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DEATH PENALTY CATECHISM REVISION:
Development, Rupture

or 
TROJAN HORSE?

“The trials that lay before us are such as would appal and 
make dizzy even such courageous hearts as St. Athanasius, 

St. Gregory I, or St. Gregory VII.  And they would confess 
that, dark as the prospect of their own day was to them 

severally, ours has a darkness different in kind from any that 
has been before it.”  Bl. John Henry Newman

The Church’s Ultimate Trial
CCC 675: “Before Christ's second coming the Church must pass through 

a final trial that will shake the faith of many believers. The persecution 
that accompanies her pilgrimage on earth will unveil the "mystery of 
iniquity" in the form of a religious deception offering men an apparent 
solution to their problems at the price of apostasy from the truth.

Our Lady of Akita, 1973: “The work of the devil will infiltrate even into the 
Church in such a way that one will see cardinals opposing cardinals, and 
bishops against other bishops. The priests who venerate me will be 
scorned and opposed by their Confreres. The Church and altars will be 
vandalized. The Church will be full of those who accept compromises 
and the demon will press many priests and consecrated souls to leave 
the service of the Lord”.

Cardinal Karol Wojtyla: "We are now standing in the face of the greatest 
historical confrontation humanity has gone through. I do not think that 
wide circles of the American society or wide circles of the Christian 
community realize this fully. We are now facing the final confrontation 
between the Church and the anti-Church, of the Gospel versus the anti-
Gospel. It is a trial which the Church must take up.” 
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Edward Feser: By Man Shall His Blood Be Shed

Defending the Integrity of the Church: Cardinal Avery Dulles
Ø “The reversal of a doctrine as well established as the legitimacy of capital punishment 

would raise serious problems regarding the credibility of the magisterium. 
Ø Consistency with Scripture and long standing Catholic tradition is important for the  

grounding of many current teachings of the Catholic Church; for example, those 
regarding abortion, contraception, the permanence of marriage and the ineligibility of 
women for priestly ordination.  If the tradition on capital punishment is reversed, 
serious questions would be raised regarding other doctrines…

Ø If, in fact, the previous teaching had been discarded, doubt would be cast on the 
current teaching as well.  It too would have to be seen as reversible, and in that case, 
as having no firm hold on people’s assent. 

Ø The new doctrine, based on recent insight, would be in competition with a magisterial 
teaching that has endured for two millenia – or even more, if one wishes to count the 
biblical testimonies.  

Ø Would not some Catholics be justified in adhering to the earlier teachings on the 
ground that  it has more solid warrant than the new?  

Ø The faithful would be confronted with the dilemma of having to 
dissent either from past or from present magisterial teaching.” 
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THE PROBLEM: MODERNISM’S INFILTRATION 
INTO CATHOLIC THEOLOGY

“I don’t think it is so important to focus on 
Pope Francis or his successor because the 
problem goes back almost 100 years to 
Modernism.  We need to pray for a 
restoration of true Christianity.  It is a battle 
of ideas and not just of persons.”  Roberto 
de Mattei, Amazon Roundtable

Modernism: The Synthesis of All Heresies

Ø Until recently, rhetoric to abolish the Death Penalty was an 
anti-Catholic modernist phenomenon
Ø Catholics can be opposed to the DP in practice, but not in 
principle, since it is an irreformable doctrine of the Church
Ø Modernists’ foundational error: the “intrinsic evolution of 
dogma” is for the Modernists “amongst the chief points of 
their teaching.” It is "An immense collection of 
sophisms...that ruins and destroys all religion. 
ØSynthesis of all heresies: Implies that Christianity is not a 

religion revealed by God, but a product of human minds.
Ø“Dogma is not only able, but ought to evolve and to be 

changed.  This is strongly affirmed by the modernists, 
and clearly flows from their principles.” PDG, 12-13

Pope St. Pius X, 
1835-1914
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Errors of the Modernists (Lamentabili Sane)
Condemned: 
4. Even by dogmatic definitions the Church’s Magisterium cannot determine 

the genuine sense of the Sacred Scriptures. 
26. The dogmas of the faith are to be held only according to their 

practical sense: that is to say, as perceptive norms of conduct and not 
as norms of believing.

53. The organic constitution of the Church is not immutable.  Like human 
society, Christian society is subject to a perpetual evolution.

58. Truth is no more immutable than man himself, since it evolved with 
him, in him, and through him.

59. Christ did not teach a determined body of doctrine applicable to all 
times and all men, but rather inaugurated a religious movement 
adapted or to be adapted to different times and places.

