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A Message from the Legislative Liaison About the Death Penalty 

 

The Roman Catholic Church pursues a consistent ethic of life from womb to tomb, in line with its social doctrine, 

and directs its public policy stances accordingly. Most of you are familiar with the Church’s work, in this regard, on 

family issues; but the Church’s concern extends even more broadly to any context involving the deliberate taking of 

life.  It is probable that, during the upcoming legislative session, we will see a bill for the abolition of the death 

penalty. 
1
 Particularly since John Paul II’s issuance of Evangelium vitae (see ¶ ¶ 27, 40, and 56), the Church, 

following his lead, has taken an increasingly vigorous public policy stance against the death penalty.
2
  Remembering 

Cain, the Church maintains the sacredness of all human life, even of those who have themselves taken life.
3
  Indeed, 

as recently as October 23, 2014, during an audience with delegates from the International Association of Penal Law, 

Pope Francis called for the abolition of the death penalty because it violates human dignity.
4
   

 

As the U.S. Council of Catholic Bishops stated in their Bishops’ Statement on Capital Punishment, 1980:  

 

. . . abolition of capital punishment is also a manifestation of our belief in the unique worth 

and dignity of each person from the moment of conception, a creature made in the image and 

likeness of God. It is particularly important in the context of our times that this belief be 

affirmed with regard to those who have failed or whose lives have been distorted by suffering 

or hatred, even in the case of those who by their actions have failed to respect the dignity and 

rights of others. It is the recognition of the dignity of all human beings that has impelled the 

Church to minister to the needs of the outcast and the rejected and that should make us 

unwilling to treat the lives of even those who have taken human life as expendable or as a 

means to some further end.
5
 

                                                 
1 Proposed bill draft 15LS0-0056 0.1 was only very narrowly defeated, on September 12, 2014, as a bill to be sponsored in the 

upcoming legislative session by the Joint Interim Judiciary Committee of the Wyoming Legislature. See Wyoming Legislative 

Services Office, “Draft Summary of Proceedings of the Joint Interim Judiciary Committee Meeting”, for meeting held September 

11-12, 2014 in Laramie Wyoming, http://legisweb.state.wy.us/interimCommittee/2014/01MIN0911.pdf, as updated on October 

24, 2014, 5 [accessed October 28, 2014]. 
2 For the referenced papal encyclical, see http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-

ii_enc_25031995_evangelium-vitae_en.html [accessed October 27, 2014]. The U.S. Catholic Conference (one of two 

organizations that later merged to form the present U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops [“USCCB”]) had declared its opposition 

to the death penalty as early as 1974 in a vote. See http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/death-penalty-

capital-punishment/statement-on-capital-punishment.cfm (referring thereto) [accessed October 27, 2014]. Later, in 1980, four 

years after the U.S. Supreme Court had reinstated the death penalty (see Gregg v. Georgia, 428 U.S. 153, 96 S.Ct. 2909, 49 

L.Ed.2d 359 (1976)), the USCCB issued the Bishops’ Statement on Capital Punishment, 1980, http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-

action/human-life-and-dignity/death-penalty-capital-punishment/statement-on-capital-punishment.cfm (taking a public policy 

stance against the death penalty)[accessed October 27, 2014].  Since Evangelium Vitae, the USCCB has issued Responsibility, 

Rehabilitation, and Restoration: A Catholic Perspective on Crime and Criminal Justice (2000), http://www.usccb.org/issues-

and-action/human-life-and-dignity/criminal-justice-restorative-justice/crime-and-criminal-justice.cfm (reiterating its public policy 

against the death penalty)[accessed October 27, 2014],  instituted the “Catholic Campaign to End the Use of the Death Penalty” 

(2005)(see http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/death-penalty-capital-punishment/upload/5-

723DEATHBI.pdf [accessed October 27, 2014]), and given its fiat to the “Catholic Mobilizing Network to End the Use of the 

Death Penalty” (2009)(see http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/death-penalty-capital-punishment/ 

[accessed October 27, 2014] and http://catholicsmobilizing.org/ [accessed October 27, 2014]).  
3 See  Gn. 4:14-15 NAB. 
4Ann Schneible, “Pope calls for end to death penalty out of respect for human dignity,” Catholic News Agency, October 27, 

2014, http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/pope-calls-for-end-to-death-penalty-out-of-respect-for-human-dignity-79415/ 

[accessed October 28, 2014]. 
5Bishops’ Statement on Capital Punishment, 1980, pt. II.  

http://legisweb.state.wy.us/interimCommittee/2014/01MIN0911.pdf
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25031995_evangelium-vitae_en.html
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Case_citation
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The Bishops additionally noted, in the same statement, that abolishing capital punishment is consonant with Christ’s 

teaching of forgiveness of  injustice from the cross and giving of his life as a ransom for many. 
6
 

 

Against the idea that the Old Testament justifies the death penalty, as a matter of course, in the case of murder and 

other soberingly serious offenses, John Paul II wrote:  

 

40. 

