The Death Penalty
Background: The Death Penalty in Ohio and the Rest of the United States

As of March 23, 2010 there were 160 men and one woman on Ohio’s death row, the sixth highest total of the 35 states that currently have the death penalty.   In 2009 Ohio executed five people, the most of any state outside of the South.  So far in 2010 three more Ohioans have been executed; an additional seven executions – one per month from April to October – are scheduled, putting Ohio on a record pace.

This increased level of activity is the opposite of a nationwide trend in which the number of executions has been dropping since the late 1990’s; the national average for the years 1997 – 1999 was 80, compared to a national average of 44 for the years 2007 – 2009.   Even more stunning is the drop in new death sentences being handed down over this time period, from an average of 290 per year across the country to an annual average of 112.  The financial cost of the death penalty is usually cited as a main reason for these declines, especially as states struggle to meet other needs; other reasons include botched executions, racial disparities, and the possibility of executing someone who is actually innocent.  For whatever reasons, jurors in Ohio handed down only one death penalty in 2009.

Catholic Teaching On the Death Penalty

The secular arguments named above, and others, have certainly gained force in recent years, but the US Conference of Catholic Bishops first voiced its opposition to the death penalty many years earlier, in 1980.  In Living the Gospel of Life: A Challenge to American Catholics (1998) they eloquently stated the moral case:  “Our witness to respect for life shines most brightly when we demand respect for each and every human life, including the lives of those who fail to show that respect for others. The antidote to violence is love, not more violence.”

In their 2005 report, A Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death, the bishops starkly reaffirmed their opposition: “The use of the death penalty is unnecessary and unjustified in our time and circumstances.”  In that report they also wrote:

In its traditional teaching as summarized in the Catechism of the Catholic Church, the Church affirms the right and duty of legitimate public authority “to inflict punishment proportionate to the gravity of the offense” (no.2266).  Recourse to the death penalty is not absolutely excluded (see no. 2267): the death penalty is not intrinsically evil, as is the intentional taking of innocent life through abortion or euthanasia (see nos. 2271, 2277).  Nevertheless, the Church teaches that in contemporary society where the state has other non-lethal means to protect its citizens, the state should not use the death penalty (see no. 2267).

In his encyclical The Gospel of Life, Pope John Paul II asserted 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.”

The Catechism also makes clear that if other ways exist to protect society, the death penalty should not be permitted: “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.” (see no. 2267.)
The bishops’ position that the US should forgo the use of the death penalty can be summarized:

· The sanction of death, when it is not necessary to protect society, violates respect for human life and dignity.

· State-sanctioned killing in our names diminishes all of us.

· Its application is deeply flawed and can be irreversibly wrong, is prone to errors, and is biased by factors such as race, the quality of legal representation, and where the crime was committed.

· We have other ways to punish criminals and protect society.

What are Alternatives to the Death Penalty?
Central to Catholic Social Teaching and the bishops’ opposition to the death penalty is the availability of other means to punish criminals and to protect society.  Foremost among these is the “Life without Parole” sentencing option which is available in Ohio.  

In 2009, when the bishops joined forces with other groups to launch the Catholic Mobilizing Network to End the Use of the Death Penalty, it was also determined that Restorative Justice, which seeks to repair the hurt caused by the violent taking of human life, should be integral to their work.  What is “restorative justice?”

In Responsibility, Rehabilitation, and Restoration: A Catholic Perspective on Crime and Criminal Justice (2000), the bishops, citing our scriptural, theological and sacramental heritage, laid out some policy foundations and directions for a Catholic approach to all aspects of criminal justice, including the death penalty:  

In some ways, an approach to criminal justice that is inspired by a Catholic vision is a paradox. We cannot and will not tolerate behavior that threatens lives and violates the rights of others. We believe in responsibility, accountability, and legitimate punishment. Those who harm others or damage property must be held accountable for the hurt they have caused. The community has a right to establish and enforce laws to protect people and to advance the common good.

At the same time, a Catholic approach does not give up on those who violate these laws. We believe that both victims and offenders are children of God. Despite their very different claims on society, their lives and dignity should be protected and respected. We seek justice, not vengeance. We believe punishment must have clear purposes: protecting society and rehabilitating those who violate the law. 


Restorative justice also reflects our values and tradition. Our faith calls us to hold people accountable, to forgive, and to heal.  Focusing primarily on the legal infraction without recognition of the human damage does not advance our values.

In other words, Catholic Social Teaching is calling us to separate the heinous crimes that have been committed by people on death row from the humanity of those people, and to do so with full compassion and support for their victims.  They acknowledge that this is not easy: 

We ask all Catholics—pastors, catechists, educators, and parishioners—to join us in rethinking this difficult issue and committing ourselves to pursuing justice without vengeance.

What can I do?
A good place to start is to reflect on what we can not do:  “We cannot overcome crime by simply executing criminals, nor can we restore the lives of the innocent by ending the lives of those convicted of their murders.  The death penalty offers the tragic illusion that we can defend life by taking life.”  (Responsibility, Rehabilitation, and Restoration)

Things that you can do include the following:
· Let elected officials – especially the Governor and your state representative and senator – know that you oppose the use of the death penalty.

· Keep the victims of crime and their families, as well as offenders and their families, in your prayers.

· Contact a member of the issue team or the MSJC office (jimvogt2@yahoo.com) to find out how to join with others who oppose the death penalty.
Visit the following Web sites to read more about the death penalty and Catholic teaching:

Catholic Mobilizing Network to End the Use of the Death Penalty

http://www.catholicsmobilizing.org/index.cfm 

Marianist Social Justice Collaborative (click on “Death Penalty”)

http://www.msjc.net  

Ohioans to Stop Executions

http://www.ohioanstostopexecutions.blogspot.com/
