
A PASTORAL LETTER ON THE 
DEATH PENALTY IN FLORIDA

The record number of executions in Florida 
last year, and the increased pace at which they 
continue to be carried out, call for a response. In 
2025, the number of executions conducted by 
our state more than doubled the previous record 
and was at least four times higher than any other 
state in the nation. 

In addition to Florida’s alarming rate of 
executions, our state legislature has passed laws 
in recent years to expand the use of the death 
penalty. These include repealing the unanimous 
jury requirement in death penalty sentencing—
lowering the threshold to just eight of twelve 
votes, the lowest of any state—expanding the 
range of crimes and the class of offenders for 
which the death penalty may be imposed. 

As teachers and leaders of the Catholic Church 
in Florida, we invite a renewed consideration of 
this topic that looks beyond partisan lines to the 
teaching of the Church and her moral authority.  
We desire to reverse these signs of a culture of 
death and further a culture of life by promoting 
a greater respect for human life and its inherent 
dignity for all people and in all circumstances, 
even those who have committed grave crimes.

In this letter, we wish to remind Catholics of 
the teaching of our Church against the use 
of the death penalty in situations—like our 
own—where bloodless means are suffi cient 
to punish offenders and protect public safety. 
We also appeal to the consciences of all citizens 
of our state as part of the ongoing public debate 
over this issue.

To THE Catholic Faithful and All People of Good Will: 



“You Have Heard That It Was Said…But I Say To You…” 
A Deeper Understanding in the Light of the Gospel
In its moral teaching, the Church looks to divine 
revelation, to what God has revealed about himself 
and about humanity, the nature of which determines 
our moral obligations. Above all, the Church looks 
to Jesus Christ, because in the incarnate Son of God 
“the full revelation of the supreme God is brought to 
completion.”1 

As a starting point, a very basic orientation we receive 
from Jesus in his identity, in his teachings, and in his 
actions is that God desires to offer mercy to sinners 
who do not deserve it.

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus rejected the use 
of or appeal to violence and taught his disciples 
to do the same, insisting instead on the need to 
offer sinners, whatever their sins might have been, 
opportunities for redemption and reconciliation. 
Of particular importance in this context of capital 
punishment is what he said in Matthew 5:38-39 of 
the biblical injunction, “an eye for an eye” (lex talionis) 
(cf. Ex 21:24; cf. Lv 24:19-20; cf. Dt 19:21), which can 
be generalized as the law of proportional retaliation, 
and, as such, to which appeal is often made to justify 
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, offer 
no resistance to one who is evil. When someone 
strikes you on [your] right cheek, turn the other 
one to him as well.

While there may be some discussion of the precise 
meaning of “turn the other cheek,” it is clear that it 
cannot be taken to justify capital punishment.2 Jesus 
is calling us to a love – of both God and neighbor (Mk 
12:28-34, Mt 22:34-40) – which breaks rather than 
perpetuates the vicious cycle of violent retribution. 

Instead, the gospel teaching of Jesus is opposed to the 
kind of violence that capital punishment entails. He 
even rebuked James and John for wanting to destroy 
the Samaritan village that did not welcome them (Lk 
9:52-55). He also dispersed the accusers of a woman 
caught in adultery, a capital crime in their law,3 who 
questioned him about applying the death penalty by 
stoning her: “Let the one among you who is without 
sin be the fi rst to throw a stone at her.” (Jn 8:7). As 
with the adulterous woman, he not only spoke of 
but showed God’s love for sinners, whatever their 
sins might be, and called for their repentance, not 
destruction. 

Further, his instructions for adjudicating wrongdoing 
in Matthew 18:15-18 are aimed at reconciliation and 
restoration, but even when they fail, the sinner is 
simply to be excommunicated, not executed, and 
in the following parable, he insists on an unlimited 
willingness to forgive (from the heart) (Mt 18:21-35). 
His parable of the weeds among wheat in Matthew 
13:24-30 offers another lesson against capital 
punishment. In response to the servants’ request to 
pull up the weeds, the master replies: “No, if you pull 
up the weeds you might uproot the wheat along with 
them. Let them grow together until harvest…”4 

Finally, there is Jesus’ great act of sacrifi ce on the cross. 
When God came to dwell among us, he did not slay all 
the wicked sinners. Instead, like an innocent victim 
lamb, he laid down his life in their stead (1 Pt 3:18, Rom 
5:6-8, 2 Cor 5:21, and Hebrews 7-10).

