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Death Penalty

Continued from page 1

“For over 25 years, bishops in the Unit-
cd States have called into question the ne-
cessity of capital punishment in the context
of respect for all life,” observed Bishop Skyl-

stad, chairman of the U.S. Catholic Con-

ference Committee for Domestic Policy.

He said he hoped the changes in the cat-
echism “would increase the dialogue
around the death penalty and create an en-
vironment where we take a hard look at the
violence in our culture.”

But will people follow?

Atleast one local death penalty foe, how-
ever, is not optimistic that the change will
affect most Catholics.

“It may or may not,” said Clare Regan,
co-coordinator of the Reconciliation Net-
work: Don't Kill in My Name and a mem-
ber of Rochester’s Corpus Christi Parish.

“The church in the U.S.,, in fact, practi-
cally every denomination, have come out
against the death penalty,” Regan said.
“But on the pastors and the people in the
pews, it's had almost no effect. I'm hoping
that the pastors will take this seriously and
try to pass it down to the general public.”

Marvin Mich, professor of theology at

Rochester’s St. Bernard’s Institute, ac- -

knowledged that it remains to be seen how
people accept the church hierarchy's in-
creasing opposition to an issue that surveys
indicate most Catholics support.

“Again we have that situation when the
church hierarchy and much of the theo-
logical cominunity is percolating on an is-
sue, but how does that trickle down into the
grass-roots?” Mich speculated.

A troubled past

History shows that the church’s leader-
ship has itself undergone several changes in
thinking on the issue.

Megivern noted that because they left
few writings on the topic it is difficult to tell
how the early Christians felt about the
death penalty.

“One might have thought that, since it is
under (the harsh Roman penal) code that
Jesus himself was cruelly and unjustly exe-

cuted, his followers could have had special
reason to be critical of the practice,” Me-
givern wrote. But, he said, “there is unfor-
tunately not very much to go by.”

Megivern added, however, that the paci-
fist stance of the early Christians suggests
that “certainly some of them were against
capital punishment.”

As the church became more entwined
with the government, early Christian the-
ologians and writers began to address the
issue, but with mixed messages, he ob-
served. Origen(185254) for example, de-
fended the state’s right to execute male-
factors, but prohibited Christians from
taking part in such killing.

One of the most ambiguous messages
was left by St. Augustine of Hippo (354-
430), whose writings were used to justify
Christian violence in the centuries since,
Megivern noted. But, he contends, St. Au-
gustine has been misinterpreted.

“He wasn't going to deny that the state
had the power to defend itself when ab-
solutely necessary,” Megivern said. “But he
found few cases where it was absolutely nec-

Thus while maintaining the theoretical
right of the state to execute people, St. Au-
gustine regularly tried to prevent execu-
tions. In one instance, he even pleaded for
clemency for some heretics convicted of
killing one priest and mutilating another.

Unfortunately, the full record of St. Au-
gustine’s writings on the issue was not stud-
ied until early this century, Megivern not-
ed. Thus his pro-death penalty statements
were used for centuries to justify capital
punishment by state and church.

Another theologian whose writings have
been used frequently to support the death
penalty is St. Thomas Aquinas. But Me-
givern said that to understand Aquinas’
support for the death penalty, one must
understand the time in which he lived.

During Aquinas’ lifetime, Holy Roman
Emperor Frederick II was involved in vio-
lent disputes with the papacy. Aquinas’
own brother, Rinaldo, was executed for
plotting to kill Frederick.

Aquinas was caught in the middle of a
complex and confusing situation, Me-
givern acknowledged.

In his arguments to justify executions,

Aquinas resorted to comparing the con-
demned to gangrenous parts of the body.
In arguing this, Mich pointed out,
Aquinas was working with a world view that
emphasized the state over the individual.
“What I see as the underlying judgment
is that the common good is more impor-
tant than individual rights,” Mich said.
“Thomas’ view was that it's okay to cut off
the gangrenous limb to save the body.”
Thus, Mich added, the killing of the
wrongdoer was needed in order to help
save the body of the church or society. In
Aquinas’ reasoning, the executions thus
had a “medicinal” purpose. Aquinas also
argued that executions served as a deter-
rent to keep others from joining heretical
groups, and that they were a legitimate
form of justice in dealing with wrongdoers.
The wars against heretics within the
church and in breakaway churches in the
centuries after Aquinas, and the church’s
role as civil state, also led to continued
church acceptance of the death penalty,
Megivern noted.

Winds of change
The growing opposition to the death
penalty in secular society began around the
time of the Enlightenment in the 18th cen-
tury, Megivern noted. The rights and dig-
nity of the individual began to become
more important than the rights of the state.
More voices were raised against the death
penalty in the subsequent two centuries,
leading to the current state in which the ma-
jor Western nations have all abolished the
death penalty — except the United States.
In the Catholic Church, the seeds of
change were planted in the 1940s, Me-
givern said. Pope Pjus XII's 1943 encycli-
cal, Divino Afflante Spiritu, allowed Catholic
theologians to use new scholarly methods
in biblical studies, permitting reassessment
of Bible verses that had been used to justi-
fy the death penalty. And the pope’s 1943
encyclical, Mystici Corporis Christi, opened
the door to dialogue with Protestanis.
The trend accelerated with the Second
Vatican Council (1962-65) and Pope John
XXIH's 1963 encyclical, Pacem in Terris.
“One of the signs of the times that John
XXIII was talking about was the dignity of
the human person,” Megivern explained.