62. The chief articles of the Apostles’ Creed did not have the same sense for 
the Christians of the first ages as they have for the Christians of our time.

63. The Church shows that she is incapable of effectively maintaining 
evangelical ethics, since she obstinately clings to immutable doctrines 
which cannot be reconciled with modern progress

Papal Infallibility: Only at the Service of Scripture and Tradition
Ø “For the Holy Spirit was not promised to the successors of Peter so that they might, by his 

revelation, make known some new doctrine, but that, by his assistance, they might 
religiously guard and faithfully expound the revelation or deposit of faith transmitted by the 
apostles.”  Pastor Aeternus (Vat I), 4.6

Ø “Therefore, any expression of doctrine or law or practice that is not in conformity with 
Divine Revelation, as contained in Sacred Scripture and the Church’s Tradition cannot be 
an authentic exercise of the Apostolic or Petrine ministry and must be rejected by the 
faithful. Cardinal Burke, The Plenitudo potestatis of the Roman Pontiff in Service of 
the Unity of the Church.

Ø “The Pope is not an absolute monarch whose thoughts and desires are law. On the 
contrary: the Pope's ministry is a guarantee of obedience to Christ and to his Word. He 
must not proclaim his own ideas, but rather constantly bind himself and the Church to 
obedience to God's Word, in the face of every attempt to adapt it or water it down, and 
every form of opportunism…” Pope Benedict XVI

Ø “Let no mortal being have the audacity to reprimand a Pope on account of his faults, for he 
whose duty it is to judge all other men cannot be judged by anybody, unless he should 
be called to task for having deviated from the faith” (Gratian Decretals).

Ø “Whatever clearly favors heresy, cannot be matter for obedience.  Obedience is                     
at the service of Faith, not Faith at the service of obedience!  One must obey 
God before men.” (Acts 5:29) – St. Vincent of Lerins
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Papal Infallibility is Limited by Tradition itself:
Extraordinary Magisterium: Ex Cathedra – must be a formal and clear document, 

using precise wording of his role, defining the Church’s traditional teaching – rare: 
only two - Marian definitions

Ordinary and Universal Magisterium: The second aspect under which the pope is 
bound to Tradition comes when we consider the Church’s sources for its ordinary 
infallibility. They are the following: 

1. Scripture (written Tradition) 
2. Apostolic Teaching and practice (unwritten Tradition) 
3. The consensus of the Fathers  
4. The consensus of prior ecumenical councils and infallible papal pronouncements 

(i.e. Ordinatio Sacerdotalis by Pope JPII)
5. The consensus of the scholastics 
6. The consensus of the whole body of the faithful 

We may say here that papal infallibility is thus limited by ordinary infallibility 
by the fact that the former can never contradict the latter, being its servant. 

Deposit of 
Faith

No One has the authority to promulgate “new doctrine”- Vatican I & 2
• “If anyone says that it is possible that at some time, given the advancement of knowledge, a sense may 

be assigned to the dogmas propounded by the Church which is different from that which the Church has 
understood and understands: let him be anathema.” Vatican I, Dei Filius, 4.3

• “For the holy Spirit was promised to the successors of Peter not so that they might, by his revelation, 
make known some new doctrine, but that, by his assistance, they might religiously guard and 
faithfully expound the revelation or deposit of faith transmitted by the apostles.” Dei Filius, 4.6

• Vatican II:“[T]he task of authentically interpreting the word of God, whether written or handed on, has 
been entrusted exclusively to the living teaching office of the Church... This teaching office is not above 
the word of God, but serves it, teaching only what has been handed on…” Dei Verbum
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The Catholic Teaching on the Death Penalty is 
Part of Her Ordinary and Universal Magisterium 

Ø Declaration of the Truths, 2019: #28 “In accordance with Holy Scripture and the 
constant tradition of the ordinary and universal Magisterium, the Church did not err 
in teaching that the civil power may lawfully exercise capital punishment on 
malefactors where this is truly necessary to preserve the existence or just order of 
societies (see Gen 9:6; John 19:11; Rom 13:1-7; Innocent III, Professio fidei
Waldensibus praescripta; Roman Catechism of the Council of Trent, p. III, 5, n. 4; 
Pius XII, Address to Catholic jurists on December 5, 1954). 