Although there are verses in Sacred Scripture 
which condone the death penalty at least in certain 
circumstances, the fullest development of God’s 
revelation of his will shows us that he does not “fi nd 
pleasure in the death of the wicked” (Ez 18:23).  “For 
God did not send his Son into the world to condemn 
the world, but that the world might be saved through 
him” (Jn 3:17).
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Human Dignity and Catholic Teaching

Beyond the basic orientation toward mercy in the 
teachings of Jesus, the essentials of our current 
Catholic teaching on capital punishment come from 
St. John Paul II’s encyclical, Evangelium Vitae (The 
Gospel of Life), written over thirty years ago in 1995. 
The portion on capital punishment is one piece of the 
overall message of the encyclical, which is that both 
natural law and divine revelation teach us that every 
human life has intrinsic value, giving rise to a unique, 
God-given dignity. As St. John Paul II wrote, “…every 
person sincerely open to truth and goodness can, by 
the light of reason and the hidden action of grace, 
come to recognize in the natural law written in the 
heart (cf. Rom 2:14-15) the sacred value of human life 
from its very beginning until its end, and can affi rm 
the right of every human being to have this primary 
good respected to the highest degree.”5

Right in the introduction, St. John Paul II refl ects on 
the story of Cain and Abel. The punishment for Cain 
of course teaches that an innocent person may not be 
killed, but it also teaches something about the dignity 
that persists even in the guilty: 

And yet God, who is always merciful even when he 
punishes, “put a mark on Cain, lest any who came 
upon him should kill him” (Gn 4:15). He thus gave 
him a distinctive sign, not to condemn him to the 
hatred of others, but to protect and defend him 
from those wishing to kill him, even out of a desire 
to avenge Abel’s death. Not even a murderer loses 
his personal dignity, and God himself pledges to 
guarantee this.6

The pope addressed the death penalty in a chapter on 
the fi fth commandment and related passages in Sacred 
Scripture. He recognizes that in some circumstances, 
as for example when defending oneself or the innocent 
from unjust attack, it is necessary to use force—even 
lethal force—against the aggressor when there is no 
other way to incapacitate him.

This papal teaching is clear and concise enough to be worth 
restating here in full:

This is the context in which to place the problem 
of the death penalty. On this matter there is a 
growing tendency, both in the Church and in 
civil society, to demand that it be applied in a 
very limited way or even that it be abolished 
completely. The problem must be viewed in 
the context of a system of penal justice ever 
more in line with human dignity and thus, in 
the end, with God’s plan for man and society. 
The primary purpose of the punishment which 
society infl icts is “to redress the disorder 
caused by the offence.”ɰPublic authority must 
redress the violation of personal and social 
rights by imposing on the offender an adequate 
punishment for the crime, as a condition for 
the offender to regain the exercise of his or her 
freedom. In this way authority also fulfi ls the 
purpose of defending public order and ensuring 
peoples safety, while at the same time offering 
the offender an incentive and help to change his 
or her behavior and be rehabilitated.

It is clear that, for these purposes to be achieved, 
the nature and extent of the punishment must be 
carefully evaluated and decided upon, and ought 
not go to the extreme of executing the offender 
except in cases of absolute necessity: in other 
words, when it would not be possible otherwise 
to defend society. Today however, as a result 
of steady improvements in the organization of 
the penal system, such cases are very rare, if not 
practically non-existent.

In any event, the principle set forth in the new 
Catechism of the Catholic Church remains 
valid: “If bloodless means are suffi cient to 
defend human lives against an aggressor and to 
protect public order and the safety of persons, 
public authority must limit itself to such means, 
because they better correspond to the concrete 
conditions of the common good and are more in 
conformity to the dignity of the human person.”7
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In other words, given the effectiveness of current 
means of incarceration, there is no morally sound 
or commensurate reason for recourse to capital 
punishment, since it is no longer necessary to protect 
public safety and serves no other morally legitimate 
purpose. Indeed, its continued application then 
becomes morally detrimental to the society in which it 
is applied.

Repeated Papal Affi rmations 

Four years after issuing Evangelium Vitae, at a papal 
Mass in St. Louis, MO, St. John Paul II stated that “a 
sign of hope” of the new evangelization, which calls 
followers of Christ to be unconditionally pro-life, “is 
the increasing recognition that the dignity of human 
life must never be taken away, even in the case of 
someone who has done evil,” and then renewed his 
call “for a consensus to end the death penalty, which is 
both cruel and unnecessary.” 

Pope Benedict XVI and Pope Francis subsequently 
reaffi rmed this teaching of the inadmissibility of the 
death penalty and called for its end. Pope Francis even 
revised the Catechism of the Catholic Church (2267) 
to refl ect the Church’s offi cial opposition to it, and 
strongly support efforts to end its use, in these words: 

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. 