 

************************************************************************************ 

 

The commandment regarding the inviolability of human life reverberates at the heart of the "ten words" in 

the covenant of Sinai (cf. Ex 34:28). In the first place that commandment prohibits murder: "You shall not 

kill" (Ex 20:13); "do not slay the innocent and righteous" (Ex 23:7). But, as is brought out in Israel's later 

legislation, it also prohibits all personal injury inflicted on another (cf. Ex 21:12-27). Of course we must 

recognize that in the Old Testament this sense of the value of life, though already quite marked, does not yet 

reach the refinement found in the Sermon on the Mount. This is apparent in some aspects of the current 

penal legislation, which provided for severe forms of corporal punishment and even the death penalty. But 

the overall message, which the New Testament will bring to perfection, is a forceful appeal for respect for 

the inviolability of physical life and the integrity of the person. It culminates in the positive commandment 

which obliges us to be responsible for our neighbour as for ourselves: "You shall love your neighbour as 

yourself" (Lev 19:18).  

 

56. . . The primary purpose of the punishment which society inflicts is "to redress the disorder caused by the 

offence". Public authority must redress the violation of personal and social rights by imposing on the 

offender an adequate punishment for the crime, as a condition for the offender to regain the exercise of his 

or her freedom. In this way authority also fulfils the purpose of defending public order and ensuring 

people's safety, while at the same time offering the offender an incentive and help to change his or her 

behaviour and be rehabilitated. 
7  

 

The official teaching of the Roman Catholic Church concerning the death penalty is set forth in the current 

Catechism of the Catholic Church at ¶¶ 2265-2267, as follows:  

 

2265    Legitimate defense can be not only a right but a grave duty for one who is responsible for the lives 

of others. The defense of the common good requires that an unjust aggressor be rendered unable to cause 

harm. For this reason, those who legitimately hold authority also have the right to use arms to repel 

aggressors against the civil community entrusted to their responsibility.   

 

2266    The efforts of the state to curb the spread of behavior harmful to people’s rights and to the basic 

rules of civil society correspond to the requirement of safeguarding the common good. Legitimate public 

authority has the right and the duty to inflict punishment proportionate to the gravity of the offense. 

Punishment has the primary aim of redressing the disorder introduced by the offense. When it is willingly 

accepted by the guilty party, it assumes the value of expiation. Punishment then, in addition to defending 

public order and protecting people’s safety, has a medicinal purpose: as far as possible, it must contribute to 

the correction of the guilty party.
 

  

 

2267    Assuming that the guilty party’s identity and responsibility have been fully determined, the 

traditional teaching of the Church does not exclude recourse to the death penalty, if this is the only possible 

way of effectively defending human lives against the unjust aggressor.   

 

                                                 
6 Ibid.  
7 John Paul II, Evangelium vitae (1995), ¶¶ 40, 56.  
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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. 

  

Today, in fact, as a consequence of the possibilities which the state has for effectively preventing 

crime, by rendering one who has committed an offense incapable of doing harm—without definitively 

taking away from him the possibility of redeeming himself—the cases in which the execution of the 

offender is an absolute necessity “are very rare, if not practically non-existent.”
 8 

 

The influence of Evangelium vitae on the above passages is manifest; and the message of the Church is clear. The 

death penalty is almost indefensible in the present age as a means of defending the community.   

 

Secular studies and considerations accord with the Church’s position. The death penalty is bad public policy for at 

least the following reasons. 

 

(a) It is not a means of “correction”. It is a failure of correction and, so, has no place as a “remedy” in a 

department of corrections. “Correction” is to be found in the alternatives to the death penalty and should be 

aimed, if possible, at restoring a guilty person to a sense of personal responsibility and fellow feeling. 

