelation, as it comes to us through Scripture and tradition, interpreted with the guidance of the ecclesiastical magisterium.

In the Old Testament the Mosaic Law specifies no less than thirty-six capital offenses calling for execution by stoning, burning, decapitation, or strangulation. Included in the list are idolatry, magic, blasphemy, violation of the sabbath, murder, adultery, bestiality, pederasty, and incest. The death penalty was considered especially fitting as a punishment for murder since in his covenant with Noah God had laid down the principle, "Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed, for God made man in His own image" (Genesis 9:6). In many cases God is portrayed as deservedly punishing culprits with death, as happened to Korah, Dathan, and Abiram (Numbers 16). In other cases individuals such as Daniel and Mordecai are God's agents in bringing a just death upon guilty persons.

In the New Testament the right of the State to put criminals to death seems to be taken for granted. Jesus himself refrains from using violence. He rebukes his disciples for wishing to call down fire from heaven to punish the Samaritans for their lack of hospitality (Luke 9:55). Later he admonishes Peter to put his sword in the scabbard rather than resist arrest (Matthew 26:52). At no point, however, does Jesus deny that the State has authority to exact capital punishment. In his debates with the Pharisees, Jesus cites with approval the apparently harsh commandment, "He who speaks evil of father or mother, let him surely die" (Matthew 15:4; Mark 7:10, referring to Exodus 21:17; cf. Leviticus 20:9). When Pilate calls attention to his authority to crucify him, Jesus points out that Pilate's power comes to him from above that is to say, from God (John 19:11). Jesus commends the good thief on the cross next to him, who has admitted that he and his fellow thief are receiving the due reward of their deeds (Luke 23:41).

The early Christians evidently had nothing against the death penalty. They approve of the divine punishment meted out to Ananias and Sapphira when they are rebuked by Peter for their fraudulent action (Acts 5:1-11). The Letter to the Hebrews makes an argument from the fact that "a man who has violated the law of Moses dies without mercy at the testimony of two or three witnesses" (10:28). Paul repeatedly refers to the connection between sin and death. He writes to the Romans, with an apparent reference to the death penalty, that the magistrate who holds authority "does not bear the sword in vain; for he is the servant of God to execute His wrath on the wrongdoer" (Romans 13:4). No passage in the New Testament disapproves of the death penalty.

Turning to Christian tradition, we may note that the Fathers and Doctors of the Church are virtually unanimous in their support for capital punishment, even though some of them such as St. Ambrose exhort members of the clergy not to pronounce capital sentences or serve as executioners. To answer the objection that the first commandment forbids killing, St. Augustine writes in The City of God:
The same divine law which forbids the killing of a human being allows certain exceptions, as when God authorizes killing by a general law or when He gives an explicit commission to an individual for a limited time. Since the agent of authority is but a sword in the hand, and is not responsible for the killing, it is in no way contrary to the commandment, "Thou shalt not kill" to wage war at God's bidding, or for the representatives of the State's authority to put criminals to death, according to law or the rule of rational justice.

In the Middle Ages a number of canonists teach that ecclesiastical courts should refrain from the death penalty and that civil courts should impose it only for major crimes. But leading canonists and theologians assert the right of civil courts to pronounce the death penalty for very grave offenses such as murder and treason. Thomas Aquinas and Duns Scotus invoke the authority of Scripture and patristic tradition, and give arguments from reason.

Giving magisterial authority to the death penalty, Pope Innocent III required disciples of Peter Waldo seeking reconciliation with the Church to accept the proposition: "The secular power can, without mortal sin, exercise judgment of blood, provided that it punishes with justice, not out of hatred, with prudence, not precipitation." In the high Middle Ages and early modern times the Holy See authorized the Inquisition to turn over heretics to the secular arm for execution. In the Papal States the death penalty was imposed for a variety of offenses. 
The Roman Catechism, issued in 1566, three years after the end of the Council of Trent, taught that the power of life and death had been entrusted by God to civil authorities and that the use of this power, far from involving the crime of murder, is an act of paramount obedience to the fifth commandment.

In modern times Doctors of the Church such as Robert Bellarmine and Alphonsus Liguori held that certain criminals should be punished by death. Venerable authorities such as Francisco de Vitoria, Thomas More, and Francisco Suárez agreed. John Henry Newman, in a letter to a friend, maintained that the magistrate had the right to bear the sword, and that the Church should sanction its use, in the sense that Moses, Joshua, and Samuel used it against abominable crimes.

Throughout the first half of the twentieth century the consensus of Catholic theologians in favor of capital punishment in extreme cases remained solid, as may be seen from approved textbooks and encyclopedia articles of the day. The Vatican City State from 1929 until 1969 had a penal code that included the death penalty for anyone who might attempt to assassinate the pope. Pope Pius XII, in an important allocution to medical experts, declared that it was reserved to the public power to deprive the condemned of the benefit of life in expiation of their crimes.

Summarizing the verdict of Scripture and tradition, we can glean some settled points of doctrine. It is agreed that crime deserves punishment in this life and not only in the next. In addition, it is agreed that the State has authority to administer appropriate punishment to those judged guilty of crimes and that this punishment may, in serious cases, include the sentence of death.

Yet, as we have seen, a rising chorus of voices in the Catholic community has raised objections to capital punishment. Some take the absolutist position that because the right to life is sacred and inviolable, the death penalty is always wrong. The respected Italian Franciscan Gino Concetti, writing in L'Osservatore Romano in 1977, made the following powerful statement:

In light of the word of God, and thus of faith, life all human life is sacred and untouchable. No matter how heinous the crimes . . . [the criminal] does not lose his fundamental right to life, for it is primordial, inviolable, and inalienable, and thus comes under the power of no one whatsoever.

If this right and its attributes are so ab solute, it is because of the image which, at creation, God impressed on human nature itself. No force, no violence, no passion can erase or destroy it. By virtue of this divine image, man is a person endowed with dignity and rights.

To warrant this radical revision one might almost say reversal of the Catholic tradition, Father Concetti and others explain that the Church from biblical times until our own day has failed to perceive the true significance of the image of God in man, which implies that even the terrestrial life of each individual person is sacred and inviolable. In past centuries, it is alleged, Jews and Christians failed to think through the consequences of this revealed doctrine. They were caught up in a barbaric culture of violence and in an absolutist theory of political power, both handed down from the ancient world. But in our day, a new recognition of the dignity and inalienable rights of the human person has dawned. Those who recognize the signs of the times will move beyond the outmoded doctrines that the State has a divinely delegated power to kill and that criminals forfeit their fundamental human rights. The teaching on capital punishment must today undergo a dramatic development corresponding to these new insights.

This abolitionist position has a tempting simplicity. But it is not really new. It has been held by sectarian Christians at least since the Middle Ages. Many pacifist groups, such as the Waldensians, the Quakers, the Hutterites, and the Mennonites, have shared this point of view. But, like pacifism itself, this absolutist interpretation of the right to life found no echo at the time among Catholic theologians, who accepted the death penalty as consonant with Scripture, tradition, and the natural law.

The mounting opposition to the death penalty in Europe since the Enlightenment has gone hand in hand with a decline of faith in eternal life. In the nineteenth century the most consistent supporters of capital punishment were the Christian churches, and its most consistent opponents were groups hostile to the churches. When death came to be understood as the ultimate evil rather than as a stage on the way to eternal life, utilitarian philosophers such as Jeremy Bentham found it easy to dismiss capital punishment as "useless annihilation."

Many governments in Europe and elsewhere have eliminated the death penalty in the twentieth century, often against the protests of religious believers. While this change may be viewed as moral progress, it is probably due, in part, to the evaporation of the sense of sin, guilt, and retributive justice, all of which are essential to biblical religion and Catholic faith. The abolition of the death penalty in formerly Christian countries may owe more to secular humanism than to deeper penetration into the gospel.
Arguments from the progress of ethical consciousness have been used to promote a number of alleged human rights that the Catholic Church consistently rejects in the name of Scripture and tradition. The magisterium appeals to these authorities as grounds for repudiating divorce, abortion, homosexual relations, and the ordination of women to the priesthood. If the Church feels herself bound by Scripture and tradition in these other areas, it seems inconsistent for Catholics to proclaim a "moral revolution" on the issue of capital punishment.

The Catholic magisterium does not, and never has, advocated unqualified abolition of the death penalty. I know of no official statement from popes or bishops, whether in the past or in the present, that denies the right of the State to execute offenders at least in certain extreme cases. The United States bishops, in their majority statement on capital punishment, conceded that "Catholic teaching has accepted the principle that the State has the right to take the life of a person guilty of an extremely serious crime." Joseph Cardinal Bernardin, in his famous speech on the "Consistent Ethic of Life" at Fordham in 1983, stated his concurrence with the "classical position" that the State has the right to inflict capital punishment.

Although Cardinal Bernardin advocated what he called a "consistent ethic of life," he made it clear that capital punishment should not be equated with the crimes of abortion, euthanasia, and suicide. 
Pope John Paul II spoke for the whole Catholic tradition when he proclaimed in Evangelium Vitae (1995) that "the direct and voluntary killing of an innocent human being is always gravely immoral." But he wisely included in that statement the word "innocent." He has never said that every criminal has a right to live nor has he denied that the State has the right in some cases to execute the guilty.

Catholic authorities justify the right of the State to inflict capital punishment on the ground that the State does not act on its own authority but as the agent of God, who is supreme lord of life and death. In so holding they can properly appeal to Scripture. Paul holds that the ruler is God's minister in executing God's wrath against the evildoer (Romans 13:4). Peter admonishes Christians to be subject to emperors and governors, who have been sent by God to punish those who do wrong (1 Peter 2:13). Jesus, as already noted, apparently recognized that Pilate's authority over his life came from God (John 19:11).

Pius XII, in a further clarification of the standard argument, holds that when the State, acting by its ministerial power, uses the death penalty, it does not exercise dominion over human life but only recognizes that the criminal, by a kind of moral suicide, has deprived himself of the right to life. In the Pope's words,

Even when there is question of the execution of a condemned man, the State does not dispose of the individual's right to life. In this case it is reserved to the public power to deprive the condemned person of the enjoyment of life in expiation of his crime when, by his crime, he has already dispossessed himself of his right to life.

In light of all this it seems safe to conclude that the death penalty is not in itself a violation of the right to life. The real issue for Catholics is to determine the circumstances under which that penalty ought to be applied. It is appropriate, I contend, when it is necessary to achieve the purposes of punishment and when it does not have disproportionate evil effects. I say "necessary" because I am of the opinion that killing should be avoided if the purposes of punishment can be obtained by bloodless means.

The purposes of criminal punishment are rather unanimously delineated in the Catholic tradition. Punishment is held to have a variety of ends that may conveniently be reduced to the following four: rehabilitation, defense against the criminal, deterrence, and retribution.

Granted that punishment has these four aims, we may now inquire whether the death penalty is the apt or necessary means to attain them.

Rehabilitation
Capital punishment does not reintegrate the criminal into society; rather, it cuts off any possible rehabilitation. The sentence of death, however, can and sometimes does move the condemned person to repentance and conversion. There is a large body of Christian literature on the value of prayers and pastoral ministry for convicts on death row or on the scaffold. In cases where the criminal seems incapable of being reintegrated into human society, the death penalty may be a way of achieving the criminal's reconciliation with God.
Defense against the criminal
Capital punishment is obviously an effective way of preventing the wrongdoer from committing future crimes and protecting society from him. Whether execution is necessary is another question. One could no doubt imagine an extreme case in which the very fact that a criminal is alive constituted a threat that he might be released or escape and do further harm. But, as John Paul II remarks in Evangelium Vitae, modern improvements in the penal system have made it extremely rare for execution to be the only effective means of defending society against the criminal.

Deterrence
Executions, especially where they are painful, humiliating, and public, may create a sense of horror that would prevent others from being tempted to commit similar crimes. But the Fathers of the Church censured spectacles of violence such as those conducted at the Roman Colosseum. Vatican II's Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World explicitly disapproved of mutilation and torture as offensive to human dignity. In our day death is usually administered in private by relatively painless means, such as injections of drugs, and to that extent it may be less effective as a deterrent. Sociological evidence on the deterrent effect of the death penalty as currently practiced is ambiguous, conflicting, and far from probative.
Retribution
In principle, guilt calls for punishment. The graver the offense, the more severe the punishment ought to be. In Holy Scripture, as we have seen, death is regarded as the appropriate punishment for serious transgressions. Thomas Aquinas held that sin calls for the deprivation of some good, such as, in serious cases, the good of temporal or even eternal life. By consenting to the punishment of death, the wrongdoer is placed in a position to expiate his evil deeds and escape punishment in the next life. After noting this, St. Thomas adds that even if the malefactor is not repentant, he is benefited by being prevented from committing more sins. Retribution by the State has its limits because the State, unlike God, enjoys neither omniscience nor omnipotence. According to Christian faith, God "will render to every man according to his works" at the final judgment (Romans 2:6; cf. Matthew 16:27). Retribution by the State can only be a symbolic anticipation of God's perfect justice.

For the symbolism to be authentic, the society must believe in the existence of a transcendent order of justice, which the State has an obligation to protect. 
This has been true in the past, but in our day the State is generally viewed simply as an instrument of the will of the governed. In this modern perspective, the death penalty expresses not the divine judgment on objective evil but rather the collective anger of the group. The retributive goal of punishment is misconstrued as a self-assertive act of vengeance.

The death penalty, we may conclude, has different values in relation to each of the four ends of punishment. It does not rehabilitate the criminal but may be an occasion for bringing about salutary repentance. It is an effective but rarely, if ever, a necessary means of defending society against the criminal. Whether it serves to deter others from similar crimes is a disputed question, difficult to settle. Its retributive value is impaired by lack of clarity about the role of the State. In general, then, capital punishment has some limited value but its necessity is open to doubt.

There is more to be said. Thoughtful writers have contended that the death penalty, besides being unnecessary and often futile, can also be positively harmful. Four serious objections are commonly mentioned in the literature.

There is, first of all, a possibility that the convict may be innocent. John Stuart Mill, in his well-known defense of capital punishment, considers this to be the most serious objection. In responding, he cautions that the death penalty should not be imposed except in cases where the accused is tried by a trustworthy court and found guilty beyond all shadow of doubt.

It is common knowledge that even when trials are conducted, biased or kangaroo courts can often render unjust convictions. Even in the United States, where serious efforts are made to achieve just verdicts, errors occur, although many of them are corrected by appellate courts. Poorly educated and penniless defendants often lack the means to procure competent legal counsel; witnesses can be suborned or can make honest mistakes about the facts of the case or the identities of persons; evidence can be fabricated or suppressed; and juries can be prejudiced or incompetent. Some "death row" convicts have been exonerated by newly available DNA evidence. Columbia Law School has recently published a powerful report on the percentage of reversible errors in capital sentences from 1973 to 1995. Since it is altogether likely that some innocent persons have been executed, this first objection is a serious one.

Another objection observes that the death penalty often has the effect of whetting an inordinate appetite for revenge rather than satisfying an authentic zeal for justice. By giving in to a perverse spirit of vindictiveness or a morbid attraction to the gruesome, the courts contribute to the degradation of the culture, replicating the worst features of the Roman Empire in its period of decline.

Furthermore, critics say, capital punishment cheapens the value of life. By giving the impression that human beings sometimes have the right to kill, it fosters a casual attitude toward evils such as abortion, suicide, and euthanasia. This was a major point in Cardinal Bernardin's speeches and articles on what he called a "consistent ethic of life." Although this argument may have some validity, its force should not be exaggerated. Many people who are strongly pro-life on issues such as abortion support the death penalty, insisting that there is no inconsistency, since the innocent and the guilty do not have the same rights.

Finally, some hold that the death penalty is incompatible with the teaching of Jesus on forgiveness. This argument is complex at best, since the quoted sayings of Jesus have reference to forgiveness on the part of individual persons who have suffered injury. It is indeed praiseworthy for victims of crime to forgive their debtors, but such personal pardon does not absolve offenders from their obligations in justice. John Paul II points out that "reparation for evil and scandal, compensation for injury, and satisfaction for insult are conditions for forgiveness."

The relationship of the State to the criminal is not the same as that of a victim to an assailant. Governors and judges are responsible for maintaining a just public order. Their primary obligation is toward justice, but under certain conditions they may exercise clemency. In a careful discussion of this matter Pius XII concluded that the State ought not to issue pardons except when it is morally certain that the ends of punishment have been achieved. Under these conditions, requirements of public policy may warrant a partial or full remission of punishment. If clemency were granted to all convicts, the nation's prisons would be instantly emptied, but society would not be well served.

In practice, then, a delicate balance between justice and mercy must be maintained. The State's primary responsibility is for justice, although it may at times temper justice with mercy. The Church rather represents the mercy of God. Showing forth the divine forgiveness that comes from Jesus Christ, the Church is deliberately indulgent toward offenders, but it too must on occasion impose penalties. The Code of Canon Law contains an entire book devoted to crime and punishment. It would be clearly inappropriate for the Church, as a spiritual society, to execute criminals, but the State is a different type of society. It cannot be expected to act as a Church. In a predominantly Christian society, however, the State should be encouraged to lean toward mercy provided that it does not thereby violate the demands of justice.

It is sometimes asked whether a judge or executioner can impose or carry out the death penalty with love. 
It seems to me quite obvious that such officeholders can carry out their duty without hatred for the criminal, but rather with love, respect, and compassion. In enforcing the law, they may take comfort in believing that death is not the final evil; they may pray and hope that the convict will attain eternal life with God.

The four objections are therefore of different weight. The first of them, dealing with miscarriages of justice, is relatively strong; the second and third, dealing with vindictiveness and with the consistent ethic of life, have some probable force. The fourth objection, dealing with forgiveness, is relatively weak. But taken together, the four may suffice to tip the scale against the use of the death penalty.

The Catholic magisterium in recent years has become increasingly vocal in opposing the practice of capital punishment. Pope John Paul II in Evangelium Vitae declared that "as a result of steady improvements in the organization of the penal system," cases in which the execution of the offender would be absolutely necessary "are very rare, if not practically nonexistent." Again at St. Louis in January 1999 the Pope appealed for a consensus to end the death penalty on the ground that it was "both cruel and unnecessary." The bishops of many countries have spoken to the same effect.
The United States bishops, for their part, had already declared in their majority statement of 1980 that "in the conditions of contemporary American society, the legitimate purposes of punishment do not justify the imposition of the death penalty." Since that time they have repeatedly intervened to ask for clemency in particular cases. Like the Pope, the bishops do not rule out capital punishment altogether, but they say that it is not justifiable as practiced in the United States today.

In coming to this prudential conclusion, the magisterium is not changing the doctrine of the Church. The doctrine remains what it has been: that the State, in principle, has the right to impose the death penalty on persons convicted of very serious crimes. But the classical tradition held that the State should not exercise this right when the evil effects outweigh the good effects. Thus the principle still leaves open the question whether and when the death penalty ought to be applied. The Pope and the bishops, using their prudential judgment, have concluded that in contemporary society, at least in countries like our own, the death penalty ought not to be invoked, because, on balance, it does more harm than good. I personally support this position.

In a brief compass I have touched on numerous and complex problems. To indicate what I have tried to establish, I should like to propose, as a final summary, ten theses that encapsulate the Church's doctrine, as I understand it.

1. The purpose of punishment in secular courts is fourfold: the rehabilitation of the criminal, the protection of society from the criminal, the deterrence of other potential criminals, and retributive justice. 

2. Just retribution, which seeks to establish the right order of things, should not be confused with vindictiveness, which is reprehensible. 

3. Punishment may and should be administered with respect and love for the person punished. 

4. The person who does evil may deserve death. According to the biblical accounts, God sometimes administers the penalty himself and sometimes directs others to do so. 

5. Individuals and private groups may not take it upon themselves to inflict death as a penalty. 

6. The State has the right, in principle, to inflict capital punishment in cases where there is no doubt about the gravity of the offense and the guilt of the accused. 

7. The death penalty should not be imposed if the purposes of punishment can be equally well or better achieved by bloodless means, such as imprisonment. 

8. The sentence of death may be improper if it has serious negative effects on society, such as miscarriages of justice, the increase of vindictiveness, or disrespect for the value of innocent human life. 

9. Persons who specially represent the Church, such as clergy and religious, in view of their specific vocation, should abstain from pronouncing or executing the sentence of death. 

10. Catholics, in seeking to form their judgment as to whether the death penalty is to be supported as a general policy, or in a given situation, should be attentive to the guidance of the pope and the bishops. Current Catholic teaching should be understood, as I have sought to understand it, in continuity with Scripture and tradition.

