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NEW POPE BENEDICT XVI WAS INSTRUMENTAL IN REVISING CHURCH TEACHINGS ON DEATH PENALTY
Newly-elected Pope Benedict XVI played a lead role in developing the “Catechism of the Catholic Church,” a book which, when published in 1992, reflected a dramatic shift away from the Church’s acceptance of the death penalty during most of its 2,000-year history.

From 1986 to 1992, then-Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger served as president of the papally-appointed commission that drafted the Catechism. At a December 9, 1992 Vatican press conference heralding publication of the book, he said it clearly showed that the Church was moving away from its traditional acceptance of the state’s right to employ the death penalty.

He described that trend as a “clear, positive evolution” and said it showed a “certain dynamism” in Church teachings, according to a Catholic News Service report on the conference.

He acknowledged that past Church tradition accepted capital punishment as a means of maintaining public order. But he added that in evaluating the issue currently, society must determine whether the “moral scope” of maintaining security and order can be achieved without the death penalty.

The Catechism, he said, “does not simply detach itself from 2,000 years of tradition. But it develops a road, an evolution,” and “underlines with force” that capital punishment should be used only in extreme situations.

The 1992 Catechism said that governments had the right to inflict penalties in keeping with crimes, including the death penalty, “in cases of extreme gravity.” But it added that if non-lethal methods of punishment “suffice to defend human lives against aggressors and protect public order and the security of people, authorities should use these means, because they better conform to the concrete conditions of the common good and to the dignity of the human person.”

A revised edition of the Catechism issued in 1997 contained even stronger language against the death penalty, reflecting the views expressed by Pope John Paul II in his 1995 encyclical, “The Gospel of Life.” At a September 9, 1997 Vatican press conference introducing the new edition, Cardinal Ratzinger was asked to what degree the new version strengthened the Church’s opposition to the death penalty. He replied that the new text “does not categorically say that it is impossible, but it gives objective criteria which make it practically impossible for all of them to be met. We don’t exclude it in principle, but we insist on these criteria.”

In response to another query, he said that polls showing that most Catholics in the United States favored the death penalty had no bearing on the Church’s opposition to it. “While it is important to know the thoughts of the faithful,” he explained, “doctrine is not made according to statistics, but according to objective criteria, taking into account progress made in the Church’s thought on the issue.”
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