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Burying the Executioner’s Ax:  

A Christian Rejection of Capital Punishment 

 

 

“You have heard that it was said,  

„an eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.‟  

But I say to you, do not retaliate by evil means.‟”
1
  

   Matthew 5:38-39 

 

 

 

Not Your Forefather’s Death Penalty.  

  

 In the past half century most of the major Christian churches in America have come out 

against the death penalty. But church leaders and theologians calling for the abolition of capital 

punishment have had to face three challenges. First, even as a rising tide of churches took public 

stands against the death penalty, an increasing majority of American Christians reported that they 

support capital punishment. By the late 1990s roughly three quarters of Americans claimed to 

support the death penalty. Second, most of these Christians (and most major Christian thinkers 

who have written on this topic in the last two millennia) see their position as grounded in the 

Bible. And, third, the churches‟ current opposition to capital punishment reverses a long standing 

support that reaches back at least to Ambrose and Augustine in the fourth century. As a result, 

Christian opponents of the death penalty find themselves faced with a widely popular practice 

which seems firmly grounded in both Scripture and tradition. 

 

 By itself, the current widespread support for the death penalty among American 

Christians is not an insuperable obstacle. There was a time when most American Christians 

supported slavery, or opposed giving women the vote. And as recently as the 1970s most 

Americans opposed the death penalty. Hearts and minds can be changed, particularly if people 

are presented with persuasive arguments and information regarding the harms and injustices of 

capital punishment, and if they are offered realistic alternatives providing a fit punishment and 

adequate protection for the community.  

 

 A recent survey of American Catholics indicates that a twenty-five year campaign by the 

US Bishops (with a good deal of help from people like Sr. Helen Prejean) has helped cut 

Catholic support for the death penalty from a recent high of 68% to just 48%. Pollster John 

Zogby reports that a third of US Catholics who once supported the death penalty now oppose it 

and that as church attendance increases for Catholics, support for the death penalty drops. 

Congregations can be persuaded by good theological and moral arguments.  

 

 The fact that Christians have long used the Bible to justify the death penalty does not 

prove capital punishment is moral, or Christian. Biblical passages have been cited in defense of 

slavery, segregation and slaughtering crusades. Still, the longstanding use of the Bible to justify 

                                                 
1
 See Michael L. Westmoreland-White and Glen Stassen, “Biblical perspectives on the Death Penalty,” in Erik C. 

Owens, John D. Carlson, and Eric P. Elshtain, eds., Religion and the Death Penalty: A Call for Reckoning (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2004) 123-138, at 133-134. 
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capital punishment does require that Christian abolitionists address these scriptural texts and 

present persuasive biblical arguments against capital punishment.  

 

 But Christian proponents must also acknowledge a serious problem with using the Bible 

to defend capital punishment, which is that hardly any of them would support what the Bible 

actually has to say about putting people to death.  

 

 No serious Christians would consent to executing people for the more than two dozen 

offenses listed as capital crimes in the Bible, including: sorcery; improper touching of tabernacle 

furniture; blasphemy; profaning the Sabbath; false prophesy; idolatry; bearing false witness; 

kidnapping; negligent homicide; rebelling against, cursing, or striking one‟s parents; contempt of 

court; keeping dangerous livestock; adultery; bestiality; male homosexual relations; prostitution; 

sexual relations during menstruation; various forms of incest; rape; and falsely claiming to be a 

virgin at the time of one‟s marriage.  

 

 And no serious Christian proponents of capital punishment would permit death row 

inmates to be stoned, burned, decapitated, strangled, or crucified. Indeed, hardly any would 

support public executions in the town square or at the city gate.  

 

 Curiously enough, modern Christian proponents of the death penalty also tend to reject 

biblical requirements that no one be put to death without the testimony of two eye witnesses 

(Deuteronomy 19:15 and Numbers 35:30), or that the rich not be able to “ransom” their way out 

of an execution (Numbers 35:31). Those who cite “an eye for an eye” rarely complain about 

people being executed based on circumstantial evidence, or about the overwhelming number of 

the poor on death row. 

 

 Nor does the long tradition of Christian support for capital punishment prove that the 

practice is right, particularly if – as many of these churches now believe – the circumstances 

have changed. Christians no longer believe that slavery or segregation is right, or that charging 

interest on a loan is wrong. Still, reversing a tradition reaching back nearly two millennia 

requires a set of persuasive arguments.     

 

 And, again, Christian proponents who turn to medieval and ancient authorities to justify 

the death penalty would almost certainly reject the extensive use and barbaric forms of this 

penalty accepted by our religious forefathers.  