Endnotes

1. The statement was adopted by a vote of 145 to 31, with 41 bishops abstaining, the highest number of abstentions ever recorded. In addition, a number of bishops were absent from the meeting or did not officially abstain. Thus the statement did not receive the two-thirds majority of the entire membership then required for approval of official statements. But no bishop rose to make the point of order.
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Let’s be honest: Catholic teaching doesn’t always forbid the death penalty
http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/commentandblogs/2017/05/16/lets-be-honest-catholic-teaching-doesnt-always-forbid-the-death-penalty/
By Marc Mason, May 16, 2017
Most of the great theologians have defended the principle of capital punishment. We’re in danger of forgetting why

The death penalty should be discontinued in the US. It is administered unjustly based on a person’s socioeconomic status. I expect most Catholics would agree with that. But many commentators, academics and bishops – now perhaps even Pope Francis – want to go further: they say that the death penalty must always and everywhere be considered immoral. The trouble is that Catholic theology has generally supported the idea of capital punishment, for reasons which are perennially valid.

Historically, Catholic theologians have given three main arguments in favour of the death penalty. The first is that justice demands it for certain offences. Every injustice creates an imbalance, and justice, say the theologians, demands that the imbalance must be corrected.

Second, the Church has taught that the death penalty is expiatory. Expiation is an attempt to redress, through penance and other forms of mortification, some wrongdoing. Catholics are taught that we must achieve expiation either here or in the cleansing fire of purgatory.

As Pope Pius XII said: “It is reserved then to the public power to deprive the condemned man of the benefit of life, in expiation of his fault, when already, by his crime, he has dispossessed himself of the right to life.”

Third, the death penalty can sometimes support the common good. St Thomas Aquinas makes this point: “Therefore if a man be dangerous and infectious to the community, on account of some sin, it is praiseworthy and advantageous that he be killed in order to safeguard the common good.”

It is no coincidence that the increasing rejection of the death penalty has coincided with a decline in religious practice and belief in an afterlife. If there is no God, and no punishment or purgation in the afterlife, then there is no need for expiation, and injustice becomes not a cosmic imbalance with implications that spread to eternity but a simple transaction payable only in this one terminable lifetime.

Even Catholics can easily forget about expiation: it’s rare that we hear about purgatory and its pains, never mind being instructed to offer up our suffering for the souls in purgatory.

The traditional teaching that the death penalty is legitimised by justice and expiation has not changed simply because of the passage of time. But today, the Church’s traditional doctrine is presented as though it hinged on deterrence or simple physical protection of the public.

The current Catechism, for instance, says that the death penalty is licit “if this is the only possible way of effectively defending human lives against the unjust aggressor.” The Catechism also says that the modern state has made the death penalty, de facto, practically illicit; and that the state should punish a criminal without “taking away from him the possibility of redeeming himself”.

This fails to engage with the tradition which runs from the Old as well as the New Testament (Romans 13:4 for instance) to Augustine to Aquinas to the Catechism of the Council of Trent to Robert Bellarmine to the Vatican penal code – which until 1969 allowed for the death penalty for attempting to assassinate the Pope – to theologians today.

Although the Catechism obviously contains many infallible statements, some of its formulations are not infallible. A Catholic must give the Catechism due consideration when weighing moral issues, but when a difference arises, we must weigh the claims of the Catechism against those of the tradition. Indeed, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, when Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, stated: “There may be a legitimate diversity of opinion even among Catholics about waging war and applying the death penalty”. (He added that there was no such “legitimate diversity” over abortion and euthanasia.)

The trend in Catholic intellectual circles towards an absolute philosophical rejection of capital punishment goes too far. One sees, for instance, people comparing the death penalty to abortion. To conflate the situation of an unborn baby with that of a person guilty of a heinous crime, who is justly executed, is a category error of gross proportions.

I don’t believe the Church will ever magisterially teach that the death penalty is illicit, because I believe the Church is not free to do so. What I fear is that many Catholics will not stop at a practical call for prohibition in this or that instance, but will succeed – in the minds of the faithful at least – of removing from the moral imagination principles which have informed Catholic thought on criminal justice for almost two millennia.

In doing this, our leaders will not succeed in changing doctrine – it will remain safe, sequestered away in an unopened book somewhere in the Vatican – and the Church, however damaged, will survive. But the sensus fidei will have suffered another grievous injury.

Can the Church ever bless the death penalty?
http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/issues/may-26th-2017/can-the-church-ever-bless-the-death-penalty/ 

By Dan Jitchens, May 25, 2017
The Church was a leading force in the abolition of capital punishment, but some Catholics are endorsing it again

In his memoir The Church and I, the Catholic apologist Frank Sheed recalled his part in an unusual conversion story. A murderer on death row had asked to become a Catholic. Since time was short, the chaplain gave him a copy of Sheed’s A Map of Life, a brisk explanation of God, the Church, sin, redemption and the afterlife. Sheed relates: “The man was baptised, made his first Communion. Then he was told that if he applied for a reprieve he would probably get it. He refused, saying, ‘If that book is true, I’m going.’ And he went.”

In 1980, when those words were written, it did not seem strange that either a distinguished lay theologian like Sheed, or a newly baptised criminal, would accept the death penalty. But Catholic culture has changed a good deal in the decades since. It was in 1980 that the US bishops first openly called for the abolition of the death penalty – though they acknowledged that Catholics might disagree. By 2007 the bishops were arguing that the sacredness of human life “compels us as Catholics” to oppose capital punishment.

In that same period, many theologians have queried the traditional justifications of the death penalty. They have been inspired by the US bishops’ campaign, but even more by the popes. St John Paul II and Benedict XVI argued against the practice of the death penalty: they did not say that it was always and everywhere wrong, but urged governments to do away with the practice. Pope Francis has not made that distinction. Earlier this month, he suggested in a homily that the Holy Spirit had led the Church to realise that the death penalty was “inadmissible”.

Francis was not issuing a dogmatic pronouncement, and his remarks are more likely to intensify the debate than to end it. For political as well as theological reasons, capital punishment will be one of the Catholic talking points of 2017 and beyond.

This debate is politically significant because in several countries the Catholic clergy and laity are at the forefront of campaigns against the death penalty. As part of his crackdown on drug dealers, Philippine president Rodrigo Duterte is trying to pass a new law reintroducing capital punishment. The country’s bishops are united in opposition and helped to organise the 21-day series of demonstrations which culminated on Wednesday outside the Senate. The Indonesian government is also using the death penalty to fight the narcotics trade, leading to protests from the Indonesian bishops.

In America, the Catholic Mobilizing Network, with the support of at least some bishops, is asking the faithful to sign a pledge to fight the death penalty, which “contradicts the Catholic Church’s pro-life teaching”.

There is a vital distinction here, which public statements sometimes obscure. One can support the death penalty in theory but oppose it in practice. Some American Catholics, for instance, believe that capital punishment is in principle legitimate, but also that it should also be abolished in the US because of the present state of the criminal justice system.

These questions feature in an important new book by two American Catholic thinkers, the philosopher Edward Feser and the political scientist Joseph Bessette, with the severe title By Man Shall His Blood Be Shed. The reference is to Genesis 9:6: “Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for God made man in his own image.”

Feser and Bessette offer several justifications for the death penalty, beginning with a traditional natural law argument. It is part of the natural order for us to experience pleasure when we do good, and pain when we do wrong. The criminal, whether a petty thief or a mass murderer, breaks this connection: he seeks his pleasure in something contrary to his own fulfilment. “Punishment,” Feser and Bessette write, “is a matter of restoring the natural connection between pain and acting contrary to nature’s ends.”

They quote Aquinas as saying that since an offender “has been too indulgent to his will”, he should suffer “either willingly or unwillingly, something contrary to what he would wish”, for the sake of the “restoration of the equality of justice”. The same idea is affirmed by the 1992 Catechism of the Catholic Church: “Punishment has the primary aim of redressing the disorder introduced by the offence.”

All right, you might respond, but can death really be part of restoring the equality of justice? Catholic philosophers such as Christopher Tollefsen argue that depriving someone of their life takes away a “basic, intrinsic good” in a way that depriving them of their liberty does not.

Feser and Bessette have their reply to this and several other objections, and no doubt the debate will continue to be thrashed out in journals and magazines. But such discussions inevitably turn, eventually, to the question of what the Church teaches. And that takes us deep into Catholic history.

In 1210, Pope Innocent III negotiated a reconciliation with a group of Waldensian heretics. The group could return to the Church if they affirmed various Catholic tenets. Along with having to believe in the Trinity, the sacraments and so on, the group were asked to agree that “the secular power can without mortal sin impose a judgment of blood.” For Pope Innocent, support (in principle at least) for the death penalty was actually a test of Catholic orthodoxy.

And Innocent could look back to many popes, saints and Doctors of the Church who affirmed the justness of capital punishment in some circumstances. They often disliked the death penalty, but never ruled it out entirely. St Ambrose, for instance, while urging the magistrate Studius to be merciful, admitted that the “authority” of Scripture permitted the ultimate punishment.

He was referring to Romans 13:4, which says that the civil ruler “is the servant of God to execute his wrath on the wrongdoer”. This and Genesis 9:6, along with several other scriptural passages, were thought by the Fathers to settle the matter.

That consensus continued after the Waldensians. In the 16th century, St Pius V approved the Catechism of the Council of Trent, which permits the death penalty; in the 20th, Pius XII devoted several thoughtful speeches to the nature of capital punishment. One of Pius’s arguments was that an offender can “deprive himself of the right to live”.

This history weighed on the editors of the 1992 Catechism, a text overseen by St John Paul II. While affirming the old teaching that punishment should correct an imbalance, and that it should be proportionate to the crime, the Catechism argued that public authorities ought to prefer “bloodless” means as long as they could still safeguard the public. 
The 1997 edition and John Paul II’s 1995 encyclical Evangelium Vitae went further: occasions when the death penalty was necessary for public safety were, John Paul said, “very rare, if not practically non-existent”.

For some, this was just John Paul expressing a political judgment, as when he opposed the Iraq War. For others, it was a clear example of doctrinal change. Campaigner Sister Helen Prejean described the moment she read the revised Catechism: “My heart leaps. At last the river bends. With this seismic change, Church teaching on the death penalty forever flows in another direction.”

The standard response is that the Catechism’s words are phrased with deliberate caution, and are neither affirmative enough nor authoritative enough to contradict all the teaching that came before. Moreover, the First Vatican Council taught that nobody should interpret Scripture “against the unanimous consent of the Fathers”. But that unanimous consent seems to indicate that the death penalty is theoretically licit.

There is another problem, noted in Feser and Bessette’s book: why would one take seriously a Church which for almost two millennia was so gravely mistaken, and so confident in its mistake?

Given the consensus of past teaching, it’s hard to see this as a plausible case of doctrinal development. As Feser remarks over email, some theologians “have turned the notion of development into a euphemism or lawyer’s trick whereby outright reversals of past teaching are magically made orthodox by slapping the label ‘development’ on them.  You might as well say that denying Christ’s divinity or the doctrine of original sin can be reconciled with past teaching as long as we call them ‘developments’ and get enough people to go along with this sleight of hand.”

The Magisterium has clarified the point somewhat: speaking in 2004 as Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger said that capital punishment “may still be permissible”, and that Catholics are welcome to disagree about applying the death penalty – as they are not about, say, euthanasia.

Fr Robert Sirico of the Acton Institute says he is impressed by “the cumulative effect” of Feser and Bessette’s theological arguments. But unlike them, he believes that the Church should oppose the use of capital punishment, in America and elsewhere. “I see that under the right circumstances the death penalty is justifiable; I just fail to see it is necessary, and hence it should be avoided,” he tells me. At the same time, Fr Sirico regrets the “distortion” of the debate, with some commentators “making the death penalty the moral equivalent of abortion”.

Feser puts it more strongly. “There has been a kind of snowball effect,” he says, “whereby churchmen say ever more extreme and doctrinally reckless things on the subject, contradicting Scripture, the Fathers and Doctors of the Church, the history of papal teaching and natural law.”

I ask Feser if, in that case, he is fighting a losing battle. He believes not: “This kind of cognitive dissonance is unstable and will inevitably invite correction, because its implications for the entire structure of Catholic teaching are so dire. In the long run the truth always wins out in Catholicism.”

Perhaps everyone would agree with that. But it won’t make the coming struggles over the truth any less bitter.

Why the Church Cannot Reverse Past Teaching on Capital Punishment 
https://www.catholicworldreport.com/2017/06/07/why-the-church-cannot-reverse-past-teaching-on-capital-punishment/
By Joseph M. Bessette, Dr. Edward Feser, June 7, 2017

Editor’s note: This first part of a two-part article on Catholicism and the death penalty was originally posted on July 17, 2016. It is reposted now that By Man Shall His Blood Be Shed: A Catholic Defense of Capital Punishment (Ignatius, 2017), written by Dr. Feser and Dr. Bessette, has been published. 
Pope St. John Paul II was well-known for his vigorous opposition to capital punishment. Yet in 2004, then-Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger — the pope’s own chief doctrinal officer, later to become Pope Benedict XVI — stated unambiguously that:

[I]f a Catholic were to be at odds with the Holy Father on the application of capital punishment… he would not for that reason be considered unworthy to present himself to receive Holy Communion. While the Church exhorts civil authorities… to exercise discretion and mercy in imposing punishment on criminals, it may still be permissible… to have recourse to capital punishment. There may be a legitimate diversity of opinion even among Catholics about… applying the death penalty… (Emphasis added)

How could it be “legitimate” for a Catholic to be “at odds with” the pope on such a matter? The answer is that the pope’s opposition to capital punishment was not a matter of binding doctrine, but merely an opinion which a Catholic must respectfully consider but not necessarily agree with. Cardinal Ratzinger could not possibly have said what he did otherwise. If it were mortally sinful for a Catholic to disagree with the pope about capital punishment, then he could not “present himself to receive Holy Communion.” If it were even venially sinful to disagree, then there could not be “a legitimate diversity of opinion even among Catholics.”

The fact is that it is the irreformable teaching of the Church that capital punishment can in principle be legitimate, not merely to ensure the physical safety of others when an offender poses an immediate danger (a case where even John Paul II was willing to allow for the death penalty), but even for purposes such as securing retributive justice and deterring serious crime. What is open to debate is merely whether recourse to the death penalty is in practice the best option given particular historical and cultural circumstances. That is a “prudential” matter about which popes have no special expertise.

We defend these claims in detail and at length in our book By Man Shall His Blood Be Shed: A Catholic Defense of the Death Penalty. What follows is a brief summary of some key points.
Sacred Scripture

The Church holds that scripture is infallible, particularly when it teaches on matters of faith and morals. The First Vatican Council teaches that scripture must always be interpreted in the sense in which the Church has traditionally understood it, and in particular that it can never be interpreted in a sense contrary to the unanimous understanding of the Fathers of the Church.
Both the Old and New Testaments teach that capital punishment can be legitimate, and the Church has always interpreted them this way. For example, Genesis 9:6 famously states: “Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for God made man in his own image.” The Church has always understood this as a sanction of the death penalty. Even Christian Brugger, a prominent Catholic opponent of capital punishment, admits that attempts to reinterpret this passage are dubious and that the passage is a “problem” for views like his own. i
St. Paul’s Letter to the Romans teaches that the state “does not bear the sword in vain [but] is the servant of God to execute his wrath on the wrongdoer” (13:4). The Church has always understood this too as a warrant for capital punishment, and by Brugger’s own admission, there was a “consensus” among the Fathers and medieval Doctors of the Church that the passage was to be understood in this way. ii But in that case, attempts to reinterpret the passage cannot possibly be reconciled with a Catholic understanding of scripture.

Not only Genesis 9:6 and Romans 13:4 but also passages like Numbers 35:33, Deuteronomy 19: 11-13, Luke 23:41, and Acts 25:11 all clearly regard capital punishment as legitimate when carried out simply for the purpose of securing retributive justice. The lex talionis (“law of retaliation”) of Exodus 21 and Leviticus 24 is also obviously a matter of exacting retribution for its own sake. Deuteronomy 19:19-21 talks of execution as a way of striking “fear” in potential offenders, and deterrence is clearly in view in Romans 13:4. Hence scripture clearly teaches that capital punishment can in principle be legitimate for the sake of deterrence.
The Fathers and Doctors of the Church
The Church has always regarded the Fathers as having an extremely high degree of authority when they are agreed on some matter of faith or morals. Now, some of the Fathers preferred mercy to the use of capital punishment. However, every one of the Fathers who commented on the subject nevertheless also allowed that capital punishment can in principle be legitimate. For example, in his Homilies on Leviticus, Origen teaches that “death which is inflicted as the penalty of sin is a purification of the sin itself.” Clement of Alexandria says that “when one falls into any incurable evil… it will be for his good if he is put to death.” In his commentary On the Sermon on the Mount, Augustine writes that “great and holy men… punished some sins with death… [by which] the living were struck with a salutary fear.” Jerome taught that “he who slays cruel men is not cruel.”

It is sometimes claimed that Tertullian and Lactantius were exceptions to the patristic consensus on capital punishment as legitimate at least in principle, but even Brugger admits that this is not in fact the case. iii And again, the Fathers also uniformly regarded scripture as allowing capital punishment, and the Church teaches that the Fathers must be followed where they agree on the interpretation of scripture.

Like scripture, the Fathers also speak of capital punishment as in principle legitimate for purposes like the securing of retributive justice and deterring others. (Indeed, neither scripture nor the Fathers refer to protection against immediate physical danger even as a purpose of capital punishment, let alone as the only legitimate purpose.)
The Church has also regarded the Doctors of the Church as having a very high degree of authority when they are agreed on some matter of faith or morals. Like the Fathers, these Doctors—including thinkers of the stature of St. Thomas Aquinas, St. Robert Bellarmine, and St. Alphonsus Ligouri—are all in agreement on the legitimacy in principle of capital punishment. Aquinas even dismissed as “frivolous” the suggestion that capital punishment removes from offenders the possibility of repentance, arguing that “if they are so stubborn that even at the point of death their heart does not draw back from evil, it is possible to make a highly probable judgment that they would never come away from evil to the right use of their powers” (Summa Contra Gentiles III.146).
The popes
No pope from St. Peter to Benedict XVI ever denied the legitimacy in principle of capital punishment, and many popes explicitly affirmed its legitimacy, even as a matter of basic Catholic orthodoxy. For example, Pope St. Innocent I taught that to deny the legitimacy of capital punishment would be to go against biblical authority, indeed “the authority of the Lord” himself. Pope Innocent III required adherents of the Waldensian heresy, as a condition for their reconciliation with the Church and proof of their orthodoxy, to affirm the legitimacy in principle of capital punishment. Pope St. Pius V promulgated the Roman Catechism, which states that:

Another kind of lawful slaying belongs to the civil authorities, to whom is entrusted power of life and death, by the legal and judicious exercise of which they punish the guilty and protect the innocent. The just use of this power, far from involving the crime of murder, is an act of paramount obedience to this Commandment which prohibits murder.

The 1912 Catechism of Christian Doctrine issued by Pope St. Pius X says in the context of discussion of the Fifth Commandment: “It is lawful to kill… when carrying out by order of the Supreme Authority a sentence of death in punishment of a crime.” Pope Pius XII taught that “it is reserved… to the public authority to deprive the criminal of the benefit of life when already, by his crime, he has deprived himself of the right to live.”
It is sometimes alleged that while Pope John Paul II did not contradict past teaching, he did modifydoctrine on capital punishment in a more restrictive direction in the catechism which he promulgated. In particular, it is claimed by some that John Paul taught that it is in principle immoral to resort to capital punishment except for the purpose of protecting others against the immediate physical danger posed by an offender. However, then-Cardinal Ratzinger explicitly denied that there was any change at the level of doctrinal principle. He affirmed that “the Holy Father has not altered the doctrinal principles which pertain to this issue” and that the revisions to the catechism reflected merely “circumstantial considerations… without any modification of the relevant doctrinal principles.”iv
Moreover, as Cardinal Avery Dulles has pointed out, had the pope made such a modification to doctrine, he would have been partially reversing or contradicting previous teaching rather than merely modifying it.v For as we have noted, scripture and the Fathers teach that capital punishment can be legitimate specifically for purposes of retribution and deterrence, and not merely for the purpose of counteracting some immediate physical threat.

Pope Francis
Like other recent popes, Pope Francis has opposed the use of the death penalty. But there are indications that, unlike any previous pope, Francis may be inclined to declare capital punishment intrinsically immoral. For example, in a recent statement, Pope Francis said that “the commandment ‘Thou shalt not kill’ has absolute value and applies both to the innocent and to the guilty” (emphasis added). It has also been reported that he has set up a commission to explore changing the Catechism of the Catholic Church so that it will “absolutely” forbid capital punishment.

