


There are still many married couples
who, with a generous sense of responsi-
bility, are ready to accept children as “the
supreme gift of marriage.” Nor is there a
lack of families which, over and above
their everyday service to life, are willing
to accept abandoned children, boys and
girls and teenagers in difficulty, handi-
capped persons, elderly men and women
who have been left alone.

Medical science...continues to dis-
cover ever more effective remedies....
Physicians are being organized to bring
quick relief to peoples affected by natural
disasters, epidemics or wars.

Movements and initiatives to raise
social awareness in defense of life have
sprung up in many parts of the world.
When such movements act resolutely, but
without resorting to violence, they pro-
mote a wider and more profound con-
sciousness of the value of life.

The Bible: ‘Life is sacred’

aman life is sacred because
‘rom its beginning it involves
‘the creative action of God.”
‘Before I formed you in the
womb I knew you, and before you were
born I consecrated you” (Jer 1:5): The life
of every individual, from its very begin-
ning, is part of God’s plan. Expressions
of awe and wonder at God’s intervention
in the life of a child in its mother’s womb
occur again and again in the Psalms (for
example, Ps 22:10-11; 71:6; 139:13-14).
How can anyone think that even a
single moment of this marvelous process
of the unfolding of life could be separat-

ed from the wise and loving work of the
Creator, and left prey to human caprice?

The wisdom and experience of the
elderly are recognized as a unique source
of enrichment for family and society.

In old age, how should one face the
inevitable decline of life? How should
one act in the face of death? The believer
knows that his life is in the hands of God.
“You, O Lord, hold my lot” (see Ps 16:5).
Man is not the master of life, nor is he
the master of death. In life and in death,
he has to entrust himself completely to
the “good pleasure of the Most High”
(Sir 41:3-4), to his loving plan.

Killing in self-defense

o kill a human being, in whom
the image of God is present, is a
particularly serious sin. Only
God is the master of life! Yet
from the beginning, Christian reflection
has sought a fuller and deeper under-
standing of God’s commandment.

There are in fact situations in which
values proposed by God’s Law seem to
involve a genuine paradox. This happens
for example in the case of legitimate
defense, in which the right to protect
one’s own life and the duty not to harm
someone else’s life are difficult to recon-
cile in practice. Certainly, the intrinsic
value of life and the duty to love oneself
no less than others are the basis of a true
right to self-defense.

The demanding commandment of
love of neighbor, set forth in the Old Tes-
tament and confirmed by Jesus, itself
presupposes love of oneself: “You shall
love your neighbor as yourself ” (Mk
12:31). Consequently, no one can re-
nounce the right to self-defense out of
lack of love for life or for self. This can
only be done in virtue of a heroic love
which deepens and transfigures the love
of self into a radical self-offering, in the
spirit of the Gospel Beatitudes (see Mt
5:38-40). The sublime example of this
self-offering is the Lord Jesus himself.

Moreover, “legitimate defense can be
not only a right but a grave duty for
someone responsible for another’s life,
the common good of the family or of the
State.” Unfortunately it happens that the
need to render the aggressor incapable of
causing harm sometimes involves taking
his life. This is the context in which to
place the problem of the death penalty.

The death penalty question

here is a growing tendency, in

Church and society, to demand

‘hat the death penalty be applied

in a very limited way or even
that it be abolished completely. The prob-
lem 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 inflicts is “to redress the
disorder caused by the offense.”

Public authority must redress the vio-
lation 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 fulfills the purpose of defending
public order and ensuring people’s 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 possi-
ble otherwise to defend society. Today,
however, as a result of steady improve-
ments in the organization of the penal
system, such cases are very rare, if not
practically nonexistent.

In any event, the principle set forth in
the new Catechism of the Catholic
Church remains valid: “If bloodless
means are sufficient 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.”

The serious sin of abortion

nong all the crimes which can
ye committed against life, pro-
-ured abortion has characteris-
ics making it particularly
serious and deplorable. The Second Vati-
can Council defines abortion, together with
infanticide, as an “unspeakable crime.”
But today, in many people’s con-