 

 Hardly any contemporary Christians would support executing people for the nearly 350 

capital crimes found in Britain at the time of the American Revolution, offenses including petty 

theft, counterfeiting stamps, killing rabbits or cutting down trees in a public park. Nor would 

they tolerate people being boiled in oil, flayed alive, burned at the stake, impaled, drawn and 

quartered, beheaded, or tortured on the rack. Most would find it abhorrent to execute children as 

young as eight, or mentally retarded persons incapable of understanding the crimes they were 

accused of or the penalty being inflicted upon them. 

 

 So, although Christian proponents might argue that the Bible and tradition are on their 

side, hardly any modern Christian proponents of the death penalty would defend the broad and 
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barbaric use of this punishment described in the Bible or sanctioned by Christians of earlier ages. 

The conflict is not between those who wish to be faithful to the Bible and Christian tradition and 

those who wish to reverse it. The debate is about whether the evolving Christian stance on the 

death penalty should now, at long last, embrace abolition. 

 

The Shifting Tide of History. 

 

 History, at least, seems clearly on the side of the abolitionists. Most nations and churches 

have turned against what was long a universal practice, and even in places where it is still 

allowed the list of capital crimes has shrunk to a handful of offenses, and nearly all the 

traditional forms of execution have been eliminated.  

 

 When Cesare Beccaria wrote the first modern assault on the death penalty in 1764, no 

nation condemned the practice. By 1871 five European nations had either abolished or 

discontinued the practice. By the 1960s France, Ireland, Spain and Greece were the only non-

Communist European nations that had not abolished the death penalty, and even these countries 

had practically eliminated its use. By 2004 there were 84 nations that had abolished the death 

penalty for all crimes, and the tally of those that had eliminated capital punishment by law or 

practice was up to 120. Only 76 countries still retain and use the death penalty, and in each of the 

last five years fewer than half of them have actually put someone to death. Indeed, for several 

years over 90% of executions have taken place in just four nations: China, Iran, Viet Nam and 

the United States.   

 

 Since 1985 fifty nations have abolished the death penalty for ordinary or all crimes, and 

only four have reintroduced capital punishment. Two have either re-abolished the death penalty 

or ceased executing persons. The other two have yet to execute anyone. 

 

 Four international treaties now call for the abolition of capital punishment. The Second 

Optional Protocol to the United Nation‟s International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

and the Protocol to the American Convention on Human Rights to Abolish the Death Penalty call 

for the complete elimination of the death penalty, with a possible exception for wartime crimes. 

Protocol No. 6 to the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental 

Freedoms calls for the abolition of the death penalty in peacetime, and Protocol No. 13 to the 

European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms calls for 

the complete abolition of capital punishment.  

 

 Although most Christian churches had long accepted capital punishment, nearly all the 

mainline denominations in the United States have now called for an end to the death penalty. 

This cloud of witnesses includes: the American Baptists, the General Conference of General 

Baptists, the Church of the Brethren, the Bruderhof Communities, the Disciples of Christ, the 

Episcopal Church USA, the Evangelical Lutheran Church, the General Conference Mennonite 

Church, the Orthodox Church in America, the United Methodist Church, the Moravian Church, 

the Presbyterian Church (USA), the Reformed Church in America, the US Catholic Bishops‟ 

Conference, the Society of Friends (Quakers), the Unitarian Universalist Church, the United 

Church of Christ, and the National Council of the Churches of Christ.      
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 Even in the United States, the world‟s fourth leading practitioner of capital punishment, 

support is weakening. Nearly a thousand persons have been executed since the death penalty was 

reintroduced in 1976, and over 3,400 prisoners currently await execution in US. Still, the number 

of persons executed in 2004 was the lowest since 1998, and the number sentenced to death was 

the lowest since 1976. Until recently the United States led the world in the execution of juvenile 

offenders, but in 2005 the Supreme Court ruled that putting such persons to death was 

unconstitutional, and in 2002 the high court finally outlawed the execution of the mentally 

retarded. Throughout the nation juries in every state but Texas and New Mexico are now offered 

and increasingly choose the option of imposing a life sentence without parole.  

 

The Biblical Arguments. 
 

 Christian support for capital punishment has long relied on a handful of biblical passages: 

Genesis 9:6, Exodus 21:23-25, and Romans 13:1-7.  Before addressing those passages and 

offering some biblical arguments against capital punishment, we should note several points. 

 

 First, all of the biblical passages calling for the death penalty “are found in the first five 

books of the Bible; none appears in the prophets, the writings, or the New Testament, which do 

not teach the death penalty.”
2
 Indeed, not only does the New Testament fail to “teach the death 

penalty,” but Jesus‟ radical and consistent demand that his followers reject vengeance and 

embrace forgiveness places a major roadblock in the way of any Christian attempt to construct a 

biblical justification for capital punishment.  

 

 Second, much of the Mosaic Law regarding the death penalty was meant to reduce the 

level of violence in society, preventing escalating blood feuds that avenged their victims seven or 

seventy fold. These passages were not written to command that a life be taken for a life, but to 

forbid anyone from ever taking more than one life.  

