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In 2004 Kevin Cooper was convicted and sentenced to death for a particularly heinous crime – the brutal hacking to death of almost an entire family. Once one knows the facts of the case, the visceral response is immediate….and vengeful. The proponents of the death penalty see this case as evidence that for justice to be served this man must die to balance what he did some twenty years ago.

This is the response of the majority in California, some 65 percent of us. Catholics vote with the majority.

Recent developments in Catholic Social Teaching, especially the writings of Pope John Paul II, however, are asking Catholics and all people to take another look at the death penalty.

The argument has very little to do with the legalities of the case or whether or not innocent people may be executed by some mistake or even malfeasance. Or whether the death penalty is unfairly meted out to people of lower economic class and people of color. Even though these are important elements of the debate, they are not the core reason that Catholics would oppose the death penalty.

The core rationale for Catholics to oppose the death penalty is the same as that used to oppose abortion – the dignity and sacredness (in the image of God) of every human person. This dignity is not dependent on who they are or their quality of life, whether they are smart or stupid, strong and resourceful or weak and lazy, brilliant and productive or homeless, disabled and living on public monies, or, what they do even if it is evil and despicable.

In The Gospel of Life, John Paul II takes us through a theological and scriptural journey exploring this great truth. Thou Shalt Not Kill means that persons, unborn babies, the old and the ill, the developmentally disabled, "enemies in wartime," can never willfully have their lives taken way from them.

There is one exception. Only if there is a condition of “self defense” can violence be used and killing may be a secondary consequence. Church teaching allows the individual to defend himself, the State to defend itself in cases of war where there is an unjust aggressor, and the State to defend itself from a violent and predatory human being who would be a danger to the community if left alive.

The change in the teaching is precisely here regarding capital punishment. While affirming that the state has a right to defend itself using capital punishment, the Catechism of the Catholic Church also states, “If…non-lethal means are sufficient to defend and protect people’s safety from the aggressor…these are…more in conformity with the dignity of the human person.” And because the State now has means of doing this, “the cases in which the execution of the offender is an absolute necessity are very rare, if not practically non-existent.” (2306)

Violent criminals in California, if not executed, are given “life without the possibility of parole.” This sentence means exactly that. This person will never see the light of freedom-a just and thorough sentence that protects the community.

This new development in the teaching of the Church challenges us to be consistent with our application of our firm belief in the sanctity and dignity of every human life.