Revenge has no “corrective” purpose for an offender or moral purpose for the community; it is, rather, a 

base motive for State action. The death penalty cuts off any creative retributive, restorative, or rehabilitative 

response, such as some kind of compensation, e.g., in service, to the community and to the family of the 

victim or, in fines, designed to ensure the financial support of the victim’s family or otherwise address 

damage to them.    

 

(b) Studies show that the use of the death penalty is racially biased, at least regarding the victims on behalf 

of whom it is invoked. 
9
 

 

(c) The death penalty is highly politicized. It is not infrequently sought for inappropriate reasons, such as a 

prosecutor’s or elected judge’s attempt, for  his or her own career advancement purposes, to appear “tough” 

on crime.
10

 

                                                 
8 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2d edition, revised in accordance with the official Latin text promulgated by Pope John Paul 

II, with glossary and analytical index (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1997), http://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-

teachings/what-we-believe/catechism/catechism-of-the-catholic-church/epub/index.cfm), ¶¶ 2265-67 [accessed October 28, 

2014].  
9 See, e.g., Deborah Fins, Death Row U.S.A.: Summer 2014, a quarterly report by the Criminal Justice Project of the NAACP 

Legal Defense and Education Fund, Inc. (New York, 2014) (indicating that the death penalty is overwhelmingly used to punish 

crimes against white victims), http://www.naacpldf.org/files/publications/DRUSA_Summer_2014.pdf.pdf, 7-9 [accessed October 

28, 2014]; Richard C. Dieter,  Struck by Lightning: The Continued Arbitrariness of the Death Penalty Thirty-Five Years After its 

Re-instatement in 1976, a report of the Death Penalty Information Center (“DPIC”) (Washington, D.C., 2011) 

http://www.deathpenaltyinfo.org/documents/StruckByLightning.pdf, 20-22 (death penalty more likely in cases involving white 

victims, especially where the defendant is black) [accessed October 28, 2014]; Ronald H. Weich and Carlos T. Angulo, Justice 

on Trial: Racial Disparities in the American Criminal Justice System, Leadership Conference on Civil Rights and Leadership 

Conference Education Fund (April 2000), http://www.protectcivilrights.org/pdf/reports/justice.pdf, 17-19 (death penalty more 

likely in cases involving white victims; also referring to the Baldus and Woodsworth study indicating that blacks were 

proportionally more likely to receive the death penalty than whites, in like circumstances, at least in Philadelphia during the 

period 1983-93) [accessed October 28, 2014]; United States General Accounting Office, Death Penalty Sentencing: Research 

Indicates Pattern of Racial Disparities, Report to the Senate and House Committees on the Judiciary (February 1990), 

http://www.gao.gov/assets/220/212180.pdf, 5-7 (finding, upon analysis of a broad range of studies on the issue that the death 

penalty is more likely in cases of white victims than of victims of other races, but that the data and the studies were ambiguous 

concerning whether black defendants were more likely than white defendants to receive the death penalty)[accessed October 28, 

2014).        

http://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/what-we-believe/catechism/catechism-of-the-catholic-church/epub/index.cfm
http://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/what-we-believe/catechism/catechism-of-the-catholic-church/epub/index.cfm
http://www.naacpldf.org/files/publications/DRUSA_Summer_2014.pdf.pdf
http://www.deathpenaltyinfo.org/documents/StruckByLightning.pdf
http://www.protectcivilrights.org/pdf/reports/justice.pdf,%2017-19
http://www.gao.gov/assets/220/212180.pdf
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(d)  Innocent people are regularly among those sentenced to death, as is evidenced by known and 

documented exoneration and release rates.  According to researchers at the Death Penalty Information 

Center (“DPIC”), over 140 people have been released from death row since 1973, across the nation, with 

evidence of their innocence, sometimes after decades of unjust imprisonment. The average exoneration rate 

between 1973 and 1999, DPIC maintains, was three persons per year; and between 2000 and 2011, it was 

five persons per year.
11

  

  

(e) The existing studies and surveys concerning the deterrent effect of the death penalty are ambiguous and 

methodologically flawed. 
12

 The DPIC has noted that the murder rate in the South has remained the highest 

in the nation, even though the execution rate in the southern states is also the highest in the nation; further, 

police chiefs across the country rank the death penalty last among means for reducing violent crime.
 13

  

Without clear evidence that the death penalty deters murder, there is no justification for it on that basis.  

