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Reverence for Life...does not allow the scholar to live for
his science alone, even if it is very useful to the community
in doing so. It does not permit the artist to exist only for his
art, even if it gives inspiration to many by its means. It refuses
to let the business man imagine that he fulfills all legitimate
demands in the course of his business activities. It demands
from all that they should sacrifice a portion of their lives for
Albert Schweitzer (1875 — 1965)

others.

THE POPE AND 1. ... ONTHREE ETHICAL ISSUES

His holiness John Paul IT and

I are the same age (b. 1920).
Together we represent long years
in the life of the Catholic
tradition, he in the Roman, T in
the Anglican. I hold the Pope in
high esteem as a sterling and
gifted man of God. He holds
strong views on several issues of
wide significance, and his
teaching helps me clarify my own
convictions. On three major
matters of public and personal
morality we stand on both the
same and different ground. On
issue A we agree completely. On
issue B we agree mostly. On issue
C we disagree.

CAPITAL PUNISHMENT

The Pope’s most recent
statement concerns Capital
Punishment. He is rigorously
opposed to it. So am I. Though
my agreement with the Pope has
no institutional binding effect
(and never did on any issue, given
the democratic constitution of the
Episcopal Church), this statement
from the Roman Catholic Pontiff
becomes a binding moral
mandate for all Roman Catholics
and puts his pontifical teaching
squarely in accord with every
major national government in the
Western world — except our
own. The USA continues to
sanction it as a just punishment
for capital crimes. The Pope
contends that no one, regardless
of the gravity and obscenity of the
crime, must be denied the
possibility of repentance and
amendment of life. So do 1.

This position runs deeply
contrary to personal impulse
when confronted with
incontrovertible evidence (or

confession) of calculated carnage
against life by murder and
massacre. That must be why a
new compassion is a matter of
high command in the
remembered mandates of Jesus.
“You have heard that it was said
‘an eye for an eye and a tooth for
a tooth’” — which, in strict
interpretation, 18 not a sanction of
vengeance, but a restraint against
the excess of vengeance that
brutality can arouse — as in the
case of the current barbarous
ethnic cleansing in Serbia and
current NATO response toit. “An
eye for an eye” means “take from
your enemy only what he has
taken from yon” — which does,
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by implication, sanction the taking
of life for a life. But Jesus lifts
the issue to an entirely new level
of human consciousness — a level
which Albert Schweitzer distilled
in his immortal phrase Reverence
for Life . “You have heard that it
was said ... but I say to you, Love
your enemies, and pray for those
who persecute you...” (Matthew
5:38, 44 NRSV). Why? Three
reasons at least.

First, because violence always
begets violence—as in the current
escalation of violence precipitated
by NATO bombing in the Balkans.
Violence is counterproductive.
Especially since the development
of nuclear incineration. Also, with
regard to Capital Punishment,
there is no unequivocal evidence
that hanging and other such
executions inhibit murder,
probably because murder is
overwhelmingly an act of passion,
not of reason. Even contract
killing is passion-induced, from
springs of hatred and cultic
vengeance. Vengeance is soul-
shriveling, embittering, spilling
down the years and lodging in
generations far removed from its
prompting parentage. Witness

again the savage insanity of

Slavic ethnic cleansing.

Second, because unforgiving
vengeance keeps the avenger in
the control of the avenged. To
nurse resentment and hatred is to
lock up one’s self as a prisoner of
the one hated.

And third, because even more
ancient Scriptures than the New
Testament forbid violent
retaliation. Quoting Deuteronomy
32:35 Paul wrote, “Vengeance 1s

mine, says the Lord, I will repay.”
(Romans 12:19). Only God has a
merciful heart self-cleansing
enough to turn the poison of
retaliation into justice and
redemption. And only as human
punishment 1s aimed at the same
redemptive purpose will it suffice
to bring new life to the punished.
It is not accidental that prisons
were once called “reformatories”.

Jesus’ admonition to “Love
your Enemies and Pray for your
Persecutors” seems to me, not a
summons to buck yourself up to a
nobler morality, but an invitation
to become one with him in a higher
human consciousness. Teilhard de
Chardin, named this new
consciousness the ‘Ultra Human’.
I call it ‘Hetero Pacificus’—
‘peaceable humanity’, using a
gender inclusive pre-fix to name
a sharp break in evolving out of
‘Homo Sapiens’ or ‘cunning
humanity’ and into the slow
fluorescence over time of a new
species on the evolutionary stem
of advancing life.

Jesus of Nazareth, thus
understood, becomes the eruption
into historic visibility of a
distinctly new level of human life
and spirit — the evolved
forerunner of a whole new
population. St. Paul may have
been the first to grasp gift of God
when he wrote in his second letter
to the Corinthians: “For anyone
united to Christ, there is a new
creation...” (Corinthians 5:17) He
says much the same thing in plural
terms when writing to the Romans
(8:29), identifying Jesus as the
prototype of an entirely new
expression of evolving humanity:

“For those whom he foreknew he
also predestined to be conformed
to the image of his son, in order
that he might be the firstborn
within a large family” (Italics
mine).

See what this says about the
world-wide Church that names
Jesus as Lord. This view defines
the Church as the ‘new population’
in the march of evolution. I believe
this is exactly what the Pope
pleads for when he makes
opposition to Capital Punishment
a mandate for all Catholics. He
sees the Roman Catholic
population throughout the world
as a people of forgiveness and
intercession with arms of
compassion around the earth—as
global practitioners of non-
violence. And in his papal
authority he insists upon it.

Maybe I would do the same
were I the Pope, but probably not.
“Hierarchical Control” is an
oxymoron. Hierarchy no longer
controls. It never did—without
oppression and/or violence. In our
day hierarchy is publicly saluted
and privately scorned. Witness the
widely popular Roman Catholic
habit of ignoring papal prohibition
of birth control.

Still, I am fully in accord with
the Pope in his moral opposition
to Capital Punishment. Not only
is the practice immoral and soul-
shriveling. It is also utterly
unworkable as a crime inhibitor.
We are the only major Western
nation in the world that continues
to sanction it, and the USA has
more crime and more people in jail
per capita than any other society.
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