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Hanging is in the news: “Crowds cheer as Bahamas hangs killers… Three hangings a day for 
nine killers…  A call for a co-ordinated approach to the death penalty in the Caribbean.”  Even 
the foreign-used car dealers used the image of the noose in a full-page advertisement in response 
to this year’s budget! 
     Hanging is current and controversial – perhaps not controversial enough.  Statistics seem to 
indicate that a large majority of the population are in favour of it.  Where should the Christian 
stand?  Bible passages are used in support of the death penalty – giving it a kind of divine 
legitimisation?  Unfortunately, these passages are often used out of context, the most oft-quoted 
one in recent times being “An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” (Exodus 21:24).  This is 
repeated even by those who seldom refer to the Bible in daily conversation.  Why is this passage 
so familiar to so many people? 
     Jewish scholars point out that 36 capital offences are found in the Mosaic Law, including 
adultery, blasphemy, kidnapping, murder, rape, violations of filial duty and violation of the 
Sabbath.  One function of the juridical death threat in the Old Testament was to lay down a 
solemn warning to the people about the extreme seriousness of certain offences.  The infamous 
“eye for an eye” was intended to curb revenge that was out of proportion to the crime.  By the 
time of the Talmud there was a strong Jewish sentiment against the death penalty. 
     Jesus himself was unjustly condemned to death under harsh Roman law.  For the first three 
centuries, Christians were likely to be concerned about the death penalty only from the victim’s 
viewpoint.  When Christianity became the official religion of the empire, Christians brought little 
that was new to an understanding of the death penalty.  There was merely a switch as to who the 
victims were. 
     Over the centuries, Christianity has tried to hold in tension the commitment to the non-violent 
ideals of Jesus, and its belief in the right of the State to punish murderers.  Both Protestants and 
Catholics have not only supported the death penalty, but have even used it against each other as a 
mechanism for maintaining religious uniformity. 
     There has been a shift in the teaching and pastoral practice of the Church in the last 30 years.  
The presumption against taking human life has been strengthened and the exceptions made even 
more restrictive.  We are challenged to view life as a seamless garment, to defend and foster life 
from womb to tomb, and to see a relationship between abortion, the death penalty, euthanasia 
and the socio-economic issues of justice. 
     In Pope John Paul II’s encyclical Evangelium Vitae (1995), he says that one of the signs of 
hope in our world today is “the growing public opposition to the death penalty” (#27).  He goes 
on to say that its use is only acceptable in cases of absolute necessity, i.e. “when it would be 
impossible otherwise to defend society” (56).  The 1997 definitive edition of The Catechism of 
the Catholic Church echoes the encyclical and says that such instances are “practically non-
existent” in today’s world given the resources available to governments for restraining criminals. 
     We see that Catholic teaching on the death penalty has developed, just as our teaching on 
slavery did.  Jesus does not speak explicitly about the death penalty, but in John 8:2-11, when he 
is asked to support it in the case of the woman accused of adultery, he simply says: “let the one 
who is without sin cast the first stone.”  He recognised her potential for reform and he 
challenged her to this. But he also challenged those who sought her death to recognise what was 
within them – their lack of forgiveness, their subtle desires for revenge, etc. 



     Murderers have committed horrific crimes and must be punished; however we too often 
demonise these men and women, oblivious to the demons within ourselves, and to the demons of 
poverty and drugs that so often are at the root of violent crime. 
     We must actively support those whose lives have been traumatised by violent crime; the death 
penalty, however, falsely promises them closure.  Their deep hurt and anger cannot be healed 
through the imposition, albeit legally, of more violence.  The death penalty merely 
institutionalises revenge and brutality, and reduces the possibility of repentance and 
rehabilitation. 
     Biblical writers use the image of the Divine Breath to convey God’s power to create (Gen. 
2:7), to re-create (Ezekiel 37:1-6,10), and to bring new life beyond fear and death (Jn. 20:19-22).  
Our life and the life of God are literally a “conspiracy”’ a breathing together.  Life is the very 
breath of God within us; that is what we mean when we speak of the sacredness of human life.  
No human life, no matter how wretched, is without worth. 
     In the Gospels, Jesus witnesses to the sacredness of human life and offers us an alternative to 
violence.  His vision of the Reign of God offers an alternative to the exclusion and suffering that 
is so much a part of society; his words and deeds tell of God’s boundless love for the innocent 
and the guilty, and before his own execution he forgave the executioners.  His Resurrection is the 
ultimate sign of hope beyond suffering, brutality, death and despair. 
     In the light of the Christian message, can we be comfortable when our only response to 
brutality is to imitate it?    
 