Pope Leo XIV has repeated the appeal of his 
predecessors, declaring in an interview that 
“someone who says I’m against abortion but is in 
favor of the death penalty is not really pro-life.” Most 
recently, in a video message to mark the fi fteenth 
anniversary of the abolition of the death penalty in 
Illinois, the pope declared: “I likewise offer my 
support to those who advocate for the abolition of 

the death penalty in the United States of America and 
around the world.”8

A Development in Church Teaching

Some may be concerned about the mere fact of 
change. If truth is objective, something cannot be 
right on one day and wrong on the next. Yet while this 
is true, from our Catholic faith perspective, it is not 
surprising that we have come to a deeper awareness 
of and appreciation for the value of human life and 
inviolability of human dignity through time and from 
experience, and in a way that enables us to recognize 
the inadmissibility of capital punishment in our 
current context.9 We have come to similar insights 
with regard to slavery,10 although it was sanctioned in 
some form in the Bible, not to mention developments 
in “natural” sciences such as medicine, astronomy, 
biology, etc. It has always been the case that with 
the passage of time and growth in understanding, 
the Church can gain greater insight into the truths 
revealed in Scripture and transmitted through history 
with the help of the Holy Spirit. As Vatican II teaches,

The tradition that comes from the apostles 
makes progress in the church, with the help of 
the Holy Spirit. There is a growth in insight into 
the realities and the words that are being passed 
on. This comes about through the contemplation 
and study of believers, who ponder these things 
in their hearts (Lk 2:19, 51). It comes about from 
the intimate sense of spiritual realities which they 
experience. And it comes from the preaching of 
those who, on succeeding to the offi ce of bishop, 
have received the sure charism of truth. Thus, as 
the centuries go by, the church is always advancing 
towards the plenitude of divine truth...11 

This describes well the process of how we have come 
to recognize, especially with the teaching of Pope St. 
John Paul II, the inadmissibility of capital punishment 
in our time, despite its sanctioning in the Bible and 
past Church practice and teaching.
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An Ongoing Appeal of the Catholic Bishops

Even before St. John Paul II had expounded this 
teaching for the universal Church, Catholic bishops in 
the United States and in Florida had begun to call for 
an end to the death penalty. They made this appeal 
not only based on the inviolable dignity of the human 
person, but also because the death penalty as applied 
in this country has had many defects of arbitrary 
and unequal application, and in the past especially 
was bound up with broader problems of racial 
discrimination. 

Our predecessors in the Florida Catholic Conference 
issued numerous declarations starting in 1972, 
after the Supreme Court’s decision declared 
that when arbitrary or discriminatory, capital 
punishment is unconstitutional as a violation of 
the Eighth Amendment against “cruel and unusual 
punishment.”12 The United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops (USCCB) has done the same, 
beginning in 1980 and most recently in their 2017 
Statement, Culture of Life and the Penalty of Death.13 

The USCCB statement summarized four main 
objections to its practice from the perspective of our 
Catholic faith today:

 The sanction of death, when it is not necessary to 
protect society, violates respect for human life and 
dignity.14

 State-sanctioned killing in our names diminishes 
all of us.

 Its application is deeply fl awed and can be 
irreversibly wrong, is prone to errors, and is 
biased by factors such as race, the quality of 
legal representation, and where the crime was 
committed.

 We have other ways to punish criminals and 
protect society.

Even more recently in 2020, then-bishop of the 
Diocese of St. Augustine Felipe Estévez released his 
pastoral letter, Standing Up for the Dignity of All Human 
Life: A Pastoral Letter on Capital Punishment in Florida.15 
Bishop Estévez emphasized that Catholic opposition 
to the death penalty is expressed not only in words but 
also in action and personal witness through ministry 
to those on death row, and in the death house, both 
located in the Diocese of St. Augustine. Such personal 
witness or testimony, which can lead to conversion 
and rehabilitation of the criminal,16 involves ministry 
to crime victims and their loved ones as well. 

In this moment, as state authorities turn to executions 
as a proportionate punishment which sends a 
message, and as a signifi cant segment of the public 
supports the death penalty, we therefore repeat the 
message of the dignity of every person. The value of 
the life of the victim demands severe punishment, 
and the value of other potential victims demands that 
the guilty be incapacitated. But we are required to 
remember that “not even a murderer loses his personal 
dignity.” We are required to pray for the murderer’s 
repentance and even to desire his good.

