
Pastor’s page: “Love your enemies” and the death penalty 

You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your 
enemy’; but I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute 
you, that you may be children of your heavenly Father....” (Matthew 5. 38-44) 

      Terrorist attacks and racially motivated killings evoke intense feelings. 
Anger, outrage, fear and the desire for revenge and retaliation, burn 
powerfully within us. But purifying prayer to the Holy Spirit and critical 
analysis, can change our hearts. 

       Five years ago, on April 15, 2013, at the site of the Boston Marathon, two 
bomb explosions took the lives of three including an eight-year-old boy; and 
seriously wounded over 200.  The state of Massachusetts has abolished the 
death penalty; but the federal government has not. What is the moral, 
Christian response to the evil done to us? A federal jury convicted the 
bomber, and he was given the death penalty. Four years later he remains in 
prison. Interestingly, residents of Massachusetts overwhelmingly favored life 
imprisonment! 

       This past week, Pope Francis revised the Catholic Catechism’s traditional 
teaching that the death penalty may be used by a society in extreme cases; 
namely when lifetime imprisonment in a secure facility is not possible. Pope 
Francis declared that the death penalty is unacceptable in all cases. He went 
on to say that the Catholic Church would work “with determination” for the 
abolition of capital punishment worldwide. Executions, Francis stated, are 
unacceptable because they are an attack on human dignity. (Most countries 
have eliminated capital punishment. Nearly every country in Europe and 
Latin America has already banned the death penalty.)   

          When polls have been taken in the United States in recent years, a 
majority of Catholics supported the death penalty.  As devout Catholics our 
consciences are formed primarily by our personal and ongoing friendship 
with Christ in prayer, and further informed by the teaching authority of our 
pope in concert with the bishops of the world. With the clear teaching of the 
Catholic Church now opposing the death penalty, support for it by Catholics 
will need to end.  



      The pope’s pro-life statement on will lead us to prayerfully meditate on 
this teaching, and allow that meditation on the dignity of the human person to 
infiltrate our Catholic consciences, and soften our hearts. The core values of 
the gospel and the teachings of Christ tell us that life is the most precious gift. 
We must do all in our power to preserve life, to safeguard it and promote it. 
For those convicted of capital crimes, life imprisonment without an 
opportunity for parole is the just solution. 

        “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.” 
The path of vengeance and retribution leads to more vengeance and 
destruction, in an ever escalating spiral of hate and retaliation.  As Christians 
we actively seek to break that spiral! 

      May the Holy Spirit strengthen us for the exceedingly difficult challenge of 
forgiveness and reconciliation in our personal lives, and in the laws of our 
nation. 

Peace, Father Bruce 

 

 