Meanwhile, the council’s documents de-
fend the rights and dignity of the individ-
ual and redefined the church’s relationship
with the world, Megivern explained.

Those views helped to provide the basis
for reevaluating the church’s death penal-
ty position. Individual human dignity was
emphasized; a person could no longer be
regarded as merely a “gangrenous” limb
that could simply be amputated.

After the council, Catholics became in-
creasingly vocal on the issue. At their 1974
meeting, the U.S. bishops approved (108
63) a resolution stating, “The United States
Catholic Conference goes on record as op-
posed to capital punishment.” The resolu-
tion was passed after the bishops rejected
a more comprehensive statement 119-103.

After that vote, the U.S. bishops con-
sulted the Pontifical Commission for Jus-
tice and Peace, which issued a response in
1976 that helped to move rejection of the
death penalty forward.

In the document, the commission wrote,
“the US. bishops have spoken out and act-
ed firmly in defense of life against abortion
and euthanasia. ... There is an inner logic
that would call Catholics, with their sense
of the sacredness of life, to be consistent in
this defense and to extend it to the practice
of capital punishment.”

In 1980, the bishops approved a stronger
“Statement on Capital Punishment.”

In that document, they cited difficulties
with the death penalty, including the fact
that it eliminates the chance of reform for
the convicted; that innocent people have
been executed and continue to be convict-
ed of capital crimes; and sentencing is often
unfair and tinged by racism.

The tide of church statements. against
the death penalty continued, Megivern not-
ed, with Pope John Paul II's Evangelium Vi-
tae (1995), setting the stage for the current
virtual rejection of the death penalty.

Megivern said the next step is, indeed,
the total rejection of the death penalty.

“It may then well be time for advocating
the final step, the complete abolition, even

- prohibition, of capital punishment as an

anomalous exception that wormed its way
into earlier forms of Christian ethics but
which is beyond all justification today,” he

said.
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Business
Opportunities

Wanted to Buy

Furniture, Trunks, Clocks,
Sterling and China, Linnens.

Wanted: complete estates and house- | .

Independertty Owned & Operaiad

Electricians

DARE TO TRY AVON Earn Nyt X
extra $$. Be you own boss. To c:,’..cfga- al ;:lcn}f,,f‘;r.,ﬁash or L ll EEé-cA.'NRIC
seit or buy, call Sharon p) .
716-621-3075. 3 ‘%byue" For ALL Your Etecricas N
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Card of Thanks — — Licensed & Fully Insured
THANK YOU all saints who ~ PROPERTY . 716-436-8290 @
have helped for favors
recewved. DB : Houses -

Heating &
i ANDY. KANE REALTY . oy .

Miscellaneous Serving the diocese for 25 Air Conditioning
MEMORIES, verbal, written, years! Selling, buying, renting. = ~
pictures. Ceremony of monu- 716-482-3200. Hicks Home Heating
ment dedicated to Jesuit mis- . Call us for Winter Comfort!
sionages who :azored among Apartments Heat & Air Conditioning
the Seneca Indians 1668. Unfurnished Specialists
Dedication took place Oct. 27, « Sales - sf:-pe + Installation
1933. Honeoye Fails. Contact ~ APARTMENT FOR RENT 3 Family Owned & Operated
H.S. 9 Sandy Bottom Rd. rooms, includes heat, hot 4944848

Honeoye 14471.

Help Wanted

EARN MONEY READING
books! $30,000/yr. income
potential. Details
800-513-4343, ext. Y-1467.

water & appliances. $300 per
month. Call 482-6195.

[MIDTOWN MANOR APARTMENTS
FOR AGE 50 AND OLDER

Convenient Downtown Location.
w&pm Onatiadm

Home Improvement

MASONRY REPAIR: brick
steps, basements, patchwork.
Glass block basement win-
dows. Reasonable. 35 yrs.

exp. 716-323-1007. Al Meyvis, -
" 8.

AMERICAN

MASONRY & CHIMNEY
CHIMNEY

865-4170

663-7360

Moving & Hauling

K-D Moving & =
Storage, Inc. -
Experience in office,
household moving and
deliveries.
Big or Small, We do them Al
473«66 10/473-4357
23 Ardington St. Rochester NY 14607
NYDOT#9657

Painting
& Walicovering

BURG-MASTER
PAINTING/PAPERHANGING,
texture ceilings, walls, ceilings
repaired, rugs shampooed.
Insured, powerwashing. Dan
Burgmaster 716-663—0827

Basement walls repaired, painted &
waterproofed. Interior/exterior
painting, garages. porches, etc.

Homes power washed,
gutter cleaning, driveway sealing.
Small jobs welcome.
Senior Discount - Free Estimates.
Certified - 20 Years Experience

AL MEYVIS, JR.

323-2876 - 3924435

« Roof Repairs « Siding «
* Replacement Windows »
+ Seemless Aluminum Gutters -
+ Gutter Cleaning + Ice Problems «

671-3270 Pl
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