Does Catholic doctrine permit a pope to make such a change? It very clearly does not. The First Vatican Council explicitly taught that:

[T]he Holy Spirit was promised to the successors of Peter not so that they might, by his revelation, make known some new doctrine, but that, by his assistance, they might religiously guard and faithfully expound the revelation or deposit of faith transmitted by the apostles. (Emphasis added)

And the Second Vatican Council explicitly taught that:

[T]he task of authentically interpreting the word of God, whether written or handed on, has been entrusted exclusively to the living teaching office of the Church… This teaching office is not above the word of God, but serves it, teaching only what has been handed on… (Emphasis added)

If Pope Francis were to teach that capital punishment is “absolutely” immoral, he would be contradicting (rather than “religiously guard[ing],” “faithfully expound[ing],” and “hand[ing] on”) the teaching of scripture, the Fathers, and all previous popes, and substituting for it “some new doctrine.” He would be overruling the many scriptural passages that support capital punishment, thereby putting himself “above the word of God.” If he were to claim warrant for this novel teaching in the commandment against murder, he would be contradicting the way every previous pope who has addressed the subject has understand that commandment. As we have seen, Pope Pius XII teaches that the guilty person “has deprived himself of the right to live,” and the catechisms promulgated by Pope St. Pius V and Pope St. Pius X explicitly affirm that capital punishment is consistent with the commandment against murder.

Moreover, if Pope Francis were to teach that capital punishment is intrinsically immoral, he would undermine the authority of Catholic teaching in general. As Cardinal Dulles wrote:

The reversal of a doctrine as well established as the legitimacy of capital punishment would raise serious problems regarding the credibility of the magisterium.  Consistency with Scripture and long-standing Catholic tradition is important for the grounding of many current teachings of the Catholic Church; for example, those regarding abortion, contraception, the permanence of marriage, and the ineligibility of women for priestly ordination.  If the tradition on capital punishment had been reversed, serious questions would be raised regarding other doctrines…vi
Indeed, a change vis-à-vis the death penalty would undermine the pope’s own credibility as well. Cardinal Dulles continues:

If, in fact, the previous teaching had been discarded, doubt would be cast on the current teaching as well. It too would have to be seen as reversible, and in that case, as having no firm hold on people’s assent. The new doctrine, based on a recent insight, would be in competition with a magisterial teaching that has endured for two millennia — or even more, if one wishes to count the biblical testimonies. Would not some Catholics be justified in adhering to the earlier teaching on the ground that it has more solid warrant than the new? The faithful would be confronted with the dilemma of having to dissent either from past or from present magisterial teaching.

It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that, were Pope Francis to condemn capital punishment as intrinsically immoral, he would thereby be joining the ranks of that very small number of popes who have taught doctrinal error (which is possible when a pope does not speak ex cathedra).

However, we do not believe that Pope Francis will do this. For one thing, as is well known, the pope is prone in his public utterances to making imprecise and exaggerated statements. He has certainly done so before when speaking about capital punishment. For example, in a statement from March 15, 2015, the pope approvingly cited some lines he attributed to Dostoevsky, to the effect that “to kill one who killed is an incomparably greater punishment than the crime itself. Killing in virtue of a sentence is far worse than the killing committed by a criminal.”

Consider a serial killer like Ted Bundy, who murdered at least fourteen women. Bundy routinely raped and tortured his victims, and also mutilated, and even engaged in necrophilia with, some of their bodies. He was executed in the electric chair, a method of killing that takes only a few moments. Should we interpret the pope as seriously suggesting that Bundy’s execution was “far worse” and an “incomparably greater” crime than what Bundy himself did? Surely not; such a judgment would be manifestly absurd, and indeed, frankly obscene. 
Surely the pope did not intend to teach such a thing, but was rather merely indulging in a rhetorical flourish. A charitable interpretation of some of his other remarks about capital punishment would lead us to conclude that he does not intend to contradict the tradition.

For another thing, if the pope has indeed set up a commission to study revising the catechism, that in itself indicates that he wants to be careful not to contradict past teaching. Presumably, Cardinal Gerhard Müller, current prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, would play a key role on such a commission. Commenting on the controversy the pope’s remarks on various subjects have sometimes generated, Cardinal Müller has noted that “Pope Francis is not a ‘professional theologian’, but has been largely formed by his experiences in the field of the pastoral care.”vii Asked if he has sometimes had to correct the pope’s remarks from a doctrinal point of view, the cardinal replied: “That is what he [Pope Francis] has said already three or four times himself, publicly…” Cardinal Müller also emphasized that the pope himself “refers to the teaching of the Church as the framework of interpretation” for his various remarks. In another interview in which he was asked about Pope Francis’s sometimes doctrinally imprecise statements, Cardinal Müller acknowledged that churchmen sometimes “express themselves in a somewhat inappropriate, misleading or vague way,” and that not all papal pronouncements have the same binding nature.viii
Having shown here that Catholic teaching has always supported the legitimacy of capital punishment, in part 2 of this article we will discuss some of the reasons for believing that it remains necessary for achieving public safety and the larger common good.
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Catholics cannot support the death penalty, right?
https://religionnews.com/2017/06/27/catholics-cannot-support-the-death-penalty-right/
June 27, 2017
The Catholic Church has in recent decades been associated with political efforts to eliminate the death penalty. In fact, the three most recent popes, John Paul II, Benedict XVI and Francis, have called for the abolition of the death penalty. In 2016, Francis said, “Nowadays the death penalty is unacceptable, however grave the crime of the convicted person.” With such high-profile opposition to the death penalty in the Catholic Church, how could any practicing Catholic support it?

Drawing upon philosophical, scriptural, theological and social scientific arguments, Edward Feser and Joseph M. Bessette explain the perennial teaching of the Church that capital punishment can in principle be legitimate — not only to protect society from immediate physical danger, but also to administer retributive justice and to deter capital crime — in their provocative new book, BY MAN SHALL HIS BLOOD BE SHED: A Catholic Defense of Capital Punishment.

Feser and Bessette’s book reviews and explains the Catholic Tradition regarding the death penalty, addressing whether it’s inherently evil and if it can be reserved as a just form of punishment in certain cases. The authors also show how some recent statements of Church leaders in opposition to the death penalty are prudential judgments rather than dogma. They also address whether Catholics may, in good conscience, disagree about the application of the death penalty.

Is there a just use of the death penalty? Can it be used to protect the lives of the innocent, inculcate a horror of murder and affirm the dignity of human beings as free and rational creatures who must be held responsible for their actions? Feser and Bessette discuss the aforementioned topics — and more — in BY MAN SHALL HIS BLOOD BE SHED.

“At long last, we have a serious and intelligent look at all aspects of the death penalty — its causes, its justification, its consequences for the victim of the crime, the criminal himself, his family, and for civil society,” James V. Schall, S.J., professor emeritus, Georgetown University, says of BY MAN SHALL HIS BLOOD BE SHED. “… This book brilliantly sheds some much-needed realism in the fuzzy thinking in our society and often in the Church on this basic question of the consequences of our most heinous acts.”

A Catholic Defense of Capital Punishment
https://www.crisismagazine.com/2017/catholic-church-capital-punishment
August 17, 2017

Defending himself against the accusation of capital crimes, Socrates famously asserted that the main concern should not be the value of a man’s life, but the value of his life insofar as it is good and just. 
Socrates crucial point is that justice is more important than life itself, for an unjust life, as he implies elsewhere in the Apology, is not worth living. But is there any principle higher than justice? It would seem so. In the Sermon on the Mount, Christ teaches us to love our enemies. Any just man will love those who are virtuous; but to love those who are by nature unlovable simply because they are a child of God manifests a more profound respect for creation. So, it seems that charity is more important than justice.

These three moral imperatives—life, justice, and charity—provocatively clash in the issue of capital punishment. This conflict is particularly acute for a Christian: as St. John Paul II argues in Evangelium Vitae, Christian doctrine recognizes the inviolable dignity of every life, a teaching which would seem to preclude capital punishment. On the other hand, to say that this dignity invalidates the claims of justice and overrides the rules of the moral order is self- contradictory, for human dignity rests upon man’s ability to know and observe those rules. These competing claims have caused a great deal of uncertainty within the Catholic Church about the possibility of capital punishment, for the divergent impulses of justice and charity appear to pull the believer in opposite directions.

What is needed is a guide to help us navigate these tumultuous waters. This is the aim of the new book by Edward Feser and Joseph M. Bessette, By Man Shall His Blood be Shed: A Catholic Defense of Capital Punishment. Feser, a philosopher, and Bessette, a lawyer and professor of government, draw deeply from both the Catholic tradition and contemporary scholarship to show that capital punishment is not only permissible but even beneficial for society. Their argument, in its simplest outline, is that “there is a strong moral presumption in favor of capital punishment for grave crimes such as murder, [and this] presumption can be overridden only when resorting to capital punishment would fail to serve the common good as well as a lesser punishment.”

The authors substantiate these premises with a methodical analysis of the issue from four perspectives. The first considers capital punishment philosophically, making incisive arguments based on the natural moral law. This is followed with an analysis of the theological tradition, showing that Scripture and the constant teaching of the Church doctors and magisterium affirm the use of capital punishment. The third section examines the legal and sociological evidence demonstrating the effectiveness of capital punishment as a penal sanction. Finally, the authors consider the campaign of the American bishops against capital punishment in recent decades in order to show that it represents a one-sided presentation of the relevant data. They conclude that any teaching prohibiting capital punishment is simply a prudential exhortation, and so is not doctrinally binding on the laity

The arguments are offered in a lucid and systematic manner so that they are accessible to those with no background in philosophy, theology or law. For example, the opening chapter has an admirably clear introduction to the natural law, and the second chapter elucidates the relative authority of various theological sources. They support their argument with copious examples, citing a profusion of authorities, ancient and modern. Conversely, they engage a wide range of objections to their position with great dialectical subtlety. Though there is a certain amount of repetition, this works to impress the logic of their position on the reader. And, although this clearly is a defense of the legitimacy of capital punishment, the authors are forthright that this establishes only that it is allowable, not that it is required. To put it another way, since “there are no good arguments for abolishing capital punishment,” the question of whether to apply it must be made in light of the concrete circumstances of each case. The authors take Cardinal Ratzinger’s opinion as their touchstone: “There may be legitimate diversity of opinion even among Catholics about … applying the death penalty.”

Because opposition to capital punishment is often framed in emotional terms, the authors begin their assessment by outlining the logical reasons behind the Church’s teaching as articulated by natural law ethics. The natural law asserts there is an objective order of justice that must be respected if human beings are to flourish. Punishment, then, exists for the sake of restoring that natural order of justice if it has been broken by some crime. Punishment is therefore a moral requirement, and not merely a utilitarian remedy to protect society. This sort of justice, which must not be confused with an amoral desire for vengeance based on hatred, is known as retributive justice. Importantly, if retribution is to restore the order of justice, the punishment needs to be proportionate to the offense. This sense of proportional retribution is the primary characteristic of just punishment: the offender must pay for his crime. In addition to retribution, there are two additional purposes for punishment: rehabilitation of the offender and deterrence of similar offenses.

While the propriety of capital punishment will be evaluated in terms of all these ends, it is retribution that is the primary criterion in determining whether it is a just punishment. The crucial premise, then, is that “some crimes are so grave that no punishment less than death would be proportionate in its severity.” The rationale is made clear by assuming that the most heinous crime, mass murder or genocide, does not merit death. If absolutely nothing merited death, then the whole idea of proportionality would be destroyed. That, in turn, would subvert the notion of retributive justice itself, for any punishment might be given for any crime. Thus, the authors conclude “the legitimacy of punishment in general and the legitimacy in principle of capital punishment in particular stand or fall together.” Furthermore, the authors argue, because capital punishment also accomplishes the ends of rehabilitation and deterrence, there is no reason to oppose its use in a just society.

Feser and Bessette next consider the Church’s position as articulated in Scripture and Tradition. The evidence they present from the Bible, Church Fathers, popes, and councils demonstrates that the Church has always believed capital punishment to be permissible when justly implemented. The title of the book is taken from Genesis 9:6, which justifies capital punishment as the only reasonable reaction to murder becauseman is made in God’s image. The New Testament, particularly the Sermon on the Mount, might seem more problematic, but the authors show that these counsels are intended to guide the individual Christian, who is called to a life of charity, and not the state, which is instituted to defend justice in society. 
Developing these Scriptural principles, the theological Tradition takes it for granted that capital punishment is an acceptable form of discipline. The unanimous evidence dating from the third century indicates that this is a definitive teaching of the Church that cannot be changed even by popes.

Many assume, though, that this position was challenged by John Paul II in Evangelium Vitae and the Catechism. These documents, while accepting the traditional teaching of the Church, insist that a modern state has the capacity to adequately punish the offender and protect society without shedding blood, and so Christians should support non-lethal punishments. The authors respond that this teaching cannot be understood to be a departure from the tradition; rather, it should be seen as a prudential judgment, an application of a moral principle about which there can be diversity of opinion.

The third chapter brings forth a great deal of empirical data from the courts concerning the use of capital punishment to demonstrate that it is both proportionate to the offense and rehabilitative of the offender. Since many question whether execution can ever be proportionate, the analysis begins with a litany of horrific accounts of the forty-three people executed in 2012; this is not easy reading, but it illustrates the depravity of those who are sentenced to death. In light of these details, the public can have confidence in the justice of their society only if these murderers suffer truly proportional retribution, that is, death. Moreover, the personal stories of those who were sentenced show that many were led to contrition, and even conversion, as a result of facing execution.

The final chapter examines how since 1974 the American Bishops have tended to condemn capital punishment as intrinsically opposed to Catholic teaching, making it equivalent to abortion and euthanasia. The bishops cite three arguments in defense of this position: it fails to achieve the goals of punishment; it is inconsistent with Gospel values; and, it is applied in a discriminatory fashion. The authors reply by showing that each of these arguments is indefensible when considered in light of the constant Tradition of the Church and contemporary studies. They also offer an examination of capital punishment as a deterrent, citing empirical data showing that it inculcates a repugnance to crime in general.

The failure of the bishops’ arguments leads the authors to conclude that, given the singular importance of retributive justice, the culture of life is in fact better served when capital punishment is employed, for only then will the dignity of innocent life be fully defended.

This conclusion underscores the fact that there are actually two arguments being made in the book. The first is that the Church’s position on capital punishment has always been that it is not intrinsically evil, but it is rather a matter of prudential decision about which there can be valid disagreement. This argument is completely convincing, given the abundance of evidence from philosophy, Scripture, and Tradition.

There is a second argument, however, that is rarely explicitly thematized, which runs along with the first. This is a positive commendation of capital punishment as being good, for the authors claim that without it the very idea of proportional punishment and the dignity of human life would be lost. This argument not only opposes the abolition of capital punishment, but advocates “applying it with some frequency.”

This conclusion should engender continued debate about capital punishment. While it is clear that employing capital punishment is permissible and just, how often to employ it involves prudential analysis by those who are best informed of the case. Prudence aims for not only what is permissible, but what is best. This seems to be the significance of John Paul’s exhortation, and it is a point worthy of serious consideration. However, to enact that exhortation is increasingly difficult. While we are called to observe the precepts of both justice and charity, the real problem about our current debate is the fact that, as the authors repeatedly note, our society has utterly lost its sense of justice.

Without a sense of justice, we cannot recognize the need for proportionate retribution; worse, this then obscures how charity is a perfection of natural justice by isolating the redemptive from the creative order. Lacking the objective reference of justice, opinions on capital punishment devolve to emotivism: support for it evinces anger, while opposition evinces sentimentality. To kill out of anger is clearly wrong. However, far worse is selectively opposing capital punishment without embracing the totality of the justice and the Gospel, for that can only be a sentimentality that disrespects the dignity of man and God alike. But, I might suggest in accord with Feser and Bessete, we can begin to reclaim the liberating power of charity by first respecting the obligations of justice.

Pope Francis is wrong about the Death Penalty. Here’s why
https://onepeterfive.com/pope-francis-wrong-death-penalty-heres/
By Steve Skojec, October 11, 2017

When the first version of this column was originally published in March, 2015, it was occasioned by comments made by Pope Francis to the effect that the Death Penalty is never justified. Since then, it has become necessary to revise and update it, due to additional comments on the topic from the pope. Of particular note, these appeared in his apostolic exhortation Amoris Laetitia (83), which states: “the Church not only feels the urgency to assert the right to a natural death, without aggressive treatment and euthanasia”, but likewise “firmly rejects the death penalty”.
This statement, which moved the pope’s position from the realm of personal opinion and into a document some perceive to be a part of his personal magisterium, was addressed by an eminent group of theologians as a potential heresy here [see A). 1).]. For illustrative purposes, here’s a screenshot the section in question:



The citations in the above make clear that the established teaching of the Church on the matter come from both the Scriptures and the Magisterium. And yet, in an address given today, October 11, 2017, marking the 25th anniversary of the Catechism of the Catholic Church, the pope has taken his position even further, saying the Catechism needs to be revised to reflect the understanding that capital punishment “is, in itself, contrary to the Gospel, because a decision is voluntarily made to suppress a human life, which is always sacred in the eyes of the Creator and of whom, in the last analysis, only God can be the true judge and guarantor”. [Emphasis added]

The teaching of the Church on the permissibly of capital punishment, however, is taken from Divine Revelation; it is, in other words, infallible, and not subject to such changes – even by a pope. As the late Jesuit theologian Fr. John Hardon explained:

In the 20th century, Pope Pius XII provided a full doctrinal defense of capital punishment. Speaking to Catholic jurists, he explained what the Church teaches about the authority of the State to punish crimes, even with the death penalty.

The Church holds that there are two reasons for inflicting punishment, namely “medicinal” and “vindictive.” The medicinal purpose is to prevent the criminal from repeating his crime and to protect society from his criminal behavior. The vindictive is to expiate for the wrong-doing perpetrated by the criminal. Thus, reparation is made to an offended God, and the disorder caused by the crime is expiated.

Equally important is the Pope’s insistence that capital punishment is morally defensible in every age and culture of Christianity. Why? Because the Church’s teaching on “the coercive power of legitimate human authority” is based on “the sources of revelation and traditional doctrine.” It is wrong, therefore, “to say that these sources only contain ideas which are conditioned by historical circumstances.” On the contrary, they have “a general and abiding validity” (Acta Apostolicae Sedis, 1955, pp. 81-2).

Behind this declaration of the Vicar of Christ is a principle of our Catholic faith. Most of the Church’s teaching, especially in the moral order, is infallible doctrine because it belongs to what we call her ordinary universal magisterium. There are certain moral norms that have always and everywhere been held by the successors of the Apostles in communion with the Bishop of Rome. Although never formally defined, they are irreversibly binding on the followers of Christ until the end of the world.

Such moral truths are the grave sinfulness of contraception and direct abortion. Such, too, is the imposition of the death penalty. Certainly Christianity, like Christ, is to be merciful. Certainly Christians are to be kind and forgiving. But Christ is God. He is indeed loving and in fact is love. But He is also just. As a just God, He has a right to authorize civil authority to inflict capital punishment.

 
What the Church Actually Teaches About Capital Punishment 
The Church’s stance on capital punishment has always been more than merely permissive; the idea, for example, that “rendering harmless” those criminals deserving of capital punishment is sufficient to eradicate the need for such a sentence is simply not consistent with the teachings of Holy Scripture, the understanding of popes, doctors of the Church, and various apostolic pronouncements.

Whatever the present pope’s desire, therefore, to eradicate capital punishment, he can’t — because even a pope lacks the authority to make such a change. In order to advance his position, Pope Francis would have to declare several of his predecessors — as well as St. Augustine, St. Thomas Aquinas, St. Thomas More (who prosecuted heretics in an England where that was a capital offense), a papal decree, an apostolic constitution, and also divinely-inspired Sacred Scriptures — to be in error.

We’ll begin with the Scriptures, leaving aside the more numerous examples that could be drawn from the Old Testament and focusing instead on passages taken from the New Testament:

“If then I am a wrongdoer, and have committed anything for which I deserve to die, I do not seek to escape death.” (Acts 25:11)
“Let every soul be subject to higher powers. For there is no power but from God: and those that are ordained of God. Therefore, he that resisteth the power resisteth the ordinance of God. And they that resist purchase to themselves damnation. For princes are not a terror to the good work, but to the evil. Wilt thou then not be afraid of the power? Do that which is good: and thou shalt have praise from the same. For he is God’s minister to thee, for good. But if thou do that which is evil, fear: for he beareth not the sword in vain. For he is God’s minister: an avenger to execute wrath upon him that doth evil” (Romans 13:1-4).

