VATICAN TERMS DEATH PENALTY
“AN AFFRONT TO HUMAN DIGNITY” 

Its use contradicts Gospel teachings on forgiveness, new statement says.

The Holy See has reiterated its long-stated opposition to capital punishment, this time calling it “not just a negation of the right to life, but also an affront to human dignity.”      
    
In a message sent to participants in the Third World Congress Against the Death Penalty, held February 1-3 in Paris, the Vatican noted the event was being held “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 French-language text of the declaration was released by the Vatican Press Office on February 7. Similar messages were issued in 2001 and 2004 in connection with the First and Second World Congresses Against the Death Penalty held in Strasbourg, France, and Montreal, Canada, respectively.
   
“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 death,” the new statement says. 
    
“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.
    
“The Catholic Church continues to maintain that the legitimate authorities of State have the duty to protect society from aggressors,” it continues.

Possibility of rehabilitation emphasized: The Vatican declaration acknowledges that “some States traditionally include the death penalty among the means used to achieve this end,” but it says that such an option “is difficult to justify today.” 
    
Governments, it explains, now have new ways “of preserving public order and people’s safety” that include “offering the accused stimuli and encouragement” to mend their ways.     
Although executions “temporarily may alleviate an appetite for revenge,” it adds, 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 says. 
    
The death penalty, it states, is “a clear offense against the inviolability of human life” that can contribute to a culture of violence and death. “For Christians, it also shows contempt for the Gospel teaching of forgiveness.”
   
Citing appeals made by Popes John Paul II and Benedict XVI for clemency for people condemned to die, the Holy See assured participants in the congress that it supported international campaigns to abolish the death penalty worldwide or to impose a universal moratorium on its use.
    
In its January 15 issue, the Vatican newspaper L’Osservatore Romano sharply criticized continuing executions in Iraq and said the country is veering in the wrong direction. Its comments followed the hangings of Barzan Ibrahim, half-brother of former Iraqi president Saddam Hussein, and Awad Hamed al-Bandar, head of Saddam’s revolutionary court.
    
“A cruel manipulation of justice once again has used the gallows as its instrument,” the front page article said.
    
“After the execution of Saddam Hussein - which was also turned into a spectacle in a way that seriously damaged human dignity - many people noted the urgent need to give signals in the direction of dialogue and reconciliation,” it added. “But at the moment, it does not seem such a change of course has occurred.”
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