 

 Third, it is not clear ancient Israelites understood these biblical passages as requiring 

them to actually execute offenders. Leading Rabbinic scholars of the second century of the 

common era argued that biblical mandates about capital punishment were a symbolic reminder 

of the importance of following God‟s law, but that legal and moral requirements made it 

practically impossible to execute anyone.
3
  

 

 Fourth, for three centuries after the death of Jesus leading Christian authors argued that 

Christians were forbidden to participate in the death penalty. Even though writers like Justin 

Martyr, Tertullian, Origen and Cyprian of Carthage accepted the state‟s authority to execute 

criminals, they argued that Christians could not in conscience order or carry out such killings.
4
    

 

 Passages in Support of Capital Punishment. 

                                                 
2
 Westmoreland-White and Stassen, “Biblical perspectives on the Death Penalty,” 124. 

 
3
 David Novak, “Can Capital Punishment Ever Be Justified in the Jewish Tradition?” in Owens, Carlson, and 

Elshtain, eds., Religion and the Death Penalty (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2004) 35-41. 

  
4
  E. Christian Brugger, Capital Punishment and Roman Catholic Moral Tradition (Notre Dame, IN: University of 

Notre Dame Press, 2003) 75-84. 
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 Genesis 9:6  

  

 “If anyone sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for in the image of 

God has man been made.” For centuries Christian proponents of the death penalty have argued 

that this passage relates God‟s command to execute murderers. But contemporary biblical 

scholarship has shown that Genesis 9:6 is not a piece of divine legislation at all, but a proverb. 

Unlike biblical legislation, the passage is written in poetic form, and does not express God‟s 

command to execute murderers, but reflects human wisdom about what happens to those who 

turn to violence – “they reap what they sow.”  

 

 Jesus utters a nearly identical proverb in Matthew 26:52, instructing his disciple to put 

away his sword, “for all who take the sword will perish by the sword.” In what biblical scholars 

claim is Jesus‟ own interpretation of Genesis 9:6, Christ warns his disciple against the use of 

violence, because it only begets more bloodshed – not because God commands that he be 

executed.  

   

 Of course, if Genesis 9:6 is a divine command, it demands more than the execution of 

murderers. If “anyone” who takes a human life must be put to death, there is to be no exception 

for accidental homicides, or for children or the mentally incompetent. 

 

 Moreover, Genesis 9:6 does not call upon the government to carry out these executions, 

but presumes that the victim‟s relatives will avenge themselves. So, Genesis 9:6 would not 

command the death penalty, but blood-feuds and gang wars. 

 

 Exodus 21:23-25  
 

 Christian proponents of capital punishment have long argued that putting murderers to 

death is justified by the Bible‟s call for “life for life, eye for eye, (and) tooth for tooth,” found in 

Exodus 21:23- 25, Leviticus 24:19, and Deuteronomy 19:19-21. According to the lex talionis, or 

law of retaliation, retributive and biblical justice demand a punishment that matches or fits the 

crime, and that capital punishment is the penalty that best responds to murder. Take a life, lose a 

life, the argument goes.  

 

 The first problem with the “eye for an eye” defense is that the lex talionis was not meant 

to defend capital punishment against those calling for mercy or forgiveness, but to restrain those 

calling for vengeance. The biblical command about a life for a life and an eye for an eye forbid 

victims and their families from taking seven or seventy lives for a life, and was meant to 

interrupt the escalating violence of blood-feuds, not to command that all killers be executed. 

 

 A second problem is that even the passages calling for retaliation do not apply a rule of 

exact retribution. Immediately following Exodus 21:23-25 we read that slaves loosing an eye or 

tooth from a beating should be set free, not that the master should lose his eye or tooth. Just 

before Leviticus 24:19 the Lord commands that those who curse God are to be stoned, not cursed 

in return. And in Deuteronomy 19:19-21 the punishment for false testimony is not to have lies 
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told about you, but to be put to death. The law of retaliation calls for punishments that fit (and do 

not exceed) the crime, but not necessarily for penalties that mirror the original offense. 

 

 The third problem with the “eye for an eye” argument is no one today believes we should 

actually take out the eye of someone who has blinded another person, or punish anyone by taking 

a “tooth for tooth, hand for hand, (or) foot for foot.” Nor do we any longer believe in imposing a 

“burn for burn, bruise for bruise, wound for wound.”  

 

 We do not beat assailants, rape rapists, molest molesters, burn arsonists, or torture 

torturers (or at least we ought not to). We do not impose these kinds of penalties because we find 

them brutal and barbaric, because we do not wish to become rapists, torturers, molesters, 

arsonists or assailants, and because we do not wish to ask other people to become rapists or 

torturers for us.  