We must also examine papal and magisterial pronouncements:

“It must be remembered that power was granted by God [to the magistrates], and to avenge crime by the sword was permitted. He who carries out this vengeance is God’s minister (Rm 13:1-4). Why should we condemn a practice that all hold to be permitted by God? We uphold, therefore, what has been observed until now, in order not to alter the discipline and so that we may not appear to act contrary to God’s authority.” (Pope Innocent 1, Epist. 6, C. 3. 8, ad Exsuperium, Episcopum Tolosanum, 20 February 405, PL 20,495)

Condemned as an error: “That heretics be burned is against the will of the Spirit.” – Pope Leo X, Exsurge Domine (1520)

“The power of life and death is permitted to certain civil magistrates because theirs is the responsibility under law to punish the guilty and protect the innocent. Far from being guilty of breaking this commandment [Thou shall not kill], such an execution of justice is precisely an act of obedience to it. For the purpose of the law is to protect and foster human life. This purpose is fulfilled when the legitimate authority of the State is exercised by taking the guilty lives of those who have taken innocent lives. In the Psalms we find a vindication of this right: “Morning by morning I will destroy all the wicked in the land, cutting off all evildoers from the city of the Lord” (Ps. 101:8). (Roman Catechism of the Council of Trent, 1566, Part III, 5, n. 4)

“Even in the case of the death penalty the State does not dispose of the individual’s right to life. Rather public authority limits itself to depriving the offender of the good of life in expiation for his guilt, after he, through his crime, deprived himself of his own right to life.” (Pope Pius XII, Address to the First International Congress of Histopathology of the Nervous System, 14 September 1952, XIV, 328)

And finally, some teachings from the doctors of the Church:

“The same divine authority that forbids the killing of a human being establishes certain exceptions, as when God authorizes killing by a general law or when He gives an explicit commission to an individual for a limited time. The agent who executes the killing does not commit homicide; he is an instrument as is the sword with which he cuts. Therefore, it is in no way contrary to the commandment, ‘Thou shalt not kill’ to wage war at God’s bidding, or for the representatives of public authority to put criminals to death, according to the law, that is, the will of the most just reason.” – (St. Augustine, The City of God, Book 1, chapter 21)

It is written: “Wizards thou shalt not suffer to live” (Ex. 22:18); and: “In the morning I put to death all the wicked of the land” (Ps. 100:8). …Every part is directed to the whole, as imperfect to perfect, wherefore every part exists naturally for the sake of the whole. For this reason we see that if the health of the whole human body demands the excision of a member, because it became putrid or infectious to the other members, it would be both praiseworthy and healthful to have it cut away. Now every individual person is related to the entire society as a part to the whole. Therefore if a man be dangerous and infectious to the community, on account of some sin, it is praiseworthy and healthful that he be killed in order to safeguard the common good, since “a little leaven corrupteth the whole lump” (1 Cor. 5:6). – (St. Thomas, Summa Theologiae, II, II, q. 64, art. 2)

St. Thomas even proposes that accepting a death sentence has an expiatory nature:

“Even death inflicted as a punishment for crimes takes away the whole punishment for those crimes in the next life, or at least part of that punishment, according to the quantities of guilt, resignation, and contrition; but a natural death does not.” (Summa Theologica, Index, under the word mors [Turin, 1926]; As cited by Romano Amerio in Iota Unum, p. 435)

In his apostolic constitution, Horrendum illud scelus, Pope St. Pius V even went so far as to decree that actively homosexual clerics were to be stripped of their office and handed over to the civil authorities, who at that time held sodomy as a capital offense. He wrote: “We determine that clerics guilty of this execrable crime are to be quite gravely punished, so that whoever does not abhor the ruination of the soul, the avenging secular sword of civil laws will certainly deter.”

For some of us, these teachings could be construed, to borrow words from the New Testament, as “hard sayings.” But as Catholics, we are obligated to wrestle with these teachings – especially the ones we don’t understand or find ourselves interiorly opposed to.

The above citations alone should be sufficient to prove that the death penalty has always been viewed by the Church as more than simply morally permissible in certain circumstances. The traditional view was that, when carried out justly, the execution of criminals deserving of such penalties by the legitimate authority of the state positively served the common good and even had the power to expiate temporal punishment on the part of the guilty.

Cardinal Ratzinger, before his election to the papacy, admitted that Catholics had room to disagree on this issue. He stated, as pertains to the question of capital punishment and the worthiness of an individual who supports it to receive Holy Communion:

Not all moral issues have the same moral weight as abortion and euthanasia. For example, if a Catholic were to be at odds with the Holy Father on the application of capital punishment or on the decision to wage war, he would not for that reason be considered unworthy to present himself to receive Holy Communion. While the Church exhorts civil authorities to seek peace, not war, and to exercise discretion and mercy in imposing punishment on criminals, it may still be permissible to take up arms to repel an aggressor or to have recourse to capital punishment. There may be a legitimate diversity of opinion even among Catholics about waging war and applying the death penalty, but not however with regard to abortion and euthanasia.

Prudential Considerations and Evangelium Vitae
Some will argue that the the Church’s moral position on capital punishment has evolved. As an irreformable truth on a matter of faith and morals, this is, of course, categorically false. Still, it is not difficult to understand how the faithful might come under this impression from a reading of Pope John Paul II’s encyclical, Evangelium Vitae:

Among the signs of hope we should also count the spread, at many levels of public opinion, of a new sensitivity ever more opposed to war as an instrument for the resolution of conflicts between peoples, and increasingly oriented to finding effective but “non-violent” means to counter the armed aggressor. In the same perspective there is evidence of a growing public opposition to the death penalty, even when such a penalty is seen as a kind of “legitimate defence” on the part of society. Modern society in fact has the means of effectively suppressing crime by rendering criminals harmless without definitively denying them the chance to reform.

[…]

This is the context in which to place the problem of the death penalty. On this matter there is a growing tendency, both in the Church and in civil society, to demand that it be applied in a very limited way or even that it be abolished completely. The problem must be viewed in the context of a system of penal justice ever more in line with human dignity and thus, in the end, with God’s plan for man and society. The primary purpose of the punishment which society inflicts is “to redress the disorder caused by the offence”. Public authority must redress the violation of personal and social rights by imposing on the offender an adequate punishment for the crime, as a condition for the offender to regain the exercise of his or her freedom. In this way authority also fulfils the purpose of defending public order and ensuring people’s safety, while at the same time offering the offender an incentive and help to change his or her behaviour and be rehabilitated.

It is clear that, for these purposes to be achieved, the nature and extent of the punishment must be carefully evaluated and decided upon, and ought not go to the extreme of executing the offender except in cases of absolute necessity: in other words, when it would not be possible otherwise to defend society. Today however, as a result of steady improvements in the organization of the penal system, such cases are very rare, if not practically non-existent.

If one pays close attention to the language in the above citation, one does not see a reversal of the Church’s moral teaching on capital punishment, or an untenable accusation that it is “contrary to the Gospel,” but rather a questioning of its prudence in application.

This is an important distinction.

There are certainly contexts in which a state — particularly considering that most modern states are secular, and refuse recourse to the moral guidance of the Church — might make use of capital punishment unjustly. For an obvious example, one need only look to the Communist regimes still operating in the world today, where minor offenses — some not even criminal in nature — result in summary executions.

Since the moral permissibility of the death penalty is not a teaching which can be overturned, such discussions of prudence in application leave room, as then-Cardinal Ratzinger wrote, for debate and disagreement. Setting aside the obvious injustices committed under ideological regimes that do not value human life, we are at liberty to ask whether some of the assumptions of Evangelium Vitae are realistic. For example, EV asserts that criminals are rendered “harmless” by “steady improvements in the…penal system”, and yet the epidemic of modern prison violence — assault, rape, and murder — cast serious doubt upon this premise. Comprehensive statistics on prison homicides in America are difficult to come by, since they are broken down by federal and state jurisdictions. Moving the focus to the dehumanizing crime of prison rape, however, we see a vastly different and more horrifying picture. The Bureau of Justice Statistics estimates that somewhere between 86,000 and 200,000 cases of sexual assault happen in American prisons every year.

This does not seem indicative of the “steady improvements in the organization of the penal system” that Pope John Paul II spoke about when declaring the need for executions “practically non-existent.”

Another common argument against the death penalty follows from EV’s assertion that “Modern society in fact has the means of effectively suppressing crime by rendering criminals harmless without definitively denying them the chance to reform.” This argument typically takes the form of a statement along these lines: “If criminals are executed, what chance do they have to repent and convert? The longer we keep them alive, the more opportunities there are for God’s grace to reach them.”

St. Thomas Aquinas, however, addressed this claim specifically. He wrote:

“The fact that the evil ones, as long as they live, can be corrected from their errors does not prohibit that they may be justly executed, for the danger which threatens from their way of life is greater and more certain than the good which may be expected from their improvement.

They also have at that critical point of death the opportunity to be converted to God through repentance. And if they are so obstinate that even at the point of death their heart does not draw back from malice, it is possible to make a quite probable judgment that they would never come away from evil.” – (Summa Contra Gentiles, Book III, chapter 146)

These examples suffice to demonstrate that there are real prudential aspects to the application of the death penalty that should be evaluated by competent civil and ecclesiastical authorities. The Church certainly never demanded that the death penalty always be carried out in certain cases. The decision was relegated to legitimate civil authority. This, too, was affirmed by no less than our Divine Savior Himself, who said to Pontius Pilate — knowing full well he was about to be sentenced to an unjust death — “Thou shouldst not have any power against me, unless it were given thee from above.” (Jn. 19:11)

Christ didn’t say that what Pilate was doing was just in that given circumstance. But he did affirm that the authority rested with him to do it.
It is demonstrably false that capital punishment is morally impermissible or in any way contrary to the Gospel. This is confirmed by both the Scriptures and the perennial magisterium of the Church. Any pope who wishes to overturn this teaching quite simply lacks the authority to do so and must be opposed.

2 of 318 readers’ comments
But whatsoever a teacher holds, other than all, or contrary to all, be he holy and learned, be he a Bishop, be he a Confessor, be he a Martyr, let that be regarded as a private fancy of his own, and be separated from the authority of common, public, general persuasion, lest, after the sacrilegious custom of heretics and schismatics, rejecting the ancient truth of the universal Creed, we follow, at the utmost peril of our eternal salvation, the newly devised error of one man. –Commonitory, 28:39(72). - St. Vincent of Lerins (†450)

"Once the crime is admitted at the very inception of this sinful act of parricide, then the divine law of God's mercy should be immediately extended. If punishment is forthwith inflicted on the accused, then men in the exercise of justice would in no way observe patience and moderation, but would straightaway condemn the defendant to punishment. . . . God drove Cain out of his presence and sent him into exile far away from his native land, so that he passed from a life of human kindness to one which was more akin to the rude existence of a wild beast. God, who preferred the correction rather than the death of a sinner, did not desire that a homicide be punished by the exaction of another act of homicide." (St. Ambrose of Milan, De Cain et Abel, 2.10.38).
Pope Francis Wants the Catholic Church to Change Doctrine on Death Penalty
http://time.com/4980984/pope-francis-death-penalty-catholic-church/
By Eli Meixler, October 13, 2017

Pope Francis said the death penalty is “inadmissible” and called for changes to church doctrine to prohibit it, the church’s strongest comments yet on the controversial issue.
“It must be strongly stated that condemning a person to the death penalty is an inhumane measure,” Francis said Thursday at a conference in the Vatican, CNN reports.

The event was held to commemorate the 25th anniversary of the Catholic Catechism, a guide for teaching church doctrine published under Pope John Paul II, who died in 2005, lending significance to Francis’ suggestion that the rules be altered.

Both of his predecessors, John II and Benedict XVI, spoke out against the death penalty, but Francis’ comments were the strongest yet, calling for possible changes to the Church’s doctrine.

“Doctrine cannot be conserved without allowing it to progress,” Francis said, further recommending that the church’s principles should be allowed to evolve over time.
The Catholic Church currently allows the death penalty but says cases whereby capital punishment is deemed an “absolute necessity” are “very rare if not practically nonexistent.”

U.S. Catholics are strongly divided on the issue: 43% support the death penalty, while 46% are opposed, according to a 2016 Pew Research Poll.

Pope ‘seems to be contradicting traditional teaching’ on death penalty: Catholic prof
https://www.lifesitenews.com/news/pope-seems-to-be-contradicting-traditional-teaching-on-death-penalty-cathol
By Pete Baklinski, October 13, 2017

Pope Francis’ recent statements about the death penalty being “contrary to the Gospel” seem to be a departure from previous Catholic teaching, a Catholic professor says. 
“When Pope Francis says that capital punishment is ‘in itself contrary to the Gospel,’ and ‘inadmissible … no matter how serious the crime,’ he seems to be contradicting traditional teaching,” said Dr. Edward Feser, Associate Professor of Philosophy at Pasadena City College in California, to LifeSiteNews. 

Pope Francis made his controversial remarks during an October 11 speech to the Pontifical Council for the Promotion of the New Evangelization, which gathered to celebrate the 25th anniversary of the release of the Catechism of the Catholic Church promulgated by Pope St. John Paul II (read full speech here). 

Dr. Feser is an expert on the morality of capital punishment. Together with Dr. Joseph M. Bessette, who is an ethicist at Claremont McKenna College in California, he published in March a Catholic defense of capital punishment titled By Man Shall His Blood Be Shed.

“The Church teaches that scripture is divinely inspired, that it cannot teach error where matters of faith and morals are concerned, and that it must always be interpreted in the way the Church traditionally has understood it. But many passages of scripture clearly teach that capital punishment is legitimate, and have always been interpreted by the Church as teaching this,” he said. 
Both the Old and New Testaments indicate that the death penalty can be legitimate. For instance, Genesis 9:6 states: “Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for God made man in his own image.” Or again, St. Paul in his Letter to the Romans teaches that the state “does not bear the sword in vain (but) is the servant of God to execute his wrath on the wrongdoer.”
Feser said previous popes have “consistently” reaffirmed the legitimacy of capital punishment and have “insisted that accepting its legitimacy is a requirement of Catholic orthodoxy.”

One such pope would be Pius XII, who in 1955 defended the authority of the State to punish crimes, even with the death penalty. He argued that capital punishment is morally defensible in every age and culture because “the coercive power of legitimate human authority” is based on “the sources of revelation and traditional doctrine.”  

“Even Pope St. John Paul II taught that capital punishment is not always and absolutely wrong,” said Feser. 

St. Thomas Aquinas, in his classic defense of capital punishment in the Summa Theologica, argued that “if a man be dangerous and infectious to the community, on account of some sin, it is praiseworthy and advantageous that he be killed in order to safeguard the common good.” 

The Catholic professor said the Church also has “always taught that popes are obligated to preserve traditional teaching and never to contradict it.” 

“When Pope Francis says that capital punishment is ‘in itself contrary to the Gospel,’ and ‘inadmissible … no matter how serious the crime,’ he seems to be contradicting traditional teaching,” he said.

“If that is what he is doing, then he is flirting with doctrinal error, which is possible when a pope is not speaking ex cathedra, even though it is extremely rare. There are only a handful of cases in Church history of popes who are possibly guilty of this, the best known cases being those of Pope Honorius and Pope John XXII,” he added.

Feser said that if Pope Francis is reversing past teaching on capital punishment, then he is “implicitly saying that every previous pope and scripture itself were wrong.”

“This would completely undermine the authority of the Church, and of Pope Francis himself. For if the Church could be that wrong for that long about something that serious, why trust anything else she says? And if all previous popes have been so badly mistaken, why should we think Pope Francis is right?” he said. 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches that the death penalty is morally permissible. 

“The efforts of the state to curb the spread of behavior harmful to people's rights and to the basic rules of civil society correspond to the requirement of safeguarding the common good. Legitimate public authority has the right and duty to inflict punishment proportionate to the gravity of the offense … Assuming that the guilty party's identity and responsibility have been fully determined, the traditional teaching of the Church does not exclude recourse to the death penalty, if this is the only possible way of effectively defending human lives against the unjust aggressor,” states the Catechism (bold added). 

The Catholic professor said that if what the Pope said is true that he, in the Pope’s own words, is “not in any way contradicting past teaching” and that his statements “in no way represents a change in doctrine,” then he “ought to issue a clarification, so as to ensure the credibility of the Church’s claim to preserve the deposit of faith.”

The Pope said during his speech that he would like the Catechism of the Catholic Church to change, adding that only a “partial vision can think of ‘the deposit of faith’ as something static.”

The “harmonious development of doctrine demands that we cease to defend arguments that now appear clearly contrary to the new understanding of Christian truth,” the Pope said. 

The Pope’s remarks on capital punishment need to be clarified
http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/commentandblogs/2017/10/15/the-popes-remarks-on-capital-punishment-need-to-be-clarified/
By Edward Feser, October 15, 2017

No Pope can overturn the Church's teaching that the death penalty is legitimate. So Francis's comments were puzzling

On October 11, Pope Francis addressed an audience gathered to celebrate the 25th anniversary of the Catechism of the Catholic Church. The press has been reporting that the Pope called for a change to the Church’s traditional teaching on capital punishment. Some of his remarks do indeed seem to imply that. However, other remarks in the same address point in the opposite direction. Taken as a whole, the Pope’s remarks make his position on capital punishment very unclear.

To provide context, it is necessary briefly to review the Church’s traditional teaching on capital punishment. Consider first that the Church teaches that Scripture is divinely inspired and cannot teach error on matters of faith and morals. Yet there are a great many passages in Scripture that teach the legitimacy of capital punishment. For example, Genesis 9:6 states: “Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for God made man in his own image.” Romans 13:4 teaches that the state “does not bear the sword in vain [but] is the servant of God to execute his wrath on the wrongdoer.” Many other passages could be cited. The Fathers of the Church understood such passages to be sanctioning capital punishment, and the Church has for two thousand years consistently followed this interpretation. The Church also teaches (for example, at the First Vatican Council) that Catholics are obliged to interpret Scripture consistent with the way the Fathers understood it, and consistent with the Church’s traditional interpretation. Taken together, these teachings logically entail that the legitimacy of capital punishment is regarded by the Church as a divinely revealed doctrine.

Every pope who has addressed the subject of capital punishment up to Benedict XVI has reaffirmed this traditional teaching. For example, Pope St Innocent I taught that the state’s right to execute offenders has been “granted through the authority of God,” and that to condemn capital punishment in an absolute way would be to “go against the authority of the Lord.” Pope Innocent III made acceptance of the legitimacy of capital punishment a matter of Catholic orthodoxy when he required the Waldensian heretics to affirm its legitimacy as a condition of their reentry into the Church. 
The Roman Catechism issued under Pope St Pius V solemnly taught the legitimacy of capital punishment, as did the catechism issued under Pope St Pius X. Pope Pius XII affirmed the legitimacy of capital punishment on several occasions, and taught that a murderer has, by virtue of his crime, “deprived himself of the right to live.”

Even Pope St John Paul II explicitly reaffirmed in the Catechism he promulgated that “the traditional teaching of the Church does not exclude recourse to the death penalty” under certain conditions. It is true that John Paul thought that capital punishment was in practice best avoided, but this was a non-binding prudential judgment rather than a doctrinal matter. Cardinal Ratzinger, John Paul II’s doctrinal spokesman and later to become Pope Benedict XVI, made this clear when he stated in 2004 that:

If a Catholic were to be at odds with the Holy Father on the application of capital punishment…he would not for that reason be considered unworthy to present himself to receive Holy Communion. While the Church exhorts civil authorities… to exercise discretion and mercy in imposing punishment on criminals, it may still be permissible to…have recourse to capital punishment. There may be a legitimate diversity of opinion even among Catholics about… applying the death penalty. [Emphasis added]

But mightn’t a pope reverse Scripture and his predecessors on such a matter? He may not. While the First Vatican Council taught that a pope is infallible when he speaks ex cathedra, it also insisted that:

The Holy Spirit was promised to the successors of Peter not so that they might, by his revelation, make known some new doctrine, but that, by his assistance, they might religiously guard and faithfully expound the revelation or deposit of faith transmitted by the apostles.

In a 2005 homily, Pope Benedict XVI reiterated the point, saying:

The Pope is not an absolute monarch whose thoughts and desires are law… He must not proclaim his own ideas, but rather constantly bind himself and the Church to obedience to God’s Word, in the face of every attempt to adapt it or water it down…

The Pope knows that in his important decisions, he is bound…to the binding interpretations that have developed throughout the Church’s pilgrimage.

This is only the tip of the iceberg. In our book By Man Shall His Blood Be Shed: A Catholic Defense of Capital Punishment, Joseph Bessette and I assemble a mountain of evidence from Scripture, the Fathers and Doctors of the Church, the popes, saints and theologians, and catechisms and other Church documents, that shows conclusively that the legitimacy of capital punishment is irreformable Catholic teaching. And if that is so, then it follows that a pope who taught that capital punishment was always and intrinsically wrong would be as manifestly guilty of doctrinal error as he would be if he denied the Trinity. (Such doctrinal error is possible when a pope is not speaking ex cathedra, though it is extremely rare. There are only a handful of examples in the history of the Church of popes who have possibly been guilty of this, the best known cases being those of Pope Honorius and Pope John XXII.)

