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Theological Reflections by Paul Chutikorn - Director of Faith Formation 

 

“What Should we Make of the New Revision to CCC #2267?” 

As you may have noticed, many are up in arms about the recent revision made by Pope Francis and the Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith 
regarding the Death Penalty. If you haven’t seen it yet, here it is: 

2267. Recourse to the death penalty on the part of legitimate authority, following a fair trial, was long considered an appropriate 
response to the gravity of certain crimes and an acceptable, albeit extreme, means of safeguarding the common good. Today, 
however, there is an increasing awareness that the dignity of the person is not lost even after the commission of very serious 
crimes.  In addition, a new understanding has emerged of the significance of penal sanctions imposed by the state.  Lastly, more 
effective systems of detention have been developed, which ensure the due protection of citizens but, at the same time, do not 
definitively deprive the guilty of the possibility of redemption. Consequently, the Church teaches, in the light of the Gospel, that 
“the death penalty is inadmissible because it is an attack on the inviolability and dignity of the person” and she works with 
determination for its abolition worldwide. 

There have been quite a few theologians who have expressed concerns with this because of the term “inadmissible.” All the articles I have seen 
on this matter lately, show the common thread of equivocating “inadmissible” with “intrinsically evil.” The premise is that if Pope Francis 
approved of an update to the Catechism claiming that the death penalty is no longer admissible, then he is attempting to change a longstanding 
doctrine of the Church which held that capital punishment is compliant with the Natural Law and follows the same line of reasoning as the 
Just War Doctrine and the Doctrine of Double Effect. Here is why they are wrong in thinking that there is a change in doctrine at play here. 
First, Catholic Doctrine is immutable. If something has been declared a formal teaching of the Church, this cannot be changed because it is a 
truth of the faith. As you know, truth is not malleable to the whims of anybody who wants to make up some “new” truth. There is only one 
truth (God) and we speak of truth only in relation to the Source. With that being said, let’s move on to the revision itself. You probably caught 
the major qualification that was made (e.g. the development of effective detention facilities), and we should see that this fact makes the death 
penalty inadmissible insofar as our current state of affairs makes it such that a necessity for the death penalty is no longer present. This fact alone, 
shows that Pope Francis does not regard the death penalty as intrinsically evil, because as you may know, for something to be intrinsically evil 
would be for something to be evil in itself, which means that no circumstance would allow for it to be justified – abortion is but one example of 
this. The point here is that if the Pope was claiming this issue to be one that is intrinsically evil, there would be no need for a clarification that 
it is no longer necessary given our means of confinement in today’s society.  

Secondly, critics have been caught up on the statement about the death penalty being “an attack on the inviolability and dignity of the person.” 
They also take this to imply that the death penalty is intrinsically evil. Here, they seem to be conflating what is intrinsically evil, with what is 
immoral relative to our current situation and the resources we have to prevent the necessity of employing the death penalty. Remember, even 
the previous version of paragraph 2267 approved by John Paul II, stated that circumstances for the death penalty are “very rare, if not 
practically nonexistent.” It is very true, actually, to say that the death penalty can be an attack on the dignity of the human person. It is 
always wrong to intentionally kill a human being. In almost every case, this is what the death penalty does. The only time it is morally 
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justifiable is if capital punishment is an unintended consequence to save the lives of innocent human beings. That is, if there is no other 
option that will prevent the killing of innocent people, the death penalty is justifiable by virtue of the principle of double effect. Yet, it is 
not the case (certainly in America) that there be no other option. Maximum security prisons are one example of why we should never be 
forced to resort to capital punishment.  

So, what should we make of all of this? Why the revision? Well, Pope Francis is making a prudential judgement in revising what the 
Catechism has to say on the matter, because it is necessary at this point in time. It is an aggiornamento. It is not a change in doctrine, but 
a change in circumstance. We live in a time where many Catholics (perhaps even you) might support the death penalty. For this reason, the 
Church finds it prudent to make a statement that is a little more assertive so that the point is made clear that this is ordinarily something 
that should be deemed impermissible. Whether there are still any potential extraordinary circumstances which allow for it should be 
obvious. But as the previous version stated, such situations are practically non-existent.   

                                                       Sacred Heart Catholic Church | 815 High Street | 541-884-4566 