As the USCCB stated, opposition to the death penalty 
is in no way a denial of justice for the victims, or 
disregard for the deep pain, grief, and anguish of 
their loved ones. As pastors, we share both the sense 
of horror and outrage at the terrible crimes and 
heinous acts of violence committed in many of these 
capital cases, and deep sympathy and compassion for 
the loved ones of the victims who are experiencing 
unspeakable grief, pain, and loss. We agree that the 
perpetrators of such crimes should be brought to 
justice, but we disagree that justice is best served by 
yet another act of killing. The alternative in Florida 
law to capital punishment is not letting offenders go 
free; it is life imprisonment without the possibility of 
parole.
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Practical Considerations: The Costs of Capital 
Punishment Outweigh Benefi ts

From historical experience, no study has been able 
to convincingly show that capital punishment deters 
murder.17 According to the Death Penalty Information 
Center and FBI Uniform Crime Report, states with 
the death penalty have consistently higher murder 
rates than those without it. Even in the past ten years, 
when murder rates have declined nationwide, and last 
year (2025) when they declined signifi cantly,18 still 
they have remained consistently lower in non-death 
penalty states than in states with the death penalty.19 

The lack of evidence for a deterrent effect is apparent 
not only in crime statistics here in our country but 
also in comparison with those of other countries. Our 
nation remains the only Western industrialized nation 
where capital punishment is legal, and yet the murder 
rate in the U.S. is signifi cantly higher than in Canada 
and western Europe.20 There are various reasons for 
this, but the results discredit the claim that the death 
penalty deters violent crimes like murder.

Along with its apparent ineffectiveness as a violent 
crime deterrent, the death penalty is also more 
expensive than life in prison without parole. When 
prosecutors seek the death penalty, far more funds 
are required at the state and local level just for 
the trial itself. After a defendant is convicted, the 
constitutionally required appeals process—which 
even most serious proponents of the death penalty 
accept as necessary to ensure against wrongful 
executions—continues to cost the state enormous 
sums over many decades. Perhaps surprisingly to 
some, keeping the death penalty legal, far from saving 
the state money, costs the state far more than life 
imprisonment, while diverting resources from more 
effective means of law enforcement.21

One other practical consideration is that the fl aws 
and imperfections in the criminal justice system 
have resulted in a death sentence for many who 

are innocent. This is a special concern in Florida, 
which has the highest number of death row inmates 
who have been exonerated of any state, some after 
decades in prison.22 That so many were wrongly 
sentenced though innocent cannot but raise the doubt 
of whether any of the 133 people Florida has put to 
death since 1979 were innocent. Our call to end the 
death penalty is also an effort to prevent this ultimate 
miscarriage of justice. 

Rather than promoting life by deterring homicides, the 
death penalty promotes a culture of death by declaring 
that we can improve society by bringing about the 
death of a human being in our names. Consequently, 
Florida and other death penalty states in our country 
continue to spend more to achieve less. 

Conclusion

Supporters of capital punishment tend to see it as a 
form of just retribution, as well as closure for the loved 
ones of victims, who have suffered unspeakable pain, 
grief, and loss, often extended through the length of 
the appeals process. But there is a danger that desire 
for retribution can also degenerate into a simple desire 
for vengeance, which violates justice. Consequently, 
it is not always the case that loved ones feel a sense of 
closure, or even that justice is done with the killing of 
the killer; some feel quite the opposite:

No one in our family ever wanted to see the killer 
of our brother and his wife put to death. We felt 
instinctively that vengeance wouldn’t alleviate 
our grief. We wanted this murderer in prison so he 
could never hurt another person. But wishing he 
would suffer and die would only have diminished 
us and shriveled our souls. Hatred doesn’t heal. 
Every time the state kills a person, human society 
moves in the direction of its lowest, most base, 
urges. We don’t have to make that choice.23 

In the end, while supporters of capital punishment – 
who may consider themselves pro-life – claim that it 
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serves a presumed good of justice for the victims and 
their loved ones, it comes at a much greater expense 
to the common good of society, and our common 
humanity. Instead, as with Jesus’ reinterpretation 
of the lex talionis in the context of his Sermon on the 
Mount, we are called to a higher justice as Christians 
and a better justice as human beings for our common 
good and dignity. 

In closing, let us again listen to the words of the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church (2267):

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. 

We do work with determination for its abolition, 
and we urge all Catholics, and our fellow citizens of 
good will, to end the practice of capital punishment 
in our state. As we do so, we make our own the prayer 
of Bishop Estévez in his pastoral letter, imploring 
God that the ethic of human dignity will infuse every 
element of society with respect for persons – from 
the most innocent unborn child to convicted felons 
– through people of faith transformed by the Gospel 
message of Christ’s love and life. 

Issued: July 27, 2026

Most Reverend Thomas G. Wenski
Archdiocese of Miami

Most Reverend John G. Noonan
Diocese of Orlando

Most Reverend Gregory L. Parkes
Diocese of St. Petersburg

Most Reverend William A. Wack, CSC
Diocese of Pensacola-Tallahassee

Most Reverend Erik T. Pohlmeier
Diocese of St. Augustine

Most Reverend Manuel de Jesús Rodríguez
Diocese of Palm Beach

Most Reverend Emilio Biosca Agüero, O.F.M. Cap.
Diocese of Venice

Most Reverend Enrique E. Delgado
Archdiocese of Miami
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