So, did Pope Francis propose reversing this traditional teaching? Some of his remarks seem to imply that. For example, he says that capital punishment “is per se contrary to the Gospel.” That gives the impression that capital punishment is wrong, not merely under certain circumstances, but intrinsically or of its very nature – something no previous pope, including John Paul II, has ever taught. This impression is reinforced by Pope Francis’s further statements that “no one ought to be deprived… of life,” that “no matter how serious the crime that has been committed, the death penalty is inadmissible because it is an attack on the inviolability and the dignity of the person,” and that traditional arguments in defense of capital punishment “now appear clearly contrary to the new understanding of Christian truth.”

The Pope also indicates that “a more adequate and coherent treatment” of the death penalty would take a more negative attitude toward it than even the Catechism issued by John Paul II did. Now, the Catechism already includes a prudential judgment to the effect that under contemporary circumstances capital punishment should be “very rare, if not practically nonexistent.” If Pope Francis thinks that even this does not convey a sufficiently negative view of capital punishment, then it is not clear what he thinks should be added unless he advocates a complete condemnation of the death penalty even in principle.

To be sure, Pope Francis also says that “in past centuries, when means of defence were scarce and society had yet to develop and mature as it has, recourse to the death penalty appeared to be the logical consequence of the correct application of justice.” He contrasts this with “the new demands of upholding personal dignity” which hold “nowadays.” That might be taken to imply that it is only under contemporary circumstances that capital punishment should be abolished, and that it was legitimate in previous eras. However, in the very same passage he says:

Sadly, even in the Papal States recourse was had to this extreme and inhumane remedy that ignored the primacy of mercy over justice. Let us take responsibility for the past and recognize that the imposition of the death penalty was dictated by a mentality more legalistic than Christian. Concern for preserving power and material wealth led to an over-estimation of the value of the law and prevented a deeper understanding of the Gospel.

This makes it sound as if capital punishment was not in fact justifiable even in the past, and that it is only theological error and base motives – a “legalistic” mentality and “concern for preserving power and material wealth” – that led Catholics of the past to think otherwise.

If this is what the Pope is saying, then the significance of his remarks cannot be overstated. For one thing, it would seem gravely unjust, indeed scandalous, to suggest that the previous popes, saints, and Fathers and Doctors of the Church who supported capital punishment were motivated by “legalism” and a “concern for preserving power and material wealth,” and that they lacked a deep understanding of the Gospel. No one who has actually studied what they had to say on the subject could believe for a moment that they had anything but the highest motives and a deep understanding of Scripture and tradition.
For another thing, if the Pope is saying that capital punishment is always and intrinsically immoral, then he would be effectively saying – whether consciously or unconsciously – that previous popes, Fathers and Doctors of the Church, and even divinely inspired Scripture are in error. If this is what he is saying, then he would be attempting to “make known some new doctrine,” which the First Vatican Council expressly forbids a pope from doing. He would, contrary to the teaching of Pope Benedict XVI, be “proclaim[ing] his own ideas” rather than “bind[ing] himself and the Church to obedience to God’s Word.” He would be joining that very small company of popes who have flirted with doctrinal error. And he would be undermining the credibility of the entire Magisterium of the Church, including his own credibility. For if the Church has been that wrong for that long about something that serious, why should we trust anything else she teaches? And if all previous popes have been so badly mistaken about something so important, why should we think Pope Francis is right?

However, in his address, Pope Francis also says things that point in the opposite direction. He approvingly cites Pope St John XXIII’s statement that “the Church should never depart from the sacred patrimony of truth received from the Fathers.” He also approvingly quotes Pope St John Paul II’s remark that the Catechism “take[s] into account the doctrinal statements which down the centuries the Holy Spirit has made known to his Church.” Indeed, Pope Francis goes so far as to assert that in saying what he does about capital punishment, he is “not in any way contradicting past teaching” and that the view he is advocating “in no way represents a change in doctrine” (emphasis added). Now, as already noted, the past, unbroken doctrine of the Church is that capital punishment can under certain circumstances be a legitimate form of punishment. But if that is the case, then capital punishment is not after all “per se contrary to the Gospel” and it is not of its very nature “inadmissible… no matter how serious the crime.”

So we appear to have a conflict between Pope Francis’s assertions. Can it be resolved? The Pope appears to think that consistency with past teaching is ensured by labelling what he says about capital punishment a “development of doctrine.” But simply calling something a “development” rather than a contradiction doesn’t make it so. For example, if a pope were to declare that the doctrine of the Trinity is false, he could hardly justify this assertion by claiming that it is merely a “development” based on a deeper understanding of the traditional teaching that there is only one God.

In his address, the Pope heavily stresses the idea that “tradition is a living reality… [not] something static” and that “doctrine cannot be… tied to an interpretation that is rigid and immutable.” This, he suggests, entails a “new understanding of Christian truth” which reflects not only traditional magisterial teaching but also “the change in the awareness of the Christian people.” Yet this seems to conflict with what the Church has always said about how the development of doctrine works. For example, the First Vatican Council solemnly taught:

That meaning of the sacred dogmas is ever to be maintained which has once been declared by Holy Mother Church, and there must never be any abandonment of this sense under the pretext or in the name of a more profound understanding.

May understanding, knowledge and wisdom increase as ages and centuries roll along… but this only in its own proper kind, that is to say, in the same doctrine, the same sense, and the same understanding.

And in his encyclical on the modernist heresy, Pope St Pius X condemned both the “principle that in a living religion everything is subject to change” and “that most pernicious doctrine which would make of the laity a factor of progress in the Church” that balances “the conserving force … [of] tradition [as] represented by religious authority.”

The most charitable reading of Pope Francis’s remarks is that he is simply speaking very loosely and rhetorically and does not intend to contradict either the First Vatican Council and Pius X on the development of doctrine, or Scripture and previous popes on capital punishment. If that is so, then his remarks do not really change anything and are far less significant than the press reports imply. In that case, however, it would seem that a clarification from either the Pope himself or the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith is in order, so that there is no doubt about the credibility of the Church’s claim to preserve the deposit of faith.

Edward Feser is the author of Five Proofs of the Existence of God and co-author of By Man Shall His Blood Be Shed: A Catholic Defence of Capital Punishment, both published by Ignatius Press.

Can Catholics support the death penalty?
https://www.churchmilitant.com/news/article/can-catholics-support-the-death-penalty 
By Rodney Pelletier, May 10, 2018

Does the Catholic Church teach the death penalty is wrong? According to the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) a person would think that is, indeed, the teaching.
The USCCB maintains the Church has taught conclusively on the matter while using much of its own opinions to support its premise: "The Church's Anti-Death Penalty Position."

Throughout history, however, popes have maintained that it is a just part of a functioning society.
In 1955, Pope Pius XII instructed Catholic lawyers that capital punishment is morally defensible in every age regardless of culture because "the coercive power of legitimate human authority" is based on "sources of revelation and traditional doctrine" and that no one can "say that the aforementioned sources contain only thoughts which correspond to the historic circumstances and to the culture of the time."

While Pope John Paul II and more recently Pope Francis have made comments calling for the abolition of the death penalty, they are not binding on Catholic faithful and reflect their personal opinions.

In fact, as head of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF), Cdl. Joseph Ratzinger said in 2004:
If a Catholic were to be at odds with the Holy Father on the application of capital punishment or on the decision to wage war, he would not for that reason be considered unworthy to present himself to receive Holy Communion. ... There may be a legitimate diversity of opinion even among Catholics about waging war and applying the death penalty.

More recently in October 2017, Pope Francis spoke out against capital punishment, saying it is "contrary to the Gospel." Doctor Edward Feser, a Catholic philosopher and author, counters that the Holy Father's words must be clarified, arguing "the legitimacy of capital punishment is irreformable Catholic teaching."

Watch this week's episode of Mic'd Up where Michael Voris and Dr. Feser discuss capital punishment.
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Campaign Against the Death Penalty [More...]
http://cjpcbrisbane.wordpress.com/death-penalty-campaign-action-days-march-4-15/
Catholic doctor of death 
http://www.cathnews.com/article.aspx?aeid=8557 

http://cathnews.com/archives/cath-news-archive/10575-feature-catholic-doctor-of-death 
August 18, 2008

He owns three Harleys, is a self described staunch Roman Catholic and has helped kill dozens of men. Dr Alan Doerhoff calls himself the "world's authority on lethal injection." 

Doerhoff practiced surgery 20 years in Missouri's prison hospitals before becoming its executioner. Doerhoff advised Missouri on dosages for its new lethal injection machine on George "Tiny" Mercer in 1989, and executed him. In 1995, Missouri again turned to him after errors caused Emmitt Foster's execution to take a half-hour. - International Herald Tribune 
(NOT OPENING: http://www.iht.com/articles/ap/2008/08/15/america/NA-US-Execution-Doctor.php)
I daresay the good Doctor is also a staunch supporter of the right to life Posted by James Evans
If a State chooses to kill people, it should at least have the honesty to admit what it's doing, instead of pretending that it's some sort of medical procedure. Whether it's the death penalty for a criminal, procured abortion of an innocent baby, or a so-called "surgical" military attack, there is nothing medical or "therapeutic" about it. To suggest otherwise is an insult to the profession of medicine which should be devoted to saving lives. Doctors have no place at an execution, except to sign the death certificate. Posted By: Ronk
So which murder is legal, the first by the criminal, or the second by the state?
Murder is murder, and the taking of life belongs entirely with Almighty GOD. Any killing by anyone is MURDER, and the fifth Commandment says, "Thou shall not kill. This is unequivocal. As I said, which killing is legal? By: Dean Williams
A genuine executioner may be a 'staunch Catholic' but as a seminarian I remember reading somewhere that anyone who had performed an execution could not be ordained priest. A doctor who acts as an executioner, using his medical expertise, is no different from a doctor who performs abortions. He betrays his Hippocratic Oath. I would prefer to express myself more explicitly but I won't. Posted By: Fr Sean Coyle
I cannot understand how anyone can be "pro life" and also be in favour of the death penalty.
For example, George W Bush has stated how deeply concerned he is about the rights and wrongs of stem cell research yet look at his record on the death penalty when he was governor of Texas.
No legal system is perfect. Lawyers, police, witnesses, "experts" etc can always make mistakes (for example, in Australia, Lindy Chamberlain). So it is inevitable that in states where the death penalty exists innocent people will sometimes be executed. I don't know how a doctor, nurse or prison officer could be closely involved in an execution without being psychologically scarred by it. Posted By: Paul
So Dean, if a cockroach crawled onto your dinner table, you would let it live? Oh I see, you implied killing HUMANS. 
Just as the the fifth commandment implies "murder", not ANY killing of human. 
Will you be a "murderer" if you ever accidentally drive into a pedestrian who runs out in front of your car? Or kill someone in the course of defending yourself or your family from a determined attacker who can't be stopped any other way? Please read the Catechism section on the fifth commandment. Posted By: Ronk
James Evans, Your comment could just as easily be turned around: 'I daresay the good politician who is personally opposed to abortion but . . . is also a staunch opponent of the death penalty'. Stereotypes don't help.
The Church's teaching on abortion is absolutely clear: abortion is always evil. Its teaching on the death penalty allows it in very limited circumstances, though popes since Pius XII have been very clearly opposed to it.
Nobody who performs or supports abortion can be described as a 'staunch Catholic'. Staunch Catholics may be opposed to the death penalty or may support it within the limits set by the Catechism of the Catholic Church. The Church doesn't oblige us to be opposed to the death penalty but it certainly encourages those who, like myself, are.
There is no doubt whatever that this 'doctor' is NOT a staunch Catholic. And he is engaged in murdering people in what has proven to be a particularly cruel form of execution. Posted By: Father Seán Coyle
Paul, I am opposed to the death penalty but I certainly can understand the logic of those who say it is wrong to kill an innocent baby but it can be right to kill a perpetrator of atrocious crimes following due and just process. There is no contradiction between being pro-life and also pro-death penalty in such cases. 
What is totally impossible to understand and utterly illogical, is the position of a much greater number of people, who oppose the death penalty in all cases but say that killing a totally innocent baby should in at least some cases, be a matter of personal "choice". Fr Coyle, as I said, I agree that lethal injection is an unacceptable method of execution, but I don't follow why you describe it as "murder" or how you can declare "There is no doubt whatever that this 'doctor' is NOT a staunch Catholic"? Posted By: Ronk
Father Coyle, What I can't understand is that if "the Church does not oblige us to be opposed to the death penalty" and the Church acknowledges that there are circumstances where the death penalty is permissible how can you say this doctor is murdering people? Are the prison officers assisting at executions also murderers?  Posted By: Paul
I don't think anyone would accuse a soldier, fighting and killing in a just war, a murderer; or a policeman who shoots and kills someone who is running at him with a knife is not a murderer and so on..
Killing is a physical act, but clearly not all killing is wrong. It is murder that is morally wrong. Murder is unlawful killing.
But the states in the US where this doctor works have laws that allow for the death penalty.
If the death penalty is wrong and immoral then the blame should be put on the politicians and the law makers who have made something lawful that should be unlawful. The employees of a prison do not make the laws and, in my opinion, should not be called murderers. Posted By: Paul
I am sorry- but no one else has the right to tell me if I can end my life if I am unable to look after myself properly anymore. That is my choice. Posted By: Margaret Sedgman
In chronological order

U.S. Bishops Call for End to Death Penalty – Approve statement to build a culture of life
https://zenit.org/articles/u-s-bishops-call-for-end-to-death-penalty/
Washington, November 16, 2005

The U.S. bishops overwhelmingly approved a statement declaring that the United States cannot “teach that killing is wrong by killing those who kill.”
The bishops voted 237-4 on Tuesday for “A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death,” which says that the use of the death penalty contributes to a cycle of violence in society that must be broken.

“The sanction of death violates respect for human life and dignity,” the statement contends.

The statement describes the death penalty as a continuing sign of a “culture of death” in U.S. society.

“It is time for our nation to abandon the illusion that we can protect life by taking life,” the bishops’ document asserts. “When the state, in our names and with our taxes, ends a human life despite having non-lethal alternatives, it suggests that society can overcome violence with violence.

“The use of the death penalty ought to be abandoned not only for what it does to those who are executed, but what it does to all of society.”

The statement echoes the words of Pope John Paul II. In his encyclical “Evangelium Vitae” (The Gospel of Life), he insisted that punishment “ought not go to the extreme of executing the offender except in cases of absolute necessity: in other words, when it would not be possible otherwise to defend society. Today, however, as a result of steady improvements in the organization of the penal system, such cases are very rare, if not practically non-existent.”

For the victims

The new statement from the bishops also acknowledges that more must be done to assist victims of violence and loss.

“They deserve our compassion, solidarity and support — spiritual, pastoral and personal,” their statement says. “However, standing with families of victims does not compel us to support the use of the death penalty. … No act, even an execution, can bring back a loved one or heal terrible wounds. The pain and loss of one death cannot be wiped away by another death.”

The statement includes brief statements and stories from the families of victims of deadly crimes as well as from a former death row inmate who was exonerated.

This statement is part of a wider Catholic Campaign to End the Use of the Death Penalty including a new Web site, www.ccedp.org.

Big Push against Death Penalty Planned
https://zenit.org/articles/big-push-against-death-penalty-planned/  
Rome, November 23, 2005 
The Rome-based Community of Sant'Egidio is planning a worldwide mobilization to abolish the death penalty. Mario Marizziti, a leader of the ecclesial movement, called capital punishment "immoral and futile." Today, at the group's headquarters, Marazziti presented the events that will unite 300 cities worldwide with Rome in defense of the inviolable character of human life. According to the Sant'Egidio official, it will be "the largest international mobilization undertaken up to now" to halt executions in the world. "We are working to encourage African countries to give up capital punishment and make Africa the second continent, after Europe, to abolish the penalty," Marazziti explained. "We consider the death penalty a great defeat in the culture of life." Among the mobilization events, a meeting in Rome on human rights and Africa is planned for Nov. 28, which will be attended by 14 justice ministers of African countries. Most of the ministers are from countries that still have the death penalty. Other collaborative events will be held in Rome on Nov. 30, with the World Coalition against the Death Penalty. This year, Liberia became the latest country to abolish the death penalty. 

Korean Bishops Urge End to Death Penalty
https://zenit.org/articles/korean-bishops-urge-end-to-death-penalty/
Vatican City, March 21, 2006 

The South Korean Catholic bishops’ conference has announced its intention to appeal to the Seoul government to abolish the death penalty.
“Let us inspire in this land respect for life,” urged an exhortation of the conference.

“The abolition of the death penalty is the first step toward a world in which all can live together better,” the prelates’ document said, according to a Vatican Radio report.

“Human beings do not have the right to deprive others of the life that has been given to them by God,” the bishops wrote.

Over 110,000 signatures have been collected since the campaign against the death penalty was launched last December.

Thousands of Catholic faithful have already given their support to the initiative, reported Vatican Radio, including all Korean prelates, among them Cardinal-designate Nicholas Cheong Jin-suk of Seoul and the apostolic administrator of Pyongyang, the capital of North Korea.

The Constitution and the National Security Law sanction capital punishment for over 100 crimes, including homicide and espionage.

The National Security Law includes dispositions adopted in 1948 in the context of the division of the Korean peninsula.

Philippines Ends Death Penalty 
https://zenit.org/articles/philippines-ends-death-penalty/  
Manila, Philippines, June 25, 2006 
Philippine President Gloria Arroyo signed a law that abolished the death penalty. The signing ceremony Saturday took place a day before she boarded a plane for her trip to Europe, during which, among other things, she will personally inform Benedict XVI about this decision when visiting him in the Vatican.
Arroyo signed the law in the presence of several guests, including Archbishop Fernando Filoni, the papal nuncio, who said: "This could be another very important, nice step to go on in showing that the culture of life is very alive and important in this country." "We cannot speak about human rights when the death penalty is imposed," added the nuncio.
Australia, New Zealand and East Timor have also banned capital punishment.
Arroyo said that the death penalty has not been effective in its primary purpose of deterrence, adding: "We have taken a strong hand against the threats to the law and the Republic, but at the same time we yield to the high moral imperatives dictated by God to walk away from capital punishment." 

Vatican leads protests against Saddam hanging 

http://www.cathnews.com/news/611/35.php
November 7, 2006

Describing the death sentence for Saddam Hussein as an "unjustifiably vindictive reaction", the Holy See's Cardinal Renato Martino has expressed disappointment that Iraq has "not yet made the civilised choice of abolishing the death penalty."
The 69-year-old former Iraqi dictator was sentenced to hang for committing crimes against humanity by ordering the deaths of 148 Shi'ites from a northern Baghdad village, after a 1982 assassination attempt against him, News.com.au reports. But Cardinal Martino, head of the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, said that "punishing a crime with another crime - which is what killing for vindication is - would mean that we are still at the point of demanding an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth." "Unfortunately, Iraq is one of the few countries that have not yet made the civilised choice of abolishing the death penalty," the Vatican's equivalent of a justice minister added. Cardinal Martino raised the ire of the US government three years ago when he said the US troops had treated Saddam "like a cow" when they captured him.

Jesuit priest Fr Michele Simone, deputy director of the Vatican-approved Jesuit journal Civilta Cattolica, said opposing the death penalty for Saddam did not mean accepting what he had done. "Certainly, the situation in Iraq will not be resolved by this death sentence. Many Catholics, myself included, are against the death penalty as a matter of principle," he told Vatican Radio. "Even in a situation like Iraq, where there are hundreds of de facto death sentences every day, adding another death to this toll will not serve anything," Fr Simone said. Other Christian groups backed the Vatican stance with Simon Barrow, co-director of the UK Christian thinktank Ekklesia, saying that the churches needed to speak out consistently against all kinds of violence, both by states and by armed terror groups. "The British government was complicit in the war, and it cannot evade its responsibility in this", he added. 
"Humanly speaking, the desire for revenge against Saddam is entirely understandable - but it is politically unwise, and morally it contributes to the climate of increasing sectarian murder which is threatening to unpick what remains of Iraqi society in the aftermath of an armed intervention that has brought little justice and no peace."
Ekklesia, which has links to Christian Peacemaker Teams with activists working in Iraq, also highlighted what is described as "the destructive consequences of the 'myth of redemptive violence' within the world order - the quasi-religious but also secular ideology which encourages people to believe that killing is a solution". Under Iraqi law, Saddam and his accomplices have an automatic right to appeal against their death and life sentences and the process began today.