Differing Magisterial Weights of Doctrines
1. Statements which definitively put forward as divinely revealed truths, or dogmas in the 

strict sense. Examples would be the Christological dogmas, the doctrine of original sin, the 
grave immorality of directly and voluntarily killing an innocent human being, and so 
forth. According to Catholic teaching, statements in this category must be affirmed by every 
Catholic with “divine and Catholic faith.” No legitimate disagreement is possible.

2. Statements which definitively put forward truths which are not revealed, but closely 
connected with revealed truths. Examples would be moral teachings such as the immorality 
of euthanasia, and the teaching that priestly ordination is reserved only to men. According 
to Donum Veritatis, statements in this category must be “firmly accepted and held” by all 
Catholics. Here too, legitimate disagreement is not possible.

3. Statements which in a non-definitive but obligatory way clarify revealed truths such as 
Vatican II teachings which abstained from new doctrinal definitions. According to Donum
Veritatis, statements in this category must be accepted by Catholics with “religious submission 
of will and intellect.” Given their non-definitive character, however, the assent due to such 
statements is not of the absolute kind owed to statements of categories 1 and 2.  The default 
position is to assent to them, but it is in principle possible that the very strong 
presumption in their favor can be overridden. 
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Magisterial Weight Cont. – Prudential Statements

4. Statements of a prudential sort which require external 
obedience but not interior assent. Hence, while Donum
Veritatis says that it would be a mistake “to conclude that the 
Church's Magisterium can be habitually mistaken in its 
prudential judgments,” nevertheless: When it comes to the 
question of interventions in the prudential order, it could 
happen that some Magisterial documents might not be free 
from all deficiencies. 

5. Statements of a prudential sort on matters about which 
there may be a legitimate diversity of opinion among 
Catholics. Examples would be many of the statements 
made by popes and other churchmen on matters of political 
controversy, such as illegal immigration, war, and capital 
punishment.

Nothing in the 
Catechism is elevated 
in authority merely by 
being included in the 

Catechism.

True Development of Doctrine
Ø Vatican I, Dei Filius, cap. 4: “That meaning of the 

sacred dogmas is ever to be maintained which has once 
been declared by holy mother Church, and there must 
never be any abandonment of this sense under the 
pretext or in the name of a more profound 
understanding. May understanding, knowledge and 
wisdom increase as ages and centuries roll along, and 
greatly and vigorously flourish, in each and all, in the 
individual and the whole Church: but this only in its 
own proper kind, that is to say, in the same doctrine, 
the same sense, and the same understanding.” 

Ø “No one person, not even a Bishop ex cathedra, may at 
his mere word determine what doctrine shall be received 
and what not. He is bound to appeal to the established 
faith.  He is bound conscientiously to try opinions by the 
established faith, and in doing so to an Unseen Power.”  
Bl. John Henry Newman

Canonization on 
October 13, 2019

Feast Day: 
October 9
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Pope Francis’ Idea of Development: Evolution
Ø “Francis devoted some time in his remarks to demonstrating that his new position on 

the death penalty is part of a “harmonious development” of doctrine. Francis 
explains that, when the Church’s traditional doctrine is “clearly contrary” to a 
“new understanding of Christian truth,” we have a duty to “cease to defend” 
that doctrine. Francis argues that, today, we understand that any taking of 
human life is contrary to the dignity of life, and therefore we can now say that it 
is contrary to the Gospel. The argument is simple enough, but its implications are 
profound.”  J.P. Smith, 

Ø Pope Francis seems to believe that authentic developments                                         
can correct, not corroborate, the body of thought from which                                                     
they proceed – “Realities are more important than doctrines”                                      
(Evangelii gaudium).

Newman’s Marks of the Development of Doctrine
1. Preservation of type:  not evolution but development  -Natural Law, Scripture                                        

and Tradition uphold the state’s authority to wield the sword --> DP is admissible
2. Continuity of Principles: the underlying principles do not change - Primary aim of punishment is  

redressing the disorder introduced by the offense by a proportionate penalty–> Retributive Justice 
3. Assimilation: development takes up what is good and true - Deterrence, Correction, Expiation for sin, 

defense of the community, Restitution, etc., can all be taken up into the understanding as practical 
secondary principles for the application of the DP

4. Logical Sequence: the doctrine must develop logically from its antecendents - One cannot replace a 
primary principle of the doctrine (Retributive Justice) with a secondary principle (Defense of the 
community) as the necessary and sufficient basis of a doctrine

5. Anticipation of it’s future: could be seen naturally within the earlier doctrine or practice - That the 
Death Penalty would be declared intrinsically evil, or contrary to the Gospel, would never have been 
anticipated in its origins

6. Conservative action on it’s past: the development must conserve the past, not destroy it:  To 
pronounce that ” the Church teaches, in the light of the Gospel, that the death penalty is inadmissible” 
is a reversal of past development and so is a corruption, not a development, of doctrine.