 

 Still, the most serious problem with any Christian using “an eye for and eye” to defend 

capital punishment is that Jesus completely reformed this rule. In Matthew 5:38-39 Jesus tells his 

audience, “You have heard that it was said, „an eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.‟ But I say 

to you, do not retaliate by evil means.‟” Instead of a burn for a burn and a stripe for a stripe, 

Christians are to turn the other cheek, hand over their cloak and walk the extra mile. They are to 

resist evil, not by mirroring the violence of their enemies, but by interrupting the cycle of 

violence through transformative acts that oppose evil and injustice without succumbing to 

vengeful and violent means.    

 

 Romans 13: 3-4  
 

 “For rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you 

want to be free from fear of the one in authority? Then do what is right and he will commend 

you? For he is God's servant to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear 

the sword for nothing. He is God's servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the 

wrongdoer.”   

 

 Christian defenses of capital punishment have relied upon Romans 13 more than any 

other New Testament passage, arguing that Paul recognizes the state‟s right to punish criminals, 

even with death. Civil authority is empowered by God to use its sword to execute wrongdoers. 

 

 But Romans 13 also seems to demand an unquestioning loyalty to the state that most 

American Christians would reject. “He who rebels against authority,” we read in 13:2, “rebels 

against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring God‟s judgment upon 

themselves.” What about the American Revolution, or the rebellions against communist regimes 

that brought down the Soviet Union? Were these rebellions against God? If taken literally, 

Romans 13 claims too much authority for the state, and calls upon Christians to tolerate too 

much injustice. The mere fact that the state has the “sword” cannot be proof it should be obeyed, 

or has the right to execute.  

 

 Nor is it clear the “sword” mentioned in Romans 13:4 refers to the executioner‟s blade. In 

general, the sword probably refers to the state‟s authority to use force to keep the peace, relaying 
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normally on police or soldiers, not executioners. In this case Paul writes to discourage Christians 

from joining a tax rebellion, lest the policeman accompanying the government toll and tax 

collectors use his sword. Most biblical scholars agree that Romans 13 does not offer an argument 

justifying capital punishment. 

 

 Biblical Arguments Against Capital Punishment  
 

 Cain, Moses, and David – The Protection of Murderers 

 

 If God commands the execution of murderers in Genesis 9:6, why does the same God 

refuse to impose this penalty on Cain, Moses, and David? Cain slays his own brother in an act of 

premeditated murder, and God punishes the Bible‟s first murderer severely, but not with death. 

Indeed, Genesis 4:15 reports that God puts a mark of protection on Cain so no one else will kill 

him. There is to be no blood vengeance for the death of Abel. In Exodus 2:11-12 Moses kills an 

Egyptian for striking a Hebrew, covers up his crime, and flees into the desert when he learns that 

the Pharaoh seeks to execute him. Decades later God takes this exiled murderer and transforms 

him into the liberator of the Hebrews. Instead of executing him, God makes Moses an instrument 

of saving justice. And in 2 Samuel 11-12:25 we read how David takes the wife of his loyal 

soldier Uriah the Hittite, and then has Uriah murdered to cover up his own crimes. When the 

prophet Nathan traps David into facing his sin, the King acknowledges that such a man deserves 

to die. But God does not execute the repentant David, allowing him instead to continue ruling 

Israel. 

 

 Sodom, Gomorrah, and the Weeds and Wheat – The Protection of the Innocent 

 

 In Genesis 18:20-33 God informs Abraham of the outcry raised against Sodom and 

Gomorrah, and of the plan to investigate whether these cities deserve to be destroyed. But when 

questioned by Abraham, God responds that it would be wrong to kill the just along with the 

sinner, even if the number of the innocent is infinitesimal. So the Lord promises Sodom will not 

be destroyed if there are even ten just people in the city. God‟s justice, then, does not sweep up 

the innocent with the guilty, but protects the lives of the just. Capital punishment, as we will see, 

can make no such claim. 

 

 Matthew 13:24-30 expresses a similar concern for the lives of the innocent. In this 

parable of the weeds and the wheat the weeds planted in a farmer‟s field represent the children of 

the evil one who live in the world, mingled among the righteous and innocent. But when workers 

ask to remove these weeds (slaying the evil ones), they are told, “No, because when you pull out 

the weeds, you might pull up the wheat,” or the righteous, “as well.”  Thomas Aquinas 

acknowledged that this passage seemed to argue against capital punishment, but believed the 

death penalty could be imposed without harming the innocent.
5
 As we will see, the history of 

capital punishment shows how wrong Aquinas was. 