Peru's Prelates Reaffirm Death Penalty Stance
https://zenit.org/articles/peru-s-prelates-reaffirm-death-penalty-stance/  
Lima, Peru, September 13, 2006 

As Peruvians debate a proposal to apply the death penalty to individuals who sexually assault and murder minors, the country's bishops have urged unconditional respect for human life.
In a communiqué, the bishops underlined the primacy and inviolability of human life, stressing that no one can do away with his own or another's life, as this is a grave offense against God, the sole owner of life.
"The value of human life, including that of the sinner, is very important for God," the episcopal document states.
It mentions as an example a Gospel passage, John 8:8, in which Jesus seeks a change in the way of living of the adulterous woman rather than resort to the death penalty, which the law prescribed.
"The state has the responsibility to protect life, especially that of the defenseless, but this duty -- an expression of legitimate defense -- does not imply the use of violence," says the communiqué. It adds that the state must "defend the public order and people's security and contribute to the correction of the guilty one."

Florida Bishops Plead for Stay to Executions
https://zenit.org/articles/florida-bishops-plead-for-stay-to-executions/
Tallahassee, Florida, October 11, 2006

The bishops of Florida sent a letter to Governor Jeb Bush, asking him to stay two executions in the state. Arthur Dennis Rutherford is scheduled to be executed on Oct. 18, and Danny Rolling on Oct. 25. "We implore the governor to listen to the growing chorus of voices calling for a moratorium on executions in Florida and a careful examination of the state's death penalty system," the bishops stated in the letter released today.
The bishops acknowledged the crimes committed by the two inmates on death row, and the suffering they caused, but said that "we must resist the natural inclination to think that only by taking a murderer's life can justice be served."
"[T]he antidote to violence is not more violence" "we cannot teach that killing is wrong by killing those who have killed others," continued the statement, signed by 10 bishops representing all of the states' dioceses.
"Society must be protected from criminals," added the bishops, "but we need not go to the extent of executing them. The cycle of violence must end." 
Holy See Reaffirms Death Penalty Stance
https://zenit.org/articles/holy-see-reaffirms-death-penalty-stance/
Vatican City, January 1, 2007 

Jesuit Father Federico Lombardi, director of the Vatican press office, made that comment Saturday, the day Hussein was executed by hanging at a former military intelligence headquarters in Baghdad’s Shiite neighborhood of Kazimiyah.

“A capital execution is always tragic news,” he said, “reasons for sadness, even if it is about a person who has been guilty of grave crimes.”

Father Lombardi added: “To kill the guilty one is not the way to rebuild justice and to reconcile society. The risk also exists that, on the contrary, the spirit of vengeance will be fueled and new violence be sown.

“In this dark time of the life of the Iraqi people one cannot but hope that all those responsible will make every effort so that in a dramatic situation channels of reconciliation and peace will finally be opened.”

Holy See: Death Penalty an Affront to Dignity
https://zenit.org/articles/holy-see-death-penalty-an-affront-to-dignity/ 

Vatican City, February 7, 2007 

The Holy See in a statement labeled the practice of capital punishment “an affront to human dignity.”

The statement was issued on the occasion of the world congress on the death penalty held in Paris last Thursday through Saturday, and attended by several Catholic institutions committed to the defense of human life.

The Vatican Information Service reported the statement today.

The Holy See’s declaration, originally in French, states: “The Paris congress is being celebrated at a time in which, because of recent executions, the campaign against the death penalty is facing new and disquieting challenges.

“Public opinion has become sensitized and has expressed its concern for a more effective recognition of the inalienable dignity of human beings, and of the universality and integrity of human rights, beginning with the right to life.

“The Holy See takes this opportunity to welcome and affirm once more its support for all initiatives that aim to defend the inherent value and inviolability of all human life, from conception to natural end.”

The statement continued: “In this perspective, it is worth noting that the use of the death penalty is not just a negation of the right to life, but also an affront to human dignity.”

Difficult to justify

Though the Church “continues to maintain that the legitimate authorities of state have the duty to protect society from aggressors,” the declaration explained that in the modern world, the death penalty is difficult to justify.

States now have new ways “of preserving public order and people’s safety,” which include “offering the accused stimuli and encouragement” to mend their ways, the Holy See continued.

It added that non-lethal means of prevention and punishment “correspond better to … the common good and conform more to the dignity of the human person.”

“Any decision to use the death penalty involves many dangers,” such as “that of punishing the innocent, and the temptation to foment violent forms of revenge rather than true social justice,” the declaration said.

It is also, the Holy See continued, “a clear offense against the inviolability of human life … and, for Christians, an affront to the evangelical teaching of forgiveness.”

The Holy See reiterated its appreciation to the organizers of the congress, to governments, and to everyone who works “to abolish the death penalty or to impose a universal moratorium on its use.”

Bishop urges death penalty ban

Maryland, USA, (CINS /Universe) March 1, 2007 

US bishop has testified to a Senate Judicial hearing to call for an end to the death penalty in the state of Maryland. Auxilliary Bishop of Baltimore Denis Madden addressed the Senate Judicial Proceedings and House Judiciary committees hearing to support a bill that would replace the death penalty with life sentences without parole. “The teachings of our church recognise the right of legitimate government to resort to capital punishment, but directly challenge the appropriateness of government’s doing so in a society that is capable of defending the public order and ensuring the public’s safety,” said Bishop Madden. The Maryland Court of Appeals recently issued a moratorium on the death penalty and the state must now choose whether to repeal it entirely.

Maryland has executed 83 men since the death penalty was introduced in 1923.

Google search for more: Dennis Madden death penalty
Vatican agency attacks "cruel, unnecessary" death penalty 
http://www.cathnews.com/news/708/133.php 
August 23 2007
A report published by the Holy See Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples has described the death penalty as "cruel and unnecessary". Fides says the report reveals that 91% of all executions are carried out by only six countries.
The report is titled: "Love Your Enemies: How States Take Lives". It also includes an overview of the methods that nations have used in recent years to inflict death.
"In 2006, 91% of all reported executions happened in six countries; Kuwait has the highest number of executions per head in the world, followed by Iran," the report stated.
On an optimistic note, the report says international support in recent years has led the United Nations to adopt a resolution this year to sanction a universal moratorium on the death penalty, with a view to its eventual abolition.
Source Fides Agency Analyzes Death Penalty (Zenit, 22/8/07) 
Links Death Penalty (Wikipedia) 
Archive Pope congratulates Philippine President for death penalty ban (CathNews, 27/6/0) 
Vatican Appeals for Texan on Death Row
https://zenit.org/articles/vatican-appeals-for-texan-on-death-row/
Rome, September 7, 2007 
Cardinal Renato Martino made an appeal for the life of a convicted killer in Texas, scheduled to face the death penalty this month.
Today the president of the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace urged Texan authorities to commute the sentence of 42-year old Joseph Lave, who has been on death row for 13 years.
The cardinal made his statement during the 12th World Congress of the International Commission of Catholic Prison Pastoral Care, under way in Rome through Tuesday, according to a statement released by the dicastery. 
Lave is scheduled to face execution Sept. 13. He was sentenced to death after being convicted of murdering two 18-year-old employees while robbing a sporting goods store in 1992.
The inmate is one of five prisoners on death row scheduled to be executed this month in Texas.
Cardinal Martino said in his appeal that "the inhumanity and uselessness of the death penalty ... impoverishes the society that legitimizes it and practices it and leaves no room for rehabilitation of the condemned."
The statement noted that the cardinal took up the cause in favor of Joseph Lave set in motion by the St. Egidio Community, which has been following the case for months.

5 Million Say No to Death Penalty - Sant'Egidio Community Presents Petition to U.N.
https://zenit.org/articles/5-million-say-no-to-death-penalty/ 
New York, November 4, 2007 
A global moratorium on the death penalty isn't just an idea of a few countries, but the wish of a large part of the world society, according to a representative of the World Coalition Against the Death Penalty. 

Mario Marazziti said this Friday as he led a delegation to the United Nations to deliver a petition signed by 5 million people from 154 countries calling for an end to capital punishment.
The delegation, led by the Community of Sant'Egidio and the World Coalition Against the Death Penalty, delivered the petition to Srgjan Kerim, president of the U.N. General Assembly. Also leading the delegation was Sister Helen Prejean, the author of "Dead Man Walking," which was the basis for the 1995 film of the same name.
On Thursday the human rights committee of the General Assembly was presented with a draft resolution on the issue by the countries of Angola, Albania, Brazil, Croatia, Gabon, Mexico, the Philippines, Portugal (representing the European Union), and New Zealand. The text was presented as a cross-regional initiative with more than 70 nations signing on as co-sponsors.  Stopping short of calling for an all-out abolition of the practice, the resolution calls for a "moratorium on executions with a view to abolishing the death penalty," reported Reuters.
Will of the world Asked about the experience of having collected so many signatures, Marazziti told ZENIT that it was the fruit of nine years of work. He added, "To have and collect five million signatures you need to talk to about 50 million people in the world, in 154 countries." Marazziti said that he believes that the death penalty lowers the state and civil society to the level of a killer, and that while some defend a culture of life, they wind up legitimating a culture of death.
"For the first time a real moral interfaith and also lay/secular front was created" Marazziti noted in reference to the petition. "The thing is that it is a demonstration of the strong will of the world and not just an idea of human rights that is rooted in the Italian or European tradition."
Respect for life Archbishop Celestino Migliore, permanent observer of the Holy See to the United Nations, told ZENIT that capital punishment "undermines human dignity."
He added, "Our delegation has been insisting on the conviction that the right to life is the proper context in which to deal with the issue because if we respect life in all its stages -- from the womb to the tomb -- we really can adequately resolve the issue of the death penalty."
It is expected that the U.N. General Assembly's human rights committee will vote on the moratorium during the second half of November. If it passes there, it will be put to a vote in the General Assembly in mid-December.

A total of 133 countries have abolished the death penalty in law or in practice, including more than 50 that changed their policies since 1990. Sixty-four other countries and territories continue to retain its use. 

Florida Bishops Urge Stay of Execution - Say Better Option Exists for Punishing Offender
https://zenit.org/articles/florida-bishops-urge-stay-of-execution/  
Tallahassee, Florida, November 14, 2007 

Bishops of the Florida Catholic Conference are urging the state's governor to stay the execution scheduled for Thursday of a man convicted of killing an 11-year-old boy.
In a statement published today, the bishops urged Governor Charlie Cist to halt the execution of Mark Dean Schwab, noting that more than a dozen stays of execution have been granted since the beginning of October. "At this time, while the U.S. Supreme Court is considering the case of Baze v. Rees to determine whether the drug combination used in lethal injection executions is cruel and unusual punishment in violation of the Eighth Amendment, it seems both prudent and judicious for you to follow the example of another governor and many state and federal courts," the bishops wrote. 
The prelates said they oppose the use of the death penalty, given "the option of life in prison without possibility of parole, that will punish the offender and keep society safe."
"Incarceration for life is a severe punishment, allows the possibility of conversion for the wrong doer, and gives us the opportunity to forgive their wrong doings," the bishops said. "Killing those who have harmed others only perpetuates the use of violence in society. We express our sincere sympathy to the family and loved ones of the victim […] Carrying out the death penalty for Mark Dean Schwab will not compensate for their loss and encourages vengeance rather than forgiveness."
Schwab, 38, was sentenced to death in 1992.
The bishops concluded by affirming "state-sanctioned killing coarsens us all."
"It is only when society cannot be protected in any other way that the death penalty is justified," they explained. "We urge you to lead Florida toward a standard of decency that calls us to turn away from killing as a solution for crime."

Cardinal Hails U.N. Vote on Death Penalty 

http://melbournecatholic.org.au/Archive/News/cardinal-hails-un-vote-on-death-penalty  
Rome, November 16, 2007 (Zenit.org)

Cardinal Renato Martino thinks that the U.N. vote in favor of an international moratorium on capital punishment is "a relevant step." Thursday's vote ended with 99 in favor, 52 against and 33 abstentions after days of debate.
The resolution expresses concern for the continued application of the death penalty and urges countries that apply this punishment to "establish a moratorium on executions, looking to abolish them."
The president of the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace said, "I am truly content." He affirmed to Vatican Radio: "I was the Holy See's representative at the United Nations for 16 years, and during that time, I saw the attempts made in the '90s in favor of this moratorium.
"I worked a lot, and was disappointed when these proposals were withdrawn because they lacked the necessary votes."
"This time, the number was sufficient, and I am very content," Cardinal Martino added. "It is a relevant step, but it is only a moratorium and the decision of the U.N. and the General Assembly is only an exhortation, since it is not a convention to which states must adhere. These decisions from the General Assembly are nonbinding.
"Still, this is already something important and I can affirm with satisfaction that many Catholic organizations have worked for this and have the right to be satisfied."
A total of 133 member states have abolished the death penalty in legislation or in practice, and only 25 states performed executions in 2006.
Amnesty International reports that during 2006, at least 1,591 people were executed in 25 countries. In the United States, 53 prisoners were executed in 12 states in 2006.

Sant'Egidio Hails New Jersey Death Penalty Vote

https://zenit.org/articles/sant-egidio-hails-new-jersey-death-penalty-vote/
Rome, December 14, 2007 
The lay Catholic Community of Sant'Egidio asked the city of Rome to light up the Colosseum when New Jersey's governor signs into law a bill abolishing the death penalty in that state. 

The community lauded the New Jersey Assembly's 44-36 vote today proposing to replace the death penalty with life imprisonment without parole. The vote followed on the heels of a similar decision from the state's Senate on Monday. Governor Jon Corzine is expected to sign the bill in the next few days, making New Jersey the first state legislature to abolish the death penalty in more than 40 years.

"This historic vote in New Jersey is the clearest signal yet that the American public is moving away from capital punishment," a statement from the Sant'Egidio Community said.

Mario Marazziti, spokesman of the community, called the vote "a crucial step that coincides with an international drive in the U.N. General Assembly for a worldwide moratorium on the death penalty. It sets a new standard of decency in the justice system, a system that must always protect and respect life under all circumstances."

Bishop says opposition to death penalty must be total 
http://www.cathnews.com/news/712/109.php
December 20, 2007
The Australian Catholic Social Justice Council will today release a new paper on the death penalty, in the Brisbane parish of Bali 9 death row inmate Scott Rush.
The paper is titled Confronting the Death Penalty: People, politics and principle.
Council chair Bishop Christopher Saunders said Australia's opposition to the death penalty must be total.
Source New paper confronts attitudes on death penalty (18/10/07)

Archbishop says saving Bali 9 requires consistent opposition to death penalty 
http://www.cathnews.com/news/712/118.php
December 21, 2007
Brisbane Archbishop John Bathersby has said that sparing the Bali 9 drug runners on death row will only occur if Australia's opposition to the death penalty is consistent.
Speaking at the launch of a paper on death penalty yesterday, he strongly urged the Federal Government to vigorously oppose the death penalty in all cases, not just for Australians on death row overseas.
The Australian Catholic Social Justice Council discussion paper was launched at the parish of the parents of convicted Bali nine drug smuggler Scott Rush. 
Archbishop Bathersby said that Australia's failure to speak out against capital punishment weakens the case to save Australians facing execution. "Capital punishment is an affront, even in the case of terrorists," Archbishop Bathersby said.
"No evil can justify the death penalty as a punishment, no matter how horrible the crime that may have been committed," he said. Scott Rush's parents, who attended the launch at St Joseph's Catholic Church at Corinda, said they draw strength from the church's strong stance against the death penalty. "It's extremely helpful for our cause to save Scott's life and those of the other Australian boys that are over there in Indonesia," Lee Rush said. 
"We remain hopeful Scott's life will be spared. "It's going to be a hard road, but it's working," he said.
Source Executing terrorists is just wrong (News.Com, 21/10/07)
Archive Priest calls for clemency for Bali Nine death sentences (CathNews 7/9/06) 
Priest pleased Rush won't appeal (CathNews 8/3/06)
Priest holds hope for drug mule Rush (CathNews 17/2/06) 
Demonstrators call for execution of Indonesian Catholics (CathNews 5/9/06) 
Fate of Bali bombers raises hope for three condemned Indonesian Catholics (CathNews 22/8/06) 
Miracle last hour stay of execution for death row Indonesians (CathNews 14/8/06) 
Thousands rally to save death row Catholics in Indonesia (CathNews 11/8/06) 
Indonesian Catholics to face firing squad on Saturday (CathNews 10/8/06) 
Florida Bishops Urge Rethinking of Death Penalty - Ask Governor to Halt Execution of Child Murderer
https://paxchristipalmbeach.wordpress.com/2008/06/27/florida-bishops-urge-rethinking-of-death-penalty/ 
Tallahassee, Florida, June 26, 2008 (Zenit.org)
Nine bishops of Florida sent a letter to Governor Charlie Crist urging him to stop executions in Florida, beginning with the scheduled execution of Mark Dean Schwab next week. "We can never fully comprehend the pain the victim’s family feels after losing their loved one and we extend our sincere sympathy to the family of Junny Rios-Martinez, the victim in this crime," the bishops acknowledged in the note sent Wednesday.
Schwab was convicted in 1992 of raping and killing 11-year-old Junny Rios-Martinez. He is scheduled to die by lethal injection Tuesday evening. 
"But killing someone because they killed only perpetuates violence and coarsens the public’s attitude about the sanctity of life, including the lives of those who have committed grave offenses," they added. The bishops' letter acknowledged the right of the state to impose the death penalty, but urged the governor "to join the growing number of states who are re-examining the death penalty as a means of punishing those convicted of capital offenses."
The prelates explained: "In 1991, a Florida Supreme Court study commission found 'the application of the death penalty in Florida is not colorblind.' Almost 10 years later, the Governor’s Task Force on Capital Cases recommended reforms, many of which have not been implemented.
"As recently as 2006, the Florida Death Penalty Assessment Team, working with the American Bar Association, released their report citing serious problems in Florida’s death penalty system. The recurring question of innocence, the exorbitant cost, the inconsistency in sentencing, and the capriciousness of who is executed, each calls for re-examination."
"You can set a new standard of respect for life in Florida, turning away from execution and imposing a life sentence without possibility of parole for Mark Dean Schwab," the bishops told Goverenor Crist. "Incarceration allows the wrongdoer the possibility of conversion and the ability to make public restitution for crimes through life imprisonment." 

"As we pray for Junny Rios-Martinez and his family," the note said, "we pray also for you, as well as for those on death row, that we all will acknowledge God as the Lord of Life, and that we all may learn, not only to obey the commandment not to kill human life, but also to revere it." The letter was signed by Archbishop John Favalora of Miami, Bishop Victor Galeone of St. Augustine, Bishop Robert Lynch of St. Petersburg, Bishop Thomas Wenski of Orlando, Bishop John Ricard of Pensacola-Tallahassee, Bishop Gerald Barbarito of Palm Beach, Bishop Frank Dewane of Venice, and auxiliary bishops Felipe Estevez and John Noonan, both of the Archdiocese of Miami

Execution is torture: Priest tells Indon Constitutional Court

http://www.cathnews.com/article.aspx?aeid=9098
September 19, 2008 
An Australian priest has testified that execution by shooting is torture in a case brought before Indonesia's Constitutional Court by the convicted Bali bombers. 

ABC News reports that Fr Charlie Burrows gave a detailed description of the executions of two Nigerian drug dealers. 

He was giving evidence to the Constitutional Court in support of the argument that death by firing squad is torture. 

Fr Burrows said the two men were cruelly executed at midnight in a field while tied to crucifix like poles with rubber rope. 

They wore black veils and their hands and feet were cuffed before a doctor marked the place of their hearts with a piece of black cloth. 

"They were moaning again and again for seven minutes," Fr Burrows told the court according to a The Sydney Morning Herald report. "I think it is cruel, the torture." 

Desperate to provide some sort of consolation, Father Burrows sang Amazing Grace as the pair slowly died from their bullet wounds. They were pronounced dead 10 minutes after being shot. 

Fr Burrows was a late addition to the constitutional challenge, in place of the notorious East Timorese militia leader Eurico Guterres, whom the bombers had called to testify about the agony of being shot. 

Their lawyer, Adnan Wirawan, said the Irish born priest was chosen because he had witnessed firing squads, while Guterres "had just seen people shot". 

Fr Burrows said police aimed M16 assault rifles at the prisoners' hearts from just a metre away. The pair had been strapped with tyre inner tubes to wooden crucifixes "like mummies", he recalled. 

In a last ditch effort to avoid execution, the bombers are claiming firing squads are a form of torture and are unconstitutional. 

