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With the thirty-third anniversary of Roe vs. Wade in the Supreme Court, the recent death of Terry Shaivo in Florida and the even more recent execution of Stanley Williams right here in California, our nation has been bombarded with issues that touch upon the Church’s basic teaching on the value of human life.  For many the issue of abortion is cut and dry.  Just as strong for many is the issue surrounding euthanasia and the end of one’s life.  Unfortunately, statistics show that where life issues are concerned many, including most Catholics, leave the issue of capitol punishment in the lurch.


Passions regarding the subject of capitol punishment can also be extremely vibrant.  If one would like to see a modern, true-to-life rendition of the Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde phenomenon, one need only speak to some (preferably emotional) opponents of abortion.  When the same principles are applied to the issue of capitol punishment one will see a notable change in the person’s demeanor.  The tears from their eyes will dry up as if they never were there to begin with, their face will become contorted, the eyebrows bent in rabid anger, veins popping out on their temples, daggers shooting out of their eyes and flames bursting forth from their mouths.  They will loose all semblance of Christianity and will be out for blood like there is no tomorrow!


The undeniable contrast drawn between abortion and capitol punishment is always the question of the absolute innocence of the unborn and the guilt of those who have committed heinous crimes.  While it is certainly difficult to argue the value of the life of one who did not hold that same value toward his or her victims, how often does one take into account the standard we are all called to live as Christians?  While our feelings may run strong as may our anger at perpetrators of such crimes as cold-blooded murder, how often do we give consideration to God’s law, which calls us to a different consideration?

Chances are the proponents of capitol punishment will quote the biblical passage “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” (Exodus 21:24).  But what does Sacred Scripture say regarding the issue of retribution particularly where the death penalty is concerned?  

To begin with that popular quote from Exodus, the passage in total reads, “if injury ensues, you shall give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for would, stripe for stripe” (Ex 21:23-25).  However, an interesting point about that particular passage is that many scholars interpret it not as a prescription, but rather a limit to retribution.  In short, one is to take no more than an eye for an eye, and no more than a tooth for a tooth.  Upon reflection of such a command, one can easily conclude that acceptable retribution in the eyes of God could be to take less.

Where the issue of retribution for murder is concerned, one need look no further than the forth chapter of the Book of Genesis – the story of Cain and Abel.  As a result of the cold-blooded murder of his own brother Cain is sent into exile, to wander the earth as an outcast (Gen 4:11-12).  As the story continues Cain – fearing for his life – complains to God that his punishment is too great to bear (Gen 4:13-14).  At this point God issues an unsettling command.  Offering protection for Cain – the guilty, the murderer – God bans any retribution against Cain that takes his life, declaring, “if anyone kills Cain, Cain shall be avenged sevenfold” (Gen 4:15).

One might ask why Cain and not Abel is promised such protection; why the criminal and not the victim is assured vengeance.  Keeping in mind the ultimate (and often disquieting) wisdom of God as expressed in His inspired Word one cannot conclude that God is condoning Cain’s crime (or the act of murder).  Neither is there any indication that God is writing off Cain’s sin, because Cain is still an exile.  One is left with an inevitable conclusion expressed in the story’s final resolution.  It is for God to punish with death, not for human beings.  Considering the amount of violence we still see in our society, despite the practice of capitol punishment, could we not see a parallel to the sevenfold vengeance of Cain?

We finally look to the words of Jesus Himself as expressed in the Gospel of Matthew (5:38-42).  Jesus directly quotes the Exodus passage regarding retaliation and retribution.  Rather than setting a limit, however, Jesus commands his followers to seek a lesser retribution to the point of not seeking retaliation at all:  “…I say to you, offer no resistance to injury.  When someone strikes you on [your] right cheek, turn the other one to him as well.”  While on the surface Christ’s command may appear to be absurdly unrealistic, we cannot deny the direction that Scripture takes us in dealing with retribution and punishment, particularly with regard to the death penalty.

This is not to say that Christ is asking us to look for further injury.  “Turn the other cheek” does not mean we are to say, “thank you, sir, may I have another.”  Nor are Christ and the Church excluding the possibility of punishment and accountability.  Indeed it is the teaching of the Church that society and its leaders are morally bound to protect its citizens from violent aggressors (Catechism of the Catholic Church, #2265-2266).  What we see, rather, in both Scripture and Church teaching is a limit to how such criminals are to be punished in light of our values as followers of Christ, and a clear direction toward the preservation of life.

The Catechism, in all honesty, still allows for rare circumstances under which capitol punishment could be acceptable “if this is the only possible way of effectively defending human lives against the unjust aggressor.  If, however, non-lethal means are sufficient to defend and protect people's safety from the aggressor, authority will limit itself to such means…”(CCC, #2267).   The Catechism goes on to remind us, “cases in which the execution of the offender is an absolute necessity ‘are very rare, if not practically nonexistent’” (#2267).  When such rare occasions occur in which the death penalty can be considered to be remotely justified we, as followers of Christ, who hold the value of life to be pivotal, must see capitol punishment as a regrettable necessity, not an occasion to dance in the streets singing “ding, dong, the witch is dead!”  

As Catholics seeking to live the standards and values given to us by Christ we must hold all life as precious and valuable, even (perhaps especially) when such life does not hold the same values as bourn out by their crimes.  As followers of Christ we must always choose life when given an option.  We see in both Scripture and Church teaching a preferred direction toward the preservation of life whenever the choice of life or death is presented.  (Indeed, the only conceivable situation under which the choice of death would be considered preferable is when we are called to value our faith over our own life…but that is another issue.)

While the value of life may be emotionally difficult to defend when we are dealing with despicable criminals who do not hold the same value for life, we must remember that God’s law supercedes all social values, even our own strongly held passions, so as to limit our retribution and ultimately direct us toward the absolute value of every human life – regardless of the circumstances. 
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