 

 Ezekiel, Isaiah and Jonas – Preferring Repentance 

 

                                                 
5
 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, II-II, 64, 2. 
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 Ezekiel and Isaiah tell us of a God who prefers repentance to the punishment of death. In 

Ezekiel 33:11 the God who would not slay Cain, Moses or David tells the prophet “As I live, I 

have no desire for the death of the wicked. I would rather that the wicked should mend their 

ways and live.” And in Isaiah 55:7 the prophet tells Israel “Let the scoundrel forsake his way, 

and the wicked man his thoughts; Let him turn to the Lord for mercy; to our God who is 

generous in forgiving.”  

 

 Even God‟s critics know the Lord is compassionate, eager to forgive. Jonah finds this 

divine mercy galling when the reluctant prophet is sent to preach repentance to Nineveh. 

Preferring a God of wrath who calls down hellfire on his enemies, Jonah sulks when God 

forgives the repentant citizens of Nineveh. “I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate 

God, long suffering, ever-constant, always ready to relent and not inflict punishment.” 

 

 Jesus and the Call to Forgiveness. 

 

 For nearly two millennia Christian support for capital punishment has relied on one 

minor New Testament passage (Romans 13:1-7), overlooking or sidestepping the New 

Testament‟s central message of forgiveness.  The forgiveness of sinners and the love of one‟s 

enemies are at the heart of who Jesus is, and who Christians are called to be. Even the most 

cursory reading of the Gospels reveals a Jesus who preaches and practices a scandalous and 

prodigal mercy towards the worst possible sinners, and who requires this same compassion and 

forgiveness of any who would follow after him. 

 

 Matthew 5:38-42 undoes any Christian support of capital punishment based on an “eye 

for an eye,” and sets a new standard for justice. Resistance to evil cannot be based on vengeance 

or mirror the violence of one‟s enemies. An “eye for an eye” has been replaced by turning one‟s 

cheek, and (in Matthew 5:43-48) the hatred of one‟s enemies has been replaced by love and 

prayers for those who hate and persecute us. Jesus calls his followers to imitate the mercy of 

God, who “sends the rain on the innocent and the wicked.” 

  

 Matthew 6:12-15 makes it clear that forgiveness is not optional for those who follow 

Jesus. In the only prayer Jesus ever taught his disciples we beg God to “forgive us our sins as we 

forgive those who sin against us,” knowing that our failure to forgive renders us unfit for the 

Reign of God. “For if you forgive others the wrongs they have done, your heavenly Father will 

also forgive you; but if you do not forgive others, then your Father will not forgive the wrongs 

you have done.” 

 

 Jesus and Capital Punishment 

 

 In John 7:53-8:11 Jesus is confronted with the question of capital punishment. A woman 

caught in the act of adultery is dragged before him, and his opponents ask if he supports the 

Mosaic Law about stoning such sinners.  

 

 Since the scribes and Pharisees are using the woman to set a trap for Jesus, it is clear they 

expect him to oppose her execution. And he does not disappoint them. “Let the one among you 

who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her,” he tells them. Traditionally, eye witnesses 
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were to cast the first stone, but Jesus has commanded the woman‟s accusers turn their eyes 

inward, recognizing a sinfulness they share with the one they were ready to kill. Unable to meet 

Jesus‟ new standard for execution, the mob disperses, and Jesus is left alone with the guilty 

woman. “Has no one condemned you?” he asks her. “No one sir.” “Nor do I condemn you,” 

Jesus, who is without sin, tells the woman. “Go and sin no more.”  

 

 Dozens of times in the Bible the Hebrews are reminded that they too were once widows, 

slaves, and aliens, and that they must now show the widow, slave and alien in their midst the 

compassion God showed them in delivering them from the Pharaoh. Here Jesus reminds his 

audience (and all the Christians who will read this text) that they too are sinners, and that they 

must show other sinners the same mercy that God has shown them. Casting stones at sinners is 

not an option for those who have seen the sin in their own hearts and desire the mercy of God.   

  

 As Jesus‟ own execution approaches, he will not allow his followers to take up the sword 

against the angry mob bent on killing him. Violence only leads to more violence, he warns. And 

from the cross he asks God not to retaliate, but to “forgive them, they know not what they do.” It 

is hard to believe this Jesus approves of the death penalty.  

 

 The crucifixion of Jesus should give any Christian pause about supporting the death 

penalty, for the passion and death of Jesus is the tale of an innocent man wrongfully accused and 

unjustly executed, a story repeated far too many times in the tragic history of the death penalty. 

Christ‟s solidarity with all the innocent victims of capital punishment should make Christians 

uneasy about supporting state-sanctioned killing.   

 

The Moral Arguments 

 

 Thomas Aquinas argued we could execute criminals like we slaughter beasts, “for … an 

evil man is worst than a beast, and more harmful,” and letters to the editor often describe those 

convicted of heinous crimes as “monsters.”
 6

 Yet we know that murderers are still human beings, 

that Pope John Paul II was right when he wrote that “not even a murderer loses his personal 

dignity,” and that capital punishment cannot be justified on the grounds that criminals are 

animals fit for slaughter.
7
 That is not a Christian position. 

