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“What does the Church teach about the Death Penalty?” 

Despite some misconceptions about capital punishment, it is not the same in nature as the intrinsic evil of abortion or euthanasia. The reason for 

this is because abortion and euthanasia involves the killing of an innocent, the killing of someone who is suffering, or the killing of someone who 

has become a burden. When we speak of the death penalty, we are always talking about killing someone who is guilty of a grave sin, usually an 

individual who is murderous. Morally speaking, it can be likened to the concept of self-defense. For instance, if someone broke into your home 

attempting to kill your whole family, would it be a sin to shoot them in self-defense to save the lives of you and your family? No. If that is the only 

recourse to save innocent lives from a perpetrator, then it would be considered just. This is also very similar to the Just War doctrine we spoke about 

last week. We are not killing for the sake of killing, but the killing is a byproduct of the moral choice to save lives or defend basic human rights.  

Back to the topic of the death penalty. As I said, this capital punishment is almost always regarding someone who has murdered numerous people. 
Does this mean we are free to execute anyone who is murderous? No. It means that we have to, at the very least, consider the circumstances since 
we already know that capital punishment is not evil in itself like abortion is. So, as we may know, in Moral Theology, we examine the Object, 
Intention, and Circumstance. Again, the object itself is not evil. Is the intention of the death penalty to kill off someone who you hate or want to get 
revenge on? Then yes, it would be immoral. But it not, that leaves one final thing to look at – circumstance. Perhaps it is now a good idea to look at 
what the Church advises in the Catechism. In paragraph 2267, it says: “…the traditional teaching of the Church does not exclude recourse to 
the death penalty, if this is the only possible way of effectively defending human lives against the unjust aggressor. If, however, non-
lethal means are sufficient to defend and protect people's safety from the aggressor, authority will limit itself to such means, as these are 
more in keeping with the concrete conditions of the common good and more in conformity to the dignity of the human person. Today, 
in fact, as a consequence of the possibilities which the state has for effectively preventing crime, by rendering one who has committed 
an offense incapable of doing harm - without definitely taking away from him the possibility of redeeming himself - the cases in which 
the execution of the offender is an absolute necessity "are very rare, if not practically nonexistent." In other words, as I mentioned earlier, 
the death penalty is not evil in itself. However, if there are non-lethal options available to us, we have to choose this option first and foremost.  

St. Thomas Aquinas was a big proponent of the death penalty, with the reason being that he lived in medieval times when they did not have the 
resources to incarcerate unjust aggressors as we do today with our maximum security prisons. Thus, the circumstances were different. So can we 
support the death penalty in modern times? The answer should be “No…unless it is an absolute necessity.” Recall the last sentence of the Catechism 
quote above: “…the cases in which the execution of the offender is an absolute necessity "are very rare, if not practically nonexistent.” 
Why? Because based on our current circumstances, we have the ability to protect the safety of society by incarceration while also providing the 
opportunity for one to have a true conversion of heart. For all practical purposes, the only time we could be supporting of a death penalty in 
modern times, is if one was so powerful that they continuously escaped prison with the intention of murdering more innocent people. The other 
considerations would be legitimate self-defense on an individual basis or war between two sovereign nations which could be potentially defined as 
another form of capital punishment. 
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