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Would the pOpce OK
Saddam’s execultlon"

A week or so before
Christmas, Cardinal Renato
Martino, head of the Pontif-
ical Coungil for Justice and
: Peace, created a minor stir
when he expressed “pity”
1 and “compassion” for Iraq's
& former dictator, Saddam

} Hussein, and a concern that

hlS capture might even do
_more harm than good.

*1 feel pity to see this man
d destroyed, [the military]

3 looking at his teeth as if he

*: were a cow,” Cardinal Mar-

1 tino said. “They could have’

i1 spared us these pictures. ...
¥ Seeing him like this, a man
; in his tragedy, despite all the
heaVy blame he bears, I had
# a sense of compassion for
: him.“
Cardinal Martino made
i his remarks at a press con-
4 ference presenting Pope
John Paul II's annual mes-
1 sage for the World Day of
4 Peace, Jan. 1. Reaction to his
remarks sparked outrage
from many sectors, and ex-
4 panded into the more ethi-
# cally serious issue of capital
4 punishment. In a television
& interview, President George
¥ W. Bush expressed his per-

‘@ sonal view that Saddam

should be executed, but
& quickly added that the mat-
g ter was one for the-Iraqgi
4 people to decide.

The president’s view is’

% undoubtedly shared by a
% majority of Americans, in-
& cluding Catholics.

4§ Until recently, the church
g taught that the taking of a
i human life can be morally
¥ justified in self-defense; in
# the course of a just war; and
§ in the execution by civil au-
¥ thorities of one convicted of
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-a capital crime.

The first two conditions
remain firmly in place. The
third condition, eroding
over the years, is now,in full
retreat. ¢

In 1980 the U.S. Catholic
bishops issued a statement
opposing the use of capital
punishment and challenging
the argument that it deters
others from committing
murder.- The bishops said
that. the deterrence factor
had not been established sta-
tistically. Catholic theolo-
gians had been moving even
earlier in the same. dlrec-
tion.

The coup de grace came
in 1995 dn Pope John Paul
II's encyclical, Evangelium
vitae (“The Gospel of Life”),

y\in which the pope noted that
‘there is “a growing tenden-

cy, both in the Church and in

civil society, to demand that .

{the death penalty] be ap-
plied in a very limited way
or even that it be abolished
completely” (n. 56). The
pope allied himself with this
View.

Citing the Catech;srr of
the Catholic Church (n.
2266), he pointed out that the

primary purpose of soci- |

ety’s punishment of a crimi-

- improvements”

nal 1s “to redress the disor-
der g.aused by the offensé.”

This can be done in almost
everly instance, said the

pope, without resorting to
the j*xecution of the crimi-
nal. |

Cépital punishment, he in-
sisted, should be employed

* only| “when it would not be

possible otherwise to defend
sociéty.” Given the “steady

pendl systems, however,
“suc;h cases are very rare if
not prar‘tlcally non-exis-
tent. )

Onle might have thought
that the crime committed

“less than a month later by

Timothy McVeigh, who blew
up a federal building in Ok-

lahoma City, killing scores’

of inpocent people, would
meet! the pope’s exception
rule. But the pope personal-
ly appealed (unsuccessful-
ly) tb President Bush to
'commute McVelgh S sen-
tence to life in prison.

Cardinal  Joseph Rat-
zinger, head of the Vatican's
Congregation for the Doc-
trine of the Faith, remarkpd
on thq occasion of the pope’s
new | encyclical that its
teacl')mg on capital punish-
mentl was “an important
doctrinal advance” and indi-
cateq that the Catechism
‘woull have to be amended
accordingly.

Do s anyone seriously
doubt what position the pope
will take if a tribunal impos-
es the death penalty on Sad-
dam Hussein?

Fathér McBrien is a profes-
sor of theology at the Uni-
versiqy of Notre Dame.
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Crops aren’t
‘silver bullet’
for hunger

To the editor:

In his eolumn, “Debate on
‘altered foods’ works
against the hungry”

(Catholic Courier, Dec. 11), -
George Weigel implies that -

Catholic leaders shouid sup-
port the cultivation of ge-
netically modified (GM)
crops by poor third-world
farmers. Unfortunately,

while this approach may -

provide short-term hunger
relief, it is not a silver bullet
for long-term food security
in places like Zambia. First,
there are ecological con-
cerns. GM crops are typi-
cally planted in large
amounts, reducing crop di-
versity, and contributing to

hastened depletion of soil,

air, and water quality. GM
farming practices also en-
courage farmers to discard
indigenous varieties. In
Africa, over 2,000 native
roots, tubers, fruits, and
grains that have fed people
for thousands of years have
been bypassed to concen-
trate on “modern varieties”

such as GM corn and soy- ;

beans. There are also eco-
nomic and social concerns.
Like the U.S., a handful of
large-scale farmers may
benefit from planting GM
crops, but.the multitude of
small producers cannot af-
ford them. Furthermore,
millions of landless workers
find their jobs replaced by

machinery. The reality is

most third-world families
need help with subsistence
farming and finding mean-
ingful work!

Agencies such as Catholic
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Relief Services (www.

catholicrelief.org) support

people-centered farming
systems that encourage lo-
cal decision-making, crop di-
versity, traditional crops,
natural pest management,
and soil conservation. Plant-
ing high-yield GM food may

have a role to play in this -

mix. However, most compa-
nies selling GM seeds- are
not interested in small-to-
moderate-sized plots of
crops that supply food to
households and local mar-

kets. These are “small pota-*

toes” for companies inter-
ested in the heavy volume of
luxury goods and interna-
tional trade. Please encour-
age Catholic leaders to sup-
port participatory food

systems that not only feed’

the hungry, but empower
these same citizens to en-

sure food security for future -

generations.
Matthew Griffin
" Mountainbrow Terrace

Corning -

Sacraments

strengthen us

To the editor: :

I would like to add to the
letter of Jane Stalica in the
Nov. 20 Catholic Courier
(“Tapes offer faith review”).

This letter contains beauti-

ful thoughts on the sacra-
ments of Eucharist and
Penance. Also, the writer is
especially concerned with
general absolution, and
rightly so, since we have
been using Rite Three —
without individual confes-
sion — for a generation!

The late Father Bar-
tholomew J. O'Brien re-
minds us of even more pow-
er of frequent confession in
his booklet “PRAY (A Mini
Course in Spirituality).” Be-
sides washing away sin “the
Sacrament pours courage
into a person, it renders
one’s conscience delicate; it
opens one's eyes to imper-
fections; it awakens dread
and fear of evil; and it keeps
one aware of Satan.” These
are tremendous benefits so
needed in our secular word
today.

Prayer, patience and hope
is needed for our Church sit-
uation. We have great en-
couragement in our Holy

th
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