 

 Nor can we argue, as some ancients did, that the criminal is a gangrenous limb of the 

body politic that may be amputated for the common good. Individual persons are not merely an 

appendage of society, and we cannot intentionally and routinely execute them to serve some 

greater good. Only totalitarian regimes believe that individuals are but cogs of the larger whole. 

 

 Deterrence 

 

 Capital punishment proponents argue that the death penalty is justified because it 

provides one or all of the following deterrents: First, it prevents convicted murderers or criminals 

from committing further murders or crimes. Second, it discourages other people from 

                                                 
6
 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, II-II, 64, 2. 

 
7
 John Paul II, Evangelium Vitae, 9. 
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committing similar crimes. And third, it prevents victims or the public from taking vengeance 

into their own hands.   

 

 Putting someone to death will keep them from committing future crimes, just as 

amputating a thief‟s hands will end his career as a pick pocket. But that hardly proves that either 

form of punishment is justified. Studies show “that murderers are among those offenders least 

likely to repeat their crime even when released,” and that murderers sentenced to life-without-

parole are less than half as violent or dangerous as other prisoners.
8
 One study of 600 prisoners 

released from death row in the 1970s showed that only five killed again, while four were later 

exonerated. To prevent five additional homicides it would have been necessary to execute 600 

people, four of whom were innocent.  

 

 The idea that capital punishment discourages other people from committing murder or 

other serious crimes is ancient and unfounded. Again, Aquinas wrote that “when …punishment 

is made plain, namely death or other things terrifying to men, then … the punishment terrifies 

more than the sin attracts.”
9
 But, as Gerswhin wrote in Porgy and Bess, “it ain‟t necessarily so.” 

Former U.S. Attorney General Janet Reno has commented that “I have inquired for most of my 

adult life about studies that might show that the death penalty is a deterrent. And I have not seen 

any research that would substantiate that point.” And repeated United Nations studies on the link 

between the death penalty and homicide rates found that it was unreasonable to believe that 

capital punishment deters murder even marginally better than life imprisonment.
10

 

 

 Study after study has failed to show that capital punishment is a more effective deterrent 

than life imprisonment. States and nations that abolish the death penalty do not report increases 

in their murder or crime rates, while nations or states that impose the death penalty do not show 

drops in their murder rates.  

 

 If anything, studies indicate that capital punishment, instead of serving as a deterrent to 

capital crimes, may actually increase rates of homicide in some communities. A New York 

Times survey in 2000 showed that that homicide rate in states with capital punishment have been 

48% to 101% higher than in those states without the death penalty, while recent studies in 

Oklahoma and California found significant increases in stranger killings and homicide rates after 

the death penalty had been reinstated. A recent United Nations report indicated that the five 

nations with the highest homicide rates that do not impose the death penalty average 21.6 

murders per 100,000 people, while the five nations with the highest homicide rate that do impose 

the death penalty average 41.6 murders for every 100,000 people.
11

  

 

                                                 
8
 Gardner C. Hanks, Against the Death penalty: Christian and Secular Arguments Against Capital Punishment 

(Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1997) 85-89. 

 
9
 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, II-II, 108, 3.  

 
10

 Roger Hood, The Death Penalty: A World-Wide Perspective (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 2002) 230. 

  
11

 A good deal of this information may be obtained by visiting the web sites for Amnesty International and the 

National Coalition to Abolish the Death Penalty.   
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 Most law enforcement officials know that capital punishment is not a deterrent. Studies 

have shown that less than 2% of police chiefs in this country see capital punishment as an 

effective deterrent to violent crime, and more than two-thirds doubt the death penalty has any 

real impact on homicide rates. Robert M. Morgenthau, who has served as District Attorney for 

Manhattan for three decades, offered this judgment of capital punishment and deterrence, “Take 

it from someone who has spent a career in federal and state law enforcement, enacting the death 

penalty . . . would be a grave mistake. Prosecutors must reveal the dirty little secret they too 

often share only among themselves: The death penalty actually hinders the fight against crime.” 

 

 Proponents of the death penalty argue that capital punishment could be an effective 

deterrent if its application were more certain and swift. The vast majority of murderers are not 

sentenced to death, and extensive appeals and delays postpone executions for years, if not 

decades.  

 

 But should we remedy this situation by executing most murderers, or removing the 

appeals process? There were over 16,000 homicides in the United States in 2002, the lowest 

number in three decades. Executing most of the people responsible for these killings would mean 

putting far more than a hundred times as many people to death each year. And eliminating 

appeals processes would increase the already frightening number of wrongful executions. 