Source Execution plans for Bali bombers labelled torturous (ABC News, 18/9/08) 

Priest relives firing squad deaths for court (Sydney Morning Herald, 19/9/08)
Sant'Egidio Praises UN Death Penalty Vote - Community Favors Universal Moratorium
http://www.radiovaticana.va/storico/2008/11/22/santegidio_praises_un_death_penalty_vote/in2-246909  
Rome, November 21, 2008 (Zenit.org)

The Community of Sant'Egidio praised a U.N. committee's call for a global moratorium on the death penalty as a "change of sensitivity" in the international community.
On Thursday, the U.N. Human Rights Committee adopted for the second year in a row a global moratorium on executions. The measure is expected to pass a vote in the organization's plenary assembly next month.
Sant'Egidio praised the move today, and affirmed that it will continue its efforts so that the moratorium is definitively approved by the plenary assembly.
The Catholic lay community also noted that more countries are welcoming the moratorium: "Over the past two years, many African and Central Asian countries have played a part in this battle for a more human justice."
It cited among them "many that have suffered the terrible experience of genocide and apartheid, and have given up the death penalty as an instrument of justice," as is the case of Cambodia, Rwanda, Burundi and South Africa.
It is necessary to continue working to "spread this culture of life that de-legitimizes the death penalty and encourages a reduction of violence and the undertaking of paths of reconciliation and peaceful coexistence," the community stated.
Sant'Egidio said the death penalty "is not only an internal question in each country, but today is officially a question that has to do with the international community."
The community will sponsor, along with the World Coalition Against the Death Penalty, the event "Cities for Life -- Cities Against the Death Penalty," which will be observed Nov. 30.

Florida Bishops Asking to Close Down Death Row - In Appeal for Life of Executed Tampa Man 
http://www.zenit.org/article-25066?l=english  
By Karna Swanson, Tallahassee, Florida, February 11, 2009 
The bishops of Florida have asked Governor Charlie Crist to "set a new standard of decency" for the state by doing away with the death penalty. In a letter sent last week by the state's episcopal conference, the bishops also appealed for the life of Wayne Tompkins, who was executed by lethal injection today in Tampa. Tompkins was found guilty of murdering 15-year-old Lisa DeCarr, who was his girlfriend's daughter. "Set a new standard of decency for the State of Florida," the bishops appealed, "by abandoning executions and commuting death row sentences to life in prison without possibility of parole." 
Sheila Hopkins, associate director for Social Concerns/Respect Life of the Florida episcopal conference, explained to ZENIT that the position of the bishops is not to say, "We should let people go free, but that they are being punished by being put in prison for the rest of their life." Hopkins also noted that there have been several cases of death row inmates who have been found innocent. "We have to ask ourselves if we are killing an innocent person. That would be a terrible tragedy."
The letter of the bishops' conference, however, did not affirm Tompkin's innocence, but rather asked that Crist "replace the violence of death by execution with life long imprisonment in the penal system as a way to protect society and ensure punishment for offenders." 
"We pray for healing for DeCarr's family and friends who have suffered the pain of losing their loved one. No punishment, no matter how severe, can ever erase the grief caused by her wrongful death," the prelates added. "You have the singular ability to change the course of action to be taken by the state in death penalty cases," the letter continued. "In pursuing justice for victims of violent crimes, the state must not be blinded by politics that diminish human dignity and the sacredness of all life, including that of convicted criminals.
"Florida should join the ranks of other states which have abandoned executions because they have not been a deterrent to crime and have raised serious concerns about fairness of sentencing in the justice system."  

Rome Marks Montana Death Penalty Vote 
http://www.zenit.org/article-25261?l=english
Rome, March 3, 2009 
A Montana state Senate decision to abolish the death penalty was marked in Rome on Monday -- the Colosseum was lit up to celebrate another step toward the end of capital punishment.The Senate's decision last month still has to pass through the state's House of Representatives and be signed by the governor to become law, but the Community of Sant'Egidio celebrated the 27-23 vote as a victory.
At the initiative of that Catholic lay community, the ancient Roman site for killing Christians is set alight whenever a death sentence is commuted or a government moves toward abolishing the punishment.
If Montana abolishes the death penalty, it will be the third state to stop the procedure, following New York and New Jersey.
"The historic vote in the Montana Senate is a clear sign that public opinion in the United States is tending toward the abolition of capital punishment," a statement from the Sant'Egidio Community affirmed.
Last week, those same Montana legislators acted as the first U.S. state senate to approve a personhood amendment. Like the death penalty ruling, the amendment has to pass the House of Representatives and be signed by the governor. But pro-lifers are lauding the vote as a key accomplishment.
The bill defines persons as "a human being at all stages of human development of life, including the state of fertilization or conception, regardless of age, health, level of functioning, or condition of dependency." 
Bishops Laud New Mexico's Death Penalty Ban
http://www.zenit.org/article-25454?l=english
Washington, D.C., March 23, 2009 
U.S. bishops are congratulating their colleagues in New Mexico, and others who worked toward banning the death penalty in this state.
The U.S. bishops' conference issued a statement on their Web site last week, noting the "successful efforts" of advocates who helped New Mexico become one of 15 states to ban the death penalty.
Bishop William Murphy, chairman of the conference's Committee on Domestic Justice and Human Development, wrote to Governor Bill Richardson on March 16, requesting that he sign the bill in order to "help begin building a culture of life in our country." The governor signed the law on March 18 to repeal the death penalty in his state.
The Director of the conference's Office of Domestic Social Development, Kathy Saile, reported, "The bishops of New Mexico and many others worked tirelessly, to see [their state] become a leader in turning away from the death penalty in our country."   
Togo Set to Repeal Capital Punishment - Congress Promotes Abolishing Death Penalty
http://www.zenit.org/article-26001?l=english
Rome, May 26, 2009 
Togo will soon be the latest country to abolish the death penalty, its minister of justice affirmed at a congress on capital punishment in Rome.
The announcement was made Monday at the IV International Congress of Justice Ministers on Monday, hosted by the Community Sant'Egidio and attended by ministers, government officials and policy advisers from around the world.
The congress was titled "From the Moratorium to the Abolition of Capital Punishment: No Justice Without Life."
A press release from the community reported that Kokou Biossey Koné, Togo's justice minister, affirmed that the West African country's decision to abolish the death penalty came about due to the friendship that unites his country with Sant'Egidio.
Although Togo proposed the abolishment last December, the legislation is set to pass this week.
Koné said the Sant'Egidio community had been in close contact with the government about this decision for over a few years.
Representatives from 23 countries took part in the congress in Rome, which brought together parties on both sides of the issue of capital punishment.
The community's president, Marco Impagliazzo, affirmed that this congress shows that the abolition of the death penalty represents a "new moral level" that will be even more difficult to ignore in the international scope.

He noted that these congresses have helped many countries understand the necessary steps in order to move from maintaining capital punishment to abolishing it. At the beginning of the 20th century only three countries have abolished the death penalty for all crimes. Today, they are 93.
Impagliazzo noted that Europe is the "first continent in the world without the death penalty. Today, no country can join the European Union if the death penalty is not abolished from its legal system."
In Africa, he said that progress is being made, "where more and more countries are abolishing the death penalty." He noted the abolishment of capital punishment in Rwanda, Gabon, Burundi and Togo.
The Sant'Egidio president said that the majority of Asian countries maintain the death penalty, as well as most states in the United States. Impagliazzo added, however, the progress being made in the United States, noting that New Mexico abolished capital punishment in March. 
New Jersey abolished the death penalty two years ago, and similar laws are under discussion in Nebraska, New Hampshire, Connecticut and Montana.  
Judgement -- The Life of Virtue
https://www.english.op.org/godzdogz/the-life-of-virtue-judgement
By Fr. Vivian Boland O.P., July 7, 2009
Judgement, "iudicium", is the virtue of judging in accordance with what is just. However, as is well known, Jesus tells us not to judge (Matthew 7:1), Paul says bluntly 'who are you to give a verdict on your neighbour' (Romans 14:4), and elsewhere the New Testament repeats the point: who is sufficiently free from sin to have the integrity to judge justly (1 John 1:8; Romans 2:1)? In the case of capital punishment, we can, I believe, give the answer 'nobody' to this last question. No individual and no group of individuals is so good that they can be absolutely sure of their motivation in making such a judgement which is one good reason why it is wiser not to practise capital punishment (except in the extreme case of having no other way to prevent somebody from killing other people). 
Judgement is only acceptable then to the extent that it is an act of the virtue of justice. According to Aquinas this requires three things; that it originates in an inclination toward justice, that it is done by an appropriate authority, and that it is according to that 'right reason' which governs the virtue of prudence. If it is against the inclination to justice, judgement is perverse and unjust. If it is done by someone without proper authority then it is a judgement that has been usurped. If it is unreasonable, because for example the matter remains uncertain or confused, then it is not perfect judgement but is a suspicious or a fearful judgement. Where one's suspicion about somebody is informed by prejudice and remains doubtful then it is wiser not to proceed to judgement but to give the person 'the benefit of the doubt'.
It is right that judgement should be according to the texts by which laws are enacted or in which they are contained. The natural law is not enacted by any written text but is established by creation itself. Nevertheless its requirements may be contained in a written text. (Murder is wrong not just because the law of the land says so but because the natural law says so.) In the case of positive laws, those made by governments and other public bodies, judgement should be according to the text by which such laws are enacted. (Driving on the left side of the road is wrong if you are in France. It is not against the natural law to drive on the left but it is against the laws of France and you will find this written somewhere in the French penal code.) If judgement is not according to texts then it will deviate from what is naturally or positively just.
Judgement is then a matter of interpreting how written laws are to be applied in particular situations. The same authority must stand behind the interpretation of a law as stands behind its enactment in the first place. So judgement can only be undertaken by a public authority who has responsibility for the common good of a community and to whom that community is subject. Just as it would be unjust for someone to oblige a person to observe a law which has not actually been enacted by public authority, so it would be unjust for someone to pass judgement where in doing so he is not sustained by public authority.
This last point is of crucial importance for capital punishment as without it any lynch mob might set itself up as an arbiter of justice.
We should refrain, then, from judging other people because we are never in a position to know everything relevant to their actions and decisions. Where we have responsibility for a common good and represent the authority of a community, however, we are obliged to make judgements for the sake of that good and for the sake of that community. We should do so with mindfulness, however, aware of the difficulties inherent in establishing justice in our world.

Bible led Texas jury to death penalty 

http://www.cathnewsasia.com/2009/10/23/bible-led-texas-jury-to-death-penalty/?awt_l=HsiGl&awt_m=1cdsnBv0BwYDL0 

October 23, 2009

Amnesty International has appealed to the State of Texas to commute the death sentence of Khristian Oliver after four jury members revealed that they had consulted the Bible in determining the sentence.

Oliver, 32, is due to die on November 5, the Telegraph reports.

He was sentenced to death in 1999 for murdering a man whose home Oliver was burgling. The victim was shot in the face and beaten with his own rifle.

Four jury members admitted that several copies had been in the jury room and that highlighted passages were passed around.

At one point, a juror reportedly read aloud from a copy, including the passage: “And if he smite him with an instrument of iron, so that he die, he is a murderer: the murderer shall surely be put to death.”
Defence lawyers argued in appeals that jurors had been improperly influenced by the Bibles but the trial judge rejected the claim, a decision upheld by a Texas appeals court.

However, a federal appeals court ruled that while the Bible should not have been allowed into the deliberation room at Oliver’s trial, there was no clear evidence to indicate they had influenced the jurors’ decision.

The US Supreme Court has refused to hear Oliver’s appeal.

Full story @ Texas man faces execution after jurors consult Bible to decide fate (Telegraph)

Planet Unites in Opposing Death Penalty. Cities Join With Sant'Egidio Community Initiative
http://www.zenit.org/article-27593?l=english
Rome, November 18, 2009 (Zenit.org).- On Nov. 30, more than 1,000 cities around the globe will floodlight a monument symbolizing opposition to the death penalty, joining with the Community of Sant'Egidio in their "No Justice Without Life" initiative.
The community recognizes a change in world opinion on the death penalty, highlighted by two U.N. resolutions calling for a universal moratorium on the practice. A statement from the group called capital punishment a "residue from the past," and said that like slavery and torture, it should eventually be rejected.
Yet, "the path to the abolition of capital punishment continues to be long and difficult and it needs decisive and long-term action in view of the implementation of the resolution and of the definitive abolition of capital punishment," the communiqué affirmed.
The World Day of Cities for Life is observed every Nov. 30 in memory of the first abolition of the death penalty by a state (the Grand Duchy of Tuscany), which took place in 1786.
The 2008 celebration saw the participation of 1,000 cities, more than 50 of which were capitals. It thus represented the most widespread international mobilization ever in the movement to halt all capital executions in the world.
Cities are invited to make a visible gesture to its citizens and to the world. The gesture, preferably the illumination of an important monument of the city, is accompanied with adherence to the universal moratorium and a concrete commitment to build awareness about the issue in civil society. The city of Rome, for example, illuminates the Colosseum, Brussels the
Atomium, Barcelona the Cathedral Square. 
Death Penalty on Decline - Recent Meeting Spurs Abolitionists 
http://www.zenit.org/article-28632?l=english
By Father John Flynn, LC, Rome, March 14, 2010 
There is an increasing move away from the death penalty, according to participants in a recent congress. From Feb. 24-26, campaigners against the death penalty met at the World Congress Against the Death Penalty, in Geneva, Switzerland.
"There is a new trend against the death penalty that is something new for the world," said Mario Marazziti, spokesman for the Community of Sant'Egidio, told Reuters in a report published on the opening day of the meeting.
According to Reuters Marazziti told a briefing that 56 countries continued to execute people, while 141 countries did not use the death penalty, including 93 that had formally abolished it altogether.
The Community of Sant'Egido has a Web site dedicated to promoting the abolition of the death penalty, and on it they posted some reports by Marazziti about the congress.
On Feb. 25 he posted some details about the congress and the use of the death penalty.
Over 1,000 activists and experts attended the gathering and they heard that, according to Amnesty International 2,390 persons were executed in 2008.
The countries where the most executions took place in 2008 included China (1,718), Iran (346), Saudi Arabia (102), the United States (37), Pakistan (36), Iraq (34), Vietnam (19), Afghanistan (17), and North Korea and Japan (15 each).
That might seem a lot, he noted, but there has been remarkable progress in reducing the number of countries that utilize capital punishment. Back in the 1970s, only 23 countries had abolished the death penalty, either by removing it from the statute books or ceasing to practice it, Marazziti observed.
Whereas now we have around 140 countries without the death penalty, he pointed out. The exact number is a bit uncertain, he admitted, as some groups suspect there have been small numbers of executions carried out in secret in one or two countries.
Among recent triumphs against the death penalty Marazziti highlighted the cases of Cambodia, Rwanda and Burundi, "three countries that have really suffered the last three big genocides in contemporary history, yet feel that only without the death penalty can a reconciliation process be started in their societies. Otherwise revenge, and the thirst for revenge, will
never end."
These countries' abolition of capital punishment is "a very symbolic and meaningful step that can be an answer to those countries that say: 'We have a high level of violence, we need the death penalty,'" Marazziti commented.
During the congress an initiative of obtaining an effective moratorium on the use of the death penalty by 2015 was proposed. This was put forward as a step toward total abolition.
The year 2015 coincides with the deadline approved in 2000 by U.N. member countries for achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which set targets for reducing hunger, poverty and disease and improving education
and health. 

On Feb. 26 Marazziti published a synthesis of the addresses presented in Geneva. The death penalty is not an effective deterrent against crime, he argued, because it is based on a legitimization of a culture of death. He also affirmed that it is often marred by social, racial and ethnic discrimination. He added that mistakes in the judicial system create new victims.
Marazziti commented that the death penalty does not bring about a satisfactory outcome for the families who were affected by the criminal. The justice that results is marred by a flawed sense of revenge and retaliation. He described the death penalty as "a tool of justice still rooted in a childish and primitive state of humanity, based more on instinct."
Marazziti noted that many of the participants at the congress referred to the need to bring about a change in public opinion in those countries where the death penalty is still practiced. To do this more allies must be found, and also new ways of communicating the message of abolitionists.
Often in countries where the death penalty is in use there is a lack of debate over the issue, Marazziti maintained. As well, there is ignorance about the issues related to crime and the use of capital punishment. A large proportion of media attention is devoted to the practice of the death penalty in the United States. There too it is in decline, according to a report published toward the end of 2009 by an organization called the Death Penalty Information Center.
The report noted that sentences to the death penalty continued to diminish in 2009. In fact, last year saw the lowest number of death sentences since the death penalty was reinstated in 1976.
The high point of sentences to capital punishment was reached in 1994, with the number of 328. By 2009 this had dropped drastically, to 106, the seventh straight year of decline. It was also notable that the decline in death sentences was particularly pronounced in Texas and Virginia, the two leading states in carrying out executions, the report commented.
During the 1990s, Texas averaged 34 death sentences per year and Virginia averaged 6. In 2009, Texas had nine death sentences and Virginia one.
Overall in 2009, 11 states considered legislative proposals to repeal the death penalty. New Mexico became the 15th state to end the death penalty when Governor Bill Richardson signed the law in March. The Connecticut legislature voted to abolish the death penalty, but the governor vetoed the bill. Legislation to end capital punishment passed one house of the
legislature in Colorado and Montana, and came close to passage in Maryland, according to the report.
One factor militating against the death penalty is the cost, as states faced severe budget deficits. "High expenses with no measurable benefits were frequently cited in legislative debates about the death penalty," the report noted.
While sentences declined the number of executions rose in 2009 compared to the previous year. According to the report this was partly because of the de facto moratorium on executions for four months of 2008 as the Supreme Court addressed the question of the legality of lethal injections. 
As a result, in 2009 there were 52 executions. This number was 47% less compared to a decade ago. Only 11 of the 35 states with the death penalty carried out an execution in 2009. Eighty-seven percent of executions were in the south, and over half of those were in Texas.
The report also commented that nine men who had been sentenced to death were exonerated and freed in 2009, the second highest number of exonerations since the death penalty was reinstated.
Just prior to the Geneva congress, good news came from the world's leading executioner, China. China's highest court, the Supreme People's Court, instructed tribunals to use a policy of "justice tempered with mercy," the Associated Press reported Feb. 10. The new guidelines require courts to limit the use of the death penalty to a small number of extremely serious cases. The battles continue, nevertheless, as recent news from South Korea demonstrates. According to a Feb. 25 report by the UCA News the country's Constitutional Court ruled that the death penalty is legally valid.
Five of the nine Constitutional Court justices upheld the death penalty while the other four said that it is unconstitutional.
Bishop Boniface Choi Ki-san, president of the Korean bishops' Committee for Justice and Peace, told UCA News that he hoped the government would not use the decision to resume executions. There has not been one in the country for more than 12 years.
"Currently, South Korea is categorized as an abolitionist country in practice," the bishop said. "The government should not resume the execution with the court's ruling." While the campaign against the death penalty has enjoyed considerable success the battle is still far from over.

Church regrets Korean death penalty ruling 

http://www.cathnewsasia.com/2010/02/26/church-regrets-korean-death-penalty-ruling/?awt_l=HsiGl&awt_m=1dGy65uIUgYDL0 
February 26, 2010
South Korea’s Constitutional Court has ruled that the death penalty is constitutional, dashing Church hopes of an early repeal of the law. “The court’s decision is behind the times and world trends,” John Kim Hyoung-tae, a lawyer and chairperson of the executive committee of the bishops’ Committee for the Abolition of Capital Punishment, said according to a UCA News report.

“Currently, 139 countries abolished the punishment in law or in practice and more countries are joining.

“The death penalty is the fundamental infringement of life and I don’t understand how the justices ruled so,” he said.

Abolitionists are urging the National Assembly to abolish the penalty in the wake of the court judgment.

Five of the nine Constitutional Court justices upheld the death penalty while the other four said that it is unconstitutional. Six votes are needed to rule a law unconstitutional.

“The death penalty is one of the punishments expected in the Criminal Law,” the majority judgment said.
“In the limitation of the right of life, it cannot be seen as a deviation from the boundary of the Constitution and does not violate the Constitution that regulates the value and dignity of human beings.”

The first Constitutional Court ruling on the matter was in 1996, when the death penalty was given the green light by seven votes to two.

Huh Il-tae, co-chairperson of the Council for the Abolition of the Death Penalty, said he was disappointed by the latest setback.

“They have decided using an anachronistic awareness of human rights,” he said.

Bishop Boniface Choi Ki-san, president of the Korean bishops’ Committee for Justice and Peace, told UCA News that he hoped the government would not use the decision to resume executions.

There has not been one in the country for more than 12 years.”

“As the Constitutional Court missed its chance to abolish the penalty, now we should aim for the National Assembly to do it and we will keep fighting for it,” Bishop Choi said.

St. Paul of Chartres Sister Jean Marc Cho Sung-ai, well-known as “Godmother” to death row inmates, told UCA News that these inmates need to be given time to repent.

“They don’t say that they want to live, but I can feel it. Although they committed brutal crimes, they have a right to life.”

Source Church regrets court backing death penalty (UCA News)

Taiwan bishops seek death penalty suspension 
http://www.cathnewsasia.com/?p=13723
April 28, 2010
Taiwan bishops have published a declaration calling for a total suspension of executions as a step towards the abolition of the death penalty. The declaration addressed to the authorities and all civil institutions says that the death penalty “is absolutely not the solution to eliminating crime,” Fides reports.