 

(f) Execution methods are problematic. Most executions, these days, occur by lethal injection. 
14

 The drugs 

used for the purpose of inducing death in capital cases have been in increasingly short supply as more 

countries and states abandon the death penalty. 
15

 States within the United States relying on such drugs have 

been forced to moratoriums on executions or to legislation providing for execution alternatives to lethal 

drugs. 
16

 Back-up means of execution in states that still have the death penalty include electrocution, the gas 

chamber, hanging, and the firing squad. 
17

 Such barbaric means are surely out of place in a civilized society. 

Nonetheless, the Joint Interim Judiciary Committee of the Wyoming Legislature will be sponsoring a bill 

before the legislature, in the General Session beginning January of 2015, that  includes the firing squad as  

 

          

 

                                                                                                                                                             
10 McCullough Inglis, “Inglis:Don’t Politicize Death Penalty”, The Daily Iowan, December 10, 2012, 

http://dailyiowan.com/2012/12/10/Opinions/31231.html [accessed October 28, 2014]; Stephen F. Smith, “The Supreme Court 

and the Politics of Death,” 94  Va L.  Rev. 2, 297, 307-17, 328-333 ( April 2008), 

http://scholarship.law.nd.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1375&context=law_faculty_scholarship [accessed October 28, 2014]; 

Richard C. Dieter, “Killing for Votes: The Dangers of Politicizing the Death Penalty Process,” DPIC, October 1996, 

http://www.deathpenaltyinfo.org/node/379#playing [accessed October 28, 2014].  
11 DPIC, “Facts about the Death Penalty”, http://www.deathpenaltyinfo.org/documents/FactSheet.pdf, as updated October 2, 

2014, 2,  [accessed October 28, 2014]; Richard C. Dieter, Innocence and Crisis in the American Death Penalty, a report of the 

DPIC, September, 2004, http://www.deathpenaltyinfo.org/innocence-and-crisis-american-death-penalty [accessed October 28, 

2014]; see, also, Sister Helen Prejean, The Death of Innocents: An Eyewitness Account of Wrongful Executions (New York: 

Random House, 2005); Barry Scheck, Peter Neufeld, and Jim Dwyer, Actual Innocence, Five Days to Execution and Other 

Dispatches from the Wrongly Convicted (New York: Doubleday, 2000).  
12 Cf. Daniel S. Nagin and John V. Pepper, eds.,  Deterrence and the Death Penalty, a report of the National Research Council,  

Committees on Deterrence and the Death Penalty and on Law and Justice, Division of Behavioral and Social Sciences and 

Education (Washington, DC: The National Academies Press, 2012), http://www.nap.edu/download.php?record_id=13363#, 121 

[accessed October 28, 2012]; John J. Donohue and Justin Wolfers, “Uses and Abuses of Empirical Evidence in the Death Penalty 

Debate”, 58 Stan. L. Rev. 791 (January 2006), 841-45, 

http://www.stanfordlawreview.org/sites/default/files/articles/donohue_0.pdf [accessed October 28, 2014];  
13 DPIC, “Facts about the Death Penalty”, 3-4; see, also, Richard C. Dieter, Smart on Crime: Reconsidering the Death Penalty in 

a Time of Economic Crisis, National Poll of Police Chiefs Puts Capital Punishment at Bottom of Law Enforcement Priorities, a 

report of the DPIC, Washington, D.C., 2009, http://www.deathpenaltyinfo.org/documents/CostsRptFinal.pdf, 9- 11 (police chiefs 

agree that the death penalty does not operate as a deterrent)[accessed October 28, 2014].  
14DPIC,“Facts about the Death Penalty”, 4.   
15See Makiko Kitamura and Adi Narayan, “Europe Pushes to Keep Lethal Injection Drugs from U.S. Prisons,” Bloomberg 

Businessweek, February 7, 2013, http://www.businessweek.com/articles/2013-02-07/europe-pushes-to-keep-lethal-injection-

drugs-from-u-dot-s-dot-prisons [accessed October 28, 2014].  
16DPIC, “Death Penalty in Flux”, http://www.deathpenaltyinfo.org/death-penalty-flux [accessed October 28, 2014].   
17DPIC, “Facts about the Death Penalty”, 4.  

http://dailyiowan.com/2012/12/10/Opinions/31231.html
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an alternative to lethal injection because of the drug shortage problem.
18

  Please note that botched 

executions occur, and they are both grisly and inhumane. 
19

 

 

(g) Death penalty cases cost as much as three times more than imprisoning a person in a single cell at the 

highest security level for as many as forty years. 
20

 

 

(h) The death penalty does not achieve justice for victims. The immediate victims are dead.  Their 

restoration would require resurrection. An infinite loss has occurred for them and their loved ones; and the 

rest of us are left to do what we can to contain the damage and optimize the situation for the community. 