Between 43 and 68% of death penalty cases are overturned on appeal, and since 1973 there have 

been 118 persons released from death row because they were found to be innocent. Greasing the 

wheels of justice will only lead to the death of more innocents.  

 

 If capital punishment reduces violence by discouraging victims‟ families and the public 

from taking vengeance in their own hands, why do studies show that the death penalty does not 

reduce the murder rate, and may even contribute to a rise in the number of homicides? For 

centuries we executed people in public because this spectacle was supposed to deter crime, but 

some recent studies show a spike in murder and violent crime rates following well publicized 

executions. The reason may be simple. As the US Catholic Bishops and a chorus of other 

Christian leaders have argued, “We cannot teach that killing is wrong by killing.” Instead of 

slaking the passion for violence, the death penalty inflames this passion, and teaches that the cure 

to violence is more violence. 

 

 Retribution 

 

 Death penalty proponents argue that capital punishment is a fit retribution for the crime 

of murder, that by taking the life of the murderer the state redresses the injustice of the original 

crime, balancing the scales of justice, and affirms the sanctity of human life.  

 

 Clearly, punishment has a retributive function. Pope John Paul II, who called the death 

penalty “both cruel and unnecessary,” acknowledged that “the primary purpose of the 

punishment which society inflicts is „to redress the disorder caused by the offense.‟” But the 

pope also believed that punishment could not be reduced to “mere retribution,” or to some form 

of “social retaliation” or “institutional vengeance.” 
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 Christian proponents of a retributive justice that calls for taking the life of killers face two 

initial problems, both already mentioned. In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus radically reforms the 

notion of retribution for Christians, excluding the possibility of any retaliation that mirrors the 

violence of the criminal. An “eye for an eye” cannot, for Christians, justify taking a life for a life. 

And in modern (and civilized) society Christians, like most of their fellow citizens, have 

abandoned corporal punishment as a criminal penalty. We do not support inflicting a burn for a 

burn or a stripe for a stripe. So how can a strict rule of retribution justify capital punishment‟s 

ultimate assault on the human body? 

 

 For centuries Christians have declared themselves unwilling to go to war unless it was a 

“last resort,” unless there were no other alternatives. Christian churches calling for abolition 

argue that the same rule applies to capital punishment. Putting a person to death is an 

extraordinary act of violence, a premeditated assault that cannot be justified by the mere need to 

retaliate for another violent act. If there is any other option, any less violent, brutal or savage 

means to redress this crime without replicating the original violence, it must be used. 

 

 Taking a life for a life does not “redress the disorder caused by the offense,” it only 

mirrors and replicates it. Murder cannot be undone, and killing murderers does not return victims 

to life or to their families. Indeed, if we are to carry out executions in ways that even minimally 

protect the innocent from being put to death, capital punishment ends up protracting the suffering 

of victims‟ families for decades.    

 

 Nor does taking a life “teach” the sanctity of life, particularly when there is any other 

option. It teaches the sanctity of violence. A government that imposes the death penalty as 

retribution when it has viable alternatives teaches it citizens to rely on violence as a solution to 

problems.  

 

 Innocence  
 

 Christians know full well that innocent people are put to death by the government. The 

Romans executed Jesus, Peter, Paul, and a slew of other Christians. From the martyr Stephen to 

Bishop Oscar Romero, the litany of Christian saints is littered with the names of innocent people 

put to death in the name of church or state. 

  

 The actual number of people executed each year in China may be as high as 10,000. 

Certainly there is good reason to doubt all of them were guilty, or justly convicted. And what of 

the hundreds executed each year in Iran or Vietnam? Were there not ten innocent men and 

women among all these dead? 

  

 George W. Bush proclaims there were no innocent persons among the 152 people 

executed while he was governor of Texas. But the year Bush was elected to the White House 

Governor George Ryan of Illinois announced that 13 death row prisoners in that state had been 

wrongfully convicted since 1977. A Stanford study reports that at least 23 innocent persons were 

executed in the United States between 1900 and 1987, and the National Coalition to Abolish the 

Death Penalty reports eight more cases since 1987. As we saw above, 118 death row inmates 

have been exonerated in the US since 1973.   
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 The killing of innocent persons is sometimes a tragic necessity. But when the state has 

alternatives that provide an equal or superior deterrent and adequately protect the community 

from further crime or violence, the death of innocents is a crime. 

 

 Discrimination  

  

 In 1987 the Supreme Court admitted in McClesky v. Kemp that there was a “discrepancy” 

in the imposition of death sentences “that appears to correlate with race,” but did not remedy this 

discrepancy, because, the Court argued, such “disparities in sentencing are an inevitable part of 

our criminal justice system.” A 1990 U.S. General Accounting Office report also found “a 

pattern of evidence indicating racial disparities in the charging, sentencing, and imposition of the 

death penalty,” and a recent Justice Department review of the federal death penalty found 

numerous racial disparities.  