The increase in crime in its most serious manifestations, in today’s society in Taiwan, “is due to the lack of sensitivity towards and reflection on human life. The family, especially, has been unable to help their children see the meaning of life.”

They also state that “the authorities must do justice and defend the dignity of human life.” Thus, the Church invites us to “improve the training offered by the family and social assistance, in order to prevent crime, allowing Taiwan to become an example for Asia. The Catholic Church in Taiwan is united with the Buddhist and Christian communities to promote the abolition of the death penalty. The retired bishop of the Diocese of Kao Hiung, Cardinal Paul Shan, also launched an appeal through the media on this issue.

Source Regional Bishops’ Conference of Taiwan calls for abolition of death penalty (Fides)
‘Never Give up Hope’: Former ‘Locked-In’ Patients 
https://www.lifesitenews.com/news/never-give-up-hope-former-locked-in-patients 

By Hilary White, August 6, 2010
When Kerry Pink, an interior designer, was 35 in 1997 she fell ill with an undiagnosed neurological illness and suffered what is called “locked-in syndrome,” that is, she could not move or communicate. For 18 months, she said, “I lay paralysed in hospital, locked into a motionless body, conscious of the conversations around me but unable to respond”. 

In a long testimony in Britain’s Daily Mail, Pink said there were times when she could hear and understand conversations being held around her and others when she would sink into a “deep coma,” but that through all this, her family and doctors did not know she was ever aware.  

“I know that however dark the twilight world I inhabited, I never lost my will to live. I was always determined to come back home.” After a year and a half in this condition, Pink spent three years in various hospitals undergoing treatments and can now walk briefly with the assistance of a cane. 

During the period of her medical crisis, Pink said, doctors had asked her husband, “Do you want us to keep on  -  or shall we pull the plug?” But Greg Pink insisted that treatment continue. 

In a related story, Marini McNeilly, a former teacher who was paralysed by a series of strokes, said in an interview with the Times, “Hope is the last thing you should lose.”

McNeilly, who can move only her eyes and head and has slight movement in her fingers, said she is “full of optimism,” and that “I feel I owe it to the people who cared”.

As campaigners use the “hard cases” of severely disabled people to push for legalised assisted suicide and euthanasia in Britain, Pink and McNeilly urged sufferers not to give up on life.

Pink said that it was after reading about Richard Rudd, the paralysed father of two who recently indicated, using eye-blinks, that he wants to live. Pink said it was after reading Rudd’s story “that I felt compelled to send him a message of hope”.

“It was an incredible moment that showed the strength of a man's will to survive. It's a life-force that I myself have experienced - and I want to show Richard that it is worth battling on,” Pink said. 

At the same time as Rudd was giving his message of hope, another severely disabled man, Tony Nicklinson of Melksham, Wiltshire, is going to court to try to change the law on homicide to allow his wife to euthanise him by lethal injection. Nicklinson has told the court that he is “fed up” with his life and wants his wife to kill him, rather than face the future as a disabled person. 
Speaking of Nicklinson, McNeilly said, “It’s a very personal thing. Where there is a challenge there is hope to meet it.”

Under current UK law, doctors can face charges for refusing to dehydrate a patient to death. Guidelines installed under Tony Blair’s Labour government, say that a patient’s “advanced decision,” including a request for cessation of artificially administered food and hydration, must be followed even if it means the patient will die. The guidelines say, “If you are satisfied that an advance decision exists which is valid and applicable, then not to abide by it could lead to a legal claim for damages or a criminal prosecution for assault.”
Over 30% of Euthanasia Cases in Belgian Region Did Not Give Consent: Study 
http://www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2010/may/10051903.html
Executions resume after six-year hiatus

http://www.ucanews.com/2010/10/08/thai-catholics-oppose-death-penalty/
Panithan Kitsakul, Bangkok, Thailand, October 8, 2010 

The Thai Church has joined Amnesty International and other activists in condemning the resumption of executions in the country after a six-year hiatus.

“We campaign against suicide because life is precious and sacred. Yet, we still have the death penalty,” Vilaiwan Phokthavi, head of the Jesuits’ ministry for foreign prisoners, said.

She will join other activists on Sunday Oct. 10 in observing the World Day Against the Death Penalty.

In 2009, Thailand executed two drug traffickers by lethal injection, the first to be killed since 2003. Vilaiwan says that this has caused fear among prisoners on death row.

“Thai law allows the death penalty but most prisoners on death row remain in prison indefinitely.”

Vilaiwan said that Thai courts consider only the offense and not the circumstances behind the crime.

“Some people dealt drugs because they are poor or were forced,” she said.

Redemptorist Bishop Banchong Chaiyara of Ubon Ratchathani said the death penalty was against Catholic teaching.

“Thai Church is against capital punishment and considers death penalty a violation of life. The law does not have the right to take life. Life imprisonment is sufficient,” said Bishop Banchong, the president of the Thai bishops’ Commission for Social Development and chairperson of the Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace.

Amnesty International Thailand director Parinya Boonridrerthaikul supports the Church views.

“Death penalty is cruel and inhuman. Many governments justify it by claiming it deters crime. But there is no evidence that it does.”

The death penalty is often used against poor, ethnic and religious minorities Parinya added.  “It is often imposed arbitrarily or for repression.”

Execution is also irrevocable if the accused is later proven innocent.

“It is a symptom of the culture of violence and should be abolished,” she said.

More than two-thirds of the world’s countries have abolished the death penalty.

While 58 countries keep it on the statute books, most do not implement it. In 2009, 18 countries executed 714 people. More were in Asia than the rest of the world combined.

While the vast majority of executions were carried out in China, at least 26 executions occurred in Bangladesh, Japan, North Korea, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam. About 819 death sentences have been passed in Asian countries.

Missioner’s killer should not hang, Church says

http://www.ucanews.com/2010/11/12/missioners-killer-should-not-hang-church-says/
Bijay Kumar Minj, New Delhi & Ajay Kumar Singh, Bhubaneswar India November 12, 2010 

Church people have opposed a federal agency recommendation that the Supreme Court hand down a death sentence to the man who murdered an Australian missioner.

“We don’t advocate death sentence for anybody,” Bishop Sarat Chandra Nayak of Berhampur, Orissa, told ucanews.com today.

The Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) asked the court to award maximum punishment to Ravindra Pal Singh, convicted of burning to death Graham Stuart Staines and his two young sons in 1999.

Staines worked among leprosy patients in Mayurbhanj district of Orissa, an eastern Indian state.

Singh, popularly known as Dara Singh, led a Hindu radical mob that torched the vehicle in which the missioner slept with his children after a program in a tribal village.

A trial court sentenced Singh to death but the Orissa High Court reduced that to a life term. The CBI plea came after Singh challenged even this sentence in the New Delhi-based Supreme Court.

Bishop Nayak says he supports the life term for Singh and opposes setting him free as he is “dangerous” to society. “Justice has to be done to the victims,” he added.

Father Charles Irudayam, secretary of the Indian bishops’ Commission for Justice, Peace and Development, says punishing Singh is a “good lesson” for those trying to influence courts with money and political power after committing a crime.

John Dayal, secretary of the ecumenical All India Christian Council (AICC) also opposes the death penalty.
“We are against the death penalty on moral and ethical grounds,” he stated on Nov. 12.

The murder was “the worst possible crime with no mitigating circumstances because of the nature of the planning, the motives and the brutal and ruthless nature of the execution,” Dayal said, but Church groups and Staines’ widow had opposed the death penalty from the beginning.

AICC’s Orissa secretary A. Harish termed the case as “an abominable crime” that no society can tolerate.

Fanatic radicals accused Staines of using his leprosy home as a cover for proselytizing, but several investigative teams could not find evidence to support the charge.

Korean Church moves against death penalty

http://www.ucanews.com/2010/12/01/korean-church-moves-on-death-penalty-abolition/
John Choi, Seoul, Korea, December 1, 2010 

An official Catholic organization has joined a Seoul street campaign seeking the legal abolition of capital punishment in South Korea.

The Korean bishops’ Subcommittee for the Abolition of Capital Punishment co-organized the Nov. 30 event with Amnesty International and other human rights groups to mark International Day of “Cities for Life, Cities against the Death Penalty.”

Campaign participants held street performances and sent postcards to lawmakers urging them to pass a bill for the abolition of the death penalty.

South Korea stopped implementing the death penalty in December 2007 but capital punishment laws still remain on the nation’s statute books

At a special campaign Mass at Hyehwa-dong Church near busy Daehangno Street, Bishop Matthias Ri Iong-hoon of Suwon, president of the bishops’ Committee for Justice and Peace, warned that demand for capital punishment would continue as long as the laws remained in force.

“Now and for ever, executions must stop,” Bishop Ri said.

“Demand for executions will continue whenever brutal crimes happen. The laws should be abolished as soon as possible,” he insisted.

After the Mass, over 200 faithful including 20 priests marched 300 meters to join the main street campaign.

Three bills seeking the abolition of the death penalty are now before the current 18th National Assembly.

The bills, which have been repeatedly submitted to the Assembly, have never been discussed by the Legislative and Judiciary Committee, which must consider all bills before presentation to the full Assembly.

Lee Jeong-im, a college student who sent a post card to lawmakers, told ucanews.com that the Assembly had a duty to act.

“It is a dereliction of duty if lawmakers fail to discuss the submitted bills,” Lee said.

Arizona Bishops Appeal for End to Death Penalty - Protest "State-Sanctioned Vengeance"

http://www.zenit.org/rssenglish-32158
Phoenix, Arizona, March 29, 2011 
The bishops of Arizona are calling for an abolishment of the death penalty, noting that this type of vengeance goes against Gospel values. 

The prelates of the Arizona Catholic Conference released a statement in light of today's planned execution of Eric John King, who was convicted of killing two people in a 1989 convenience store robbery. Another man, Daniel Wayne Cook, is scheduled for execution next week.

The statement was signed by Bishop James Wall of Gallup, Bishop Thomas Olmsted of Phoenix, Auxiliary Bishop Eduardo Nevares of Phoenix, and Byzantine Bishop Gerald Dino of the Eparchy of Van Nuys.

The bishops expressed "compassion for those who are victims of brutal crimes and for their families," noting that "the effects of murder, in particular, are truly awful."

Nonetheless, they underlined their opposition to the use of the death penalty, affirming, "We firmly hold that capital punishment is state-sanctioned vengeance that is not in keeping with the Gospel of Jesus Christ."

The prelates continued, "We hold that capital punishment -- when other means are available to keep society safe from dangerous criminals -- denies the intrinsic dignity and sanctity of human life."

They added that the use of the death penalty "is actually a contribution to a culture of death."

The statement recalled that "Pope John Paul II, an ardent defender of human life on the world stage, articulated that the use of capital punishment should be limited only to extremely rare situations where it is necessary to defend society."

It added, "Executions in our state do not defend anyone, and are therefore wrong."

The prelates concluded by calling for an end to "the unnecessary violence of the death penalty."

Death penalty remains rife in Asia - Many countries in Asia are among the most frequent executioners 

http://www.ucanews.com/2011/03/30/death-penalty-remains-rife-in-asia/
Bangkok and Seoul, March 30, 2011 
Capital punishment is in decline worldwide but a number of Asian countries are executing more people, according to the latest report compiled by Amnesty International. Many criminals throughout the region are under sentence of death.

In a week that saw China execute three Filipinos, convicted of smuggling drugs, by lethal injection, Amnesty published Death sentences and executions in 2010, which said the number of countries that imposed death sentences in the region in 2010 increased compared with 2009, when 16 countries were known to have sentenced people to death.

In 2010, Amnesty was not able to confirm comprehensive figures on the use of the death penalty for China, Malaysia, North Korea, Singapore and Vietnam although executions were known to have been carried out in all these countries.

The report read: “Available information confirmed at least 82 executions were carried out in five other countries in the region: Bangladesh (at least nine), Japan (two), North Korea (at least 60), Malaysia (at least one), and Taiwan (four). These are minimum estimates as few official figures on the use of the death penalty are released by governments. The number of people executed in China is believed to be in the thousands.”

The Catholic Church remains fundamentally opposed to the death penalty. Over the past 50 years, Popes John XXIII, Paul VI and John Paul II have all repeatedly made personal appeals to heads of states not to execute particular individuals, mostly on humanitarian grounds. However, until very recently this was not promulgated as an official position of the Church.

The 1994 “Catechism of the Catholic Church” recognizes the “right and the duty of the state to inflict a punishment proportional to the gravity of the crime without excluding, in cases of extreme gravity, the death penalty.” But the late Pope John Paul II in his 1995 encyclical “The Gospel of Life” (Evangelium Vitae) clarified that given steady improvements in the penal system, “such cases are very rare, if not practically non-existent.”

Many convicted criminals in the region are under sentence of death, including at least 32 in Bangladesh, 105 in India, seven in Indonesia, 14 in Japan, four in Laos, 114 in Malaysia, two in Myanmar, 365 in Pakistan, eight in Singapore, four in South Korea, nine in Taiwan , seven in Thailand and 34 in Vietnam, according to Amnesty’s figures.

No numbers were available for China, North Korea or Sri Lanka.

Several countries have been classified as ‘abolitionist in practice’, ie not executing criminals although retaining the death sentence. Among them is South Korea, which has not executed anyone for 14 years, contrasting with its northern counterpart.

Andrew Kim Duck-jin, secretary general of the Catholic Human Rights Committee, said: “There is still no legal bar to the death penalty, and the Constitutional Court of Korea ruled that the capital punishment is constitutional on February 25, 2010. Now it is time to discuss devising alternative legislation in Korea.”

For its Lenten campaign, Korean bishops’ Subcommittee for the Abolition of Capital Punishment distributed a video and a homily material asking to abolish the capital punishment to some 1,600 parishes in the country on March 7.

Commenting on the case of the Filipinos put to death in China, Monsignor Achilles Dakay of the Archdiocese of Cebu said the executions should serve as a “wake-up call” for the Philippine government and prospective overseas Filipino workers.

Monsignor Dakay said the Philippines should respect China’s decision to execute the three because Manila has no control over China’s law.

He said the incident should prompt the government to intensify its campaign against drug trafficking.

Amnesty said “China continued to use the death penalty extensively (last year) against thousands of people for a wide range of crimes that include non-violent offences and after proceedings that did not meet international fair trial standards. No official statistics on the application of the death penalty were made available to the public.”

At least 114 new death sentences were imposed in Malaysia in 2010. More than half of these were imposed for drug-related offences, while nearly all the rest were handed down for murder. In both offences the death sentence is mandatory.

One success story reported by Amnesty was in Mongolia, where President Tsakhia Elbegdorj announced the establishment of a moratorium on executions with a view to its abolition. A bill aimed at ending the death penalty was introduced but at the end of 2010 it was still awaiting a final vote by the Parliament.

Death Penalty Progress - Number of Executions Dropping Significantly

http://www.zenit.org/rssenglish-32211
By Father John Flynn, LC, Rome, April 3, 2011 
The use of the death penalty continued on a downward trend in 2010, according to a report published March 28 by Amnesty International.

The report, “Death Sentences and Executions in 2010,” hailed the progress achieved in the last decade, saying that in this period no less than 31 countries abolished the death penalty either in law or in practice.

Amnesty International put at 527 the number of executions last year, down from 714 in 2009. The figures in the report don’t include China, which keeps the numbers a secret. Amnesty International estimated that last year there were thousands of executions in China, but could not give a precise figure.

Apart from China the countries with the highest number of executions included the following: Iran, 252; North Korea, 60; Yemen, 53; United States, 46; and Saudi Arabia, 27.

Amnesty International admitted that its figures are provisional, due to the lack of official data in most countries. Belarus, China and Mongolia classify information on the death penalty as a state secret. Vietnam prohibits by law publishing data on the death penalty.
The report added that little information was available for Malaysia, North Korea and Singapore. Moreover, in some countries, including Belarus, Botswana, Egypt and Japan, those on death row are not forewarned about their execution, and neither are their families or lawyers.

The report observed that the number of new death sentences far outstripped the executions, with a minimum of 2,024 new death sentences imposed in 67 countries.

Pakistan topped the list of sentences at 365. This was followed by Iraq, 279; Egypt, 185; and Nigeria, 151. In the United States another 110 were sentenced to death, while Afghanistan imposed around 100 sentences.

Amnesty International put a minimum worldwide figure of at least 17,833 persons who are now under sentence of death at the end of 2010.

Fewer countries

Although the practice of the death penalty declined last year the number of countries where it was practiced increased by four to a total of 23.

Last year’s reversal contrasts with the decline in preceding years, the report pointed out. In the mid-1990s 40 countries on average carried out executions every year. At the start of the new millennium executions were reported in 30 countries on average.

By 2008 the number went down to 25 countries and 2009 saw a record low, at 19 countries.

The number of countries that have formally abolished in law the death penalty, or who in practice have done so, has risen substantially, going from 108 in 2001 to 139 in recent years.

In 2010 Gabon amended its laws to end the death penalty. And by the end of the year bills proposing an abolition were pending in the parliaments of Lebanon, Mali, Mongolia and South Korea.

As well, the report observed that there was progress in some countries where the death penalty continues to be used. For example, the mandatory imposition of the death penalty, with no consideration of the circumstances of the offense or those of the defendant, was ruled unconstitutional in Bangladesh in March last year.

In Kenya the Court of Appeal of Kenya ruled in July that the mandatory death penalty for murder was inconsistent with the constitution. Finally, in October, the parliament of Guyana adopted a new law abolishing the mandatory imposition of the death penalty for murder.
United States

A more detailed look at how the death penalty is faring in the United States came with the publication just prior to the end of the year of the report titled “The Death Penalty in 2010: Year End Report.”

Published by the group the Death Penalty Information Center, the report said that last year saw a great deal of conflict over such issues as the high cost of capital punishment and controversy over the use of lethal injections.

In fact, executions dropped by 12% compared to 2009 and are now down by more than 50% since 1999. In addition, the number of new death sentences -- 114 -- was about the same as the previous year, which was the lowest number in 34 years. Numbers peaked in 1996, at 315.

At the time of publication there was a total of 3,261 prisoners on death row, compared to 3,297 at the same time the previous year.

While 35 states retain the death penalty only 12 carried out executions in 2010, mostly in the South, according to the report.

A big drop in executions took place in Texas, the leader in the use of the death penalty, with 29% fewer sentences being carried out.

The decline came in a year which saw concern over mistakes made in executions. Former death row inmate Anthony Graves was freed from prison in Texas when all charges against him were dropped after 16 years.

Another case involved a man executed in 2004. A court of inquiry set up to investigate the matter found that the evidence used to convict him was highly unreliable. According to the report, nationally there have been 138 exonerations from death row since 1973.

These were far from being the only cases that cast doubt on the use of the death penalty. The report noted a number of controversial executions, such as the one in Virginia of Teresa Lewis, a grandmother with an IQ of 72. She did not physically participate in the murders that led to her death sentence and the two co-defendants who actually shot the victims received life sentences.

Meanwhile, Alabama executed a prisoner, Holly Wood, who had an IQ recorded at below 70, the level at which intellectual disability is presumed to exist.

The report contrasted this with the case of New York’s, Salvatore Vitale, a crime boss who confessed to 11 murders, but who was only sentenced to time served, and was released after seven years in prison because he cooperated with the government.

Another factor leading to a re-consideration of the death penalty is cost. Legislative commissions compared the cost of capital punishment to other ways of addressing violent crime in Illinois, New Hampshire and Pennsylvania.

In Illinois, the commission found that $100 million had been spent on assisting counties with death penalty prosecutions over the past seven years, at a time when the state’s deficit has grown to one of the largest in the country.

Culture of life

More recently, Illinois decided to abolish the death penalty, after having had a moratorium on its use for over a decade, the Associated Press reported Mar. 9.

Announcing the decision, Governor Pat Quinn said he would commute the sentences of the 15 death row inmates to life in prison, without parole.

In January the state legislature voted to abolish the death penalty and Quinn reflected for a couple of months on whether to sign the bill.

The state’s Catholic bishops welcomed the decision. “The end of the use of the death penalty advances the development of a culture of life in our state,” they said in their Mar. 9 statement.

“Furthermore, society will continue to be protected and those who commit crimes will still be held accountable through alternatives to the death penalty, including life without parole,” they observed.

Executions continue, such as that of Eric John King, in the state of Arizona on March 29, but opponents of the death penalty will continue their pressure for its abolition.

The use of the death penalty when there are other means available to keep society safe, “is an act of eye-for-an-eye vengeance that contradicts the values of our nation and that denies the dignity and sanctity of human life,” declared Arizona’s Catholic bishops the day before the execution. A point of view that is shared by more and more people.