 

(i)  The death penalty optimizes nothing, when there is any other choice available; it forces the community 

to dance with death, a second time, only this time as a participant, sharing collectively in blood guilt. The 

community, in the face of any other alternative, runs the risk of becoming as callous and cold toward the 

criminal as he was toward his victim; and, from that standpoint, of becoming like him.  They are unwittingly 

swept into the posture of being both murderers and hypocrites in his execution.  An execution is traumatic 

not only for the criminal but for the entire community. 

 

(j) While the death penalty definitely removes a problematic person from the community’s midst (assuming 

that he actually is guilty), leaving him or her unable to do any more harm, it does so only by affirming the 

very barbarity it punishes, namely, murder. The moral example of a murderous State hardly sets the tone for 

a reduction of violence in the community; and, so, murder by the State is to be avoided, if at all possible.   

 

(k) The death penalty is not required, in our present circumstances in the United States,  to ensure the safety 

of the community. We have alternatives for securing our safety; so it is, in fact, unjustifiable. 

 

Eighteen states of the United States have abolished the death penalty due to considerations such as those set forth 

above. 
21

 The thirty-two that have not stand in very bad company.  Only Iran, Iraq, Somalia, and Saudi Arabia 

surpassed the U.S. in the number of reported judicial executions carried out in 2013. 
22

 Worldwide trends indicate 

that more and more of the world’s countries are leaning away from the death penalty in view of the policy arguments 

against it. 
23

 Indeed, most of the countries with which the United States has maintained friendly relations have 

abandoned it. The United States was the only country of the Americas and the only country of fifty-six member 

countries in the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe to have carried out judicially sentenced 

executions in 2013; and Japan is the only other country of the G8 to have done so. 
24

  

 

When a measure has little or nothing to recommend it from a public policy standpoint, it is time to abandon it. There 

is no shame in doing what makes sense. The death penalty does not serve the public welfare and so is, simply, bad 

policy. As people who take pride in their common sense, Wyomingites should move away from the death penalty.   

 

 

 

           

                                                 
18See Wyoming Legislative Services Office, Draft Summary of Proceedings of the Joint Interim Judiciary Committee for the 

meeting held September 11-12, 2014, in Laramie,Wyoming, 4.  
19Michael L. Radelet, Some Examples of  Post-Furman Botched Executions, a report prepared for the DPIC, 

http://www.deathpenaltyinfo.org/some-examples-post-furman-botched-executions [accessed October 28, 2014].  
20DPIC, “Facts about the Death Penalty”, 4; Richard C. Dieter, Smart on Crime: Reconsidering the Death Penalty in a Time of 

Economic Crisis, National Poll of Police Chiefs Puts Capital Punishment at Bottom of Law Enforcement Priorities, 14-22.   
21DPIC, “Facts about the Death Penalty”, 1.  
22Amnesty International, Death Sentences and Executions 2013, March 2014,  

http://www.amnestyusa.org/research/reports/death-sentences-and-executions-2013, 7 [accessed October 28, 2014].   
23 Ibid., 5-6.  
24 Ibid., 6. 
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You can help your legislators help the people of Wyoming to do so, by sending them a copy of this article with a 

note expressing your approval or by sending your own letter.
25

   

 
With good will in Christ,  

 

Donna M. Adler,  

 

Legislative Liaison and 

Communication Director, Diocese of  Cheyenne 

                                                 
25 The contact information for your legislator may be found at http://legisweb.state.wy.us/LegislatorSummary/LegislatorList.aspx.  

For more information about the death penalty, see the DPIC website at http://www.deathpenaltyinfo.org/ and the USCCB website 

at http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/death-penalty-capital-punishment/.  To take action on the 

death penalty, see the website for the Catholic Mobilizing Network to End the Death Penalty at www.catholicsmobilizing.org.  

http://legisweb.state.wy.us/LegislatorSummary/LegislatorList.aspx
http://www.deathpenaltyinfo.org/
http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/death-penalty-capital-punishment/
http://www.catholicsmobilizing.org/