 

 African Americans make up about 12% of the population, but account for 42% of current 

death row inmates. The homicide rate (like the poverty and unemployment rates) is higher 

among blacks than whites, but a Philadelphia study comparing similar cases showed that African 

American defendants were nearly four times as likely to receive the death penalty. 

 

 Still, racial bias shows up primarily when we look at the race of the victims. Since 1977 

there have been just about as many blacks killed in this country as whites, but 84% of the people 

put to death were convicted of murdering white victims.  In Florida, Illinois, Oklahoma, North 

Carolina and Mississippi those who kill whites are four to five times more likely to receive the 

death penalty. 

 

 The death penalty also discriminates against the poor. As a former warden of San 

Quentin once noted, “Capital punishment is a privilege of the poor.” Studies repeatedly show 

that good legal representation is the most important factor in avoiding a death sentence, and that 

that 90% of those sitting on death row could not afford such representation because they were 

indigent at the time of their arrest.  

 

 Christians are called to make a preferential option for the poor, to stand with the 

marginalized and powerless, but capital punishment is punishment for those without capital, and 

violates our obligation to protect the poor from discrimination. 

 

 Costs 

 

 States do not save money by putting people to death. Studies in California, Kansas, 

Maryland, North Carolina, Florida and New York have shown that capital punishment is far 

more expensive than keeping someone in prison for life. Different studies put the cost of putting 

someone to death at $3 to $7 million, at least six times more than a sentence of life-without-

parole. Occasionally, as in the case of Timothy McVeigh, death penalty costs run over $13 

million.  
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 And most of these costs could not be eliminated by cutting off the appeals process, since 

the bulk of the tab for putting someone to death is run up before and during the conviction and 

sentencing phases of the trial.  

 

 Money spent on capital punishment means less money to fight crime or run schools and 

hospitals. New Jersey spent $16 million in 1991 to impose the death penalty, fired 500 police 

officers the next year to balance the budget. When New York reinstated the death penalty in 

1995, the department of corrections estimated that it would cost an additional $118 million a 

year, and the state legislature made dramatic cuts in funding for education and health care. 
 

 And money is not the only price we pay for capital punishment. The United States has 

become a pariah in the international community thanks to its unwillingness to abandon the death 

penalty. Other nations will not honor our extradition treaties unless we promise not to execute, 

and groups like Amnesty International condemn our human rights‟ record. Instead of standing 

with our European allies and a growing majority of the world‟s nations, America finds itself in 

the same club with China, Iran and Vietnam, the planet‟s other leading executioners. 

 

 Cruel and Unusual  
 

 From a global and religious perspective, the once universal practice of capital punishment 

has become increasingly “unusual,” no doubt due to what Chief Justice Earl Warren once called 

“the evolving standards of decency that mark the progress of a maturing society.” A growing 

majority of the world‟s nations and churches now calls the death penalty morally abhorrent, and 

has cast the executioner‟s ax into the dustbin of history. 

 

 The cruelty of most traditional forms of capital punishment is too obvious to rehearse 

here. Not surprising, since cruelty and terror were long the point of executions. But even modern 

and so-called humane forms of the death penalty remain cruel. There are ample horror stories 

about prolonged and ghastly electrocutions, and it is not at all clear that those put to death with 

lethal injection do not suffer after they have been paralyzed.  

 

 But the real cruelty of the modern death penalty in America is the decades spent waiting 

to be executed. Knowing the manner and fashion in which one will be put to death, watching and 

waiting as the date grows ever closer, as appeal after appeal fails, as the prisoners before you 

become “dead men walking” to their grave. No wonder so many of those executed simply stop 

submitting appeals, wishing only to end the torture of their long, horrible sojourn in death‟s 

waiting room. 

 

 Nor is there much evidence that the death penalty is significantly less cruel to the 

victims‟ families, who are put through death penalty trials that often last four times as long as 

those for other murderers, who must then revisit their suffering through the years and decades of 

appeals, and who are forced to relive their trauma yet again at the time of execution. Many of 

these are further wounded when the long delayed killing fails to provide them with the peace or 

closure they had so desperately awaited, and society had so insistently promised. 
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Conclusion 
 

 There has been a sea change in the Christian stance on capital punishment, with the vast 

majority of mainline denominations joining a league of nations in opposition to this once 

universal practice. Church leaders and theologians have turned against the death penalty because 

it is inconsistent with Christ‟s call to forgiveness, because it weakens, not strengthens our 

commitment to the sanctity of life, because it adds to, not undermines, the culture of death and 

the cycle of violence, because it discriminates against the poor and the underprivileged, because 

it takes life unnecessarily, and because, at long last, we are outgrowing the executioner‟s ax as 

we have outgrown the overseer‟s whip and the torturer‟s tongs.   
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