7. Chronic vigor:  the true ideas stand the test of time, they prevail - Corruptions, heresies, and half 
truths disintegrate and die out - The Death Penalty is sometimes reinstated after the effects of abolition 
are felt – Federal and state (Florida, Georgia and Texas)
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2266 CCC Revision by Pope St. John Paul II 1997 
2266: The efforts of the state to curb the spread of behavior 

harmful to people's rights and to the basic rules of civil 
society correspond to the requirement of safeguarding the 
common good. Legitimate public authority has the right 
and duty to inflict punishment proportionate to the 
gravity of the offense. (Proportionality)

Punishment has the primary aim of redressing the 
disorder introduced by the offense. (Retributive Justice 
– the Primary Principle for punishment). 

When it is willingly accepted by the guilty party, it assumes the 
value of expiation – reparation (secondary principles). 

Punishment then, in addition to defending public order and 
protecting people's safety, has a medicinal purpose: as far 
as possible, it must contribute to the correction of the guilty 
party (secondary principle).

2267 CCC Revision by Pope St. John Paul II 1997
2267 Assuming that the guilty party's identity and responsibility have been fully determined, 

the traditional teaching of the Church does not exclude recourse to the death penalty 
(cites the irreformable teaching of the Church), if this is the only possible way of 
effectively defending human lives against the unjust aggressor (replaces the primary 
principle (2266) with a secondary and insufficient one)

If, however, non-lethal means are sufficient to defend and protect people's safety from the 
aggressor (prudential), authority will limit itself to such means (prudential assertion), 
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. (Prudential Opinion – what is meant by the 
term human dignity?)

Today, in fact, as a consequence of the possibilities which the state has for effectively 
preventing crime, (prudential and secondary principle) by rendering one who has 
committed an offense incapable of doing harm (secondary principle) - without definitely 
taking away from him the possibility of redeeming himself (unproven supposition) the 
cases in which the execution of the offender is an absolute necessity "are very rare (but still 
allowed and therefore NOT intrinsically evil), if not practically nonexistent. (Prudential 
Opinion outside the competence of religious authority)"
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Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith interprets 1997 Death Penalty 

Revision as Prudential Opinion
Cardinal Ratzinger, Prefect for the Congregation for the 

Doctrine of the Faith,  gave these as specific examples in a 
2004 memorandum on the topic “Worthiness to Receive Holy 
Communion: General Principles,” wherein he stated:

“Not all moral issues have the same moral weight as abortion and euthanasia. For 
example, if a Catholic were to be at odds with the Holy Father on the application of 
capital punishment or on the decision to wage war, he would not for that reason be 
considered unworthy to present himself to receive Holy Communion. While the 
Church exhorts civil authorities to seek peace, not war, and to exercise 
discretion and mercy in imposing punishment on criminals, it may still be 
permissible to take up arms to repel an aggressor or to have recourse to capital 
punishment. There may be a legitimate diversity of opinion even among 
Catholics about waging war and applying the death penalty, but not however 
with regard to abortion and euthanasia.” (Emphasis added)

2267 CCC Revision by Pope Francis 2018
A. 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. (Implies an inherent historical 
relativity in moral doctrine – the “reality has outstripped the 
ideal”)

B. Today, however, there is an increasing awareness that the dignity of 
the person is not lost even after the commission of very serious crimes.  
(False implication)
• Falsely implies the Church did not understand human dignity prior to modern 

times. The possibility of repentance is rooted in the human dignity of the felon 
and has always been affirmed by the Church.

• The first human dignity is the spiritual nature of the soul which makes it possible 
for the felon to suffer the penalty in a way meritorious of salvation (expiatory), like 
any sinner.

• Human dignity has long served as the ground for justifying the penalty. In 
the tradition, capital punishment is understood as one of the penalties that may 
be due to a rational agent who uses his freedom to commit the severest crimes. 

• The human dignity of the innocent merits the most rigorous defense, especially 
for those who wrongly assail the dignity of others

• The statement is parochial and condescending with respect to prior Catholic 
teaching and those saints, popes, and scholars who held it for 2000 years
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Cont: 2267 CCC Revision by Pope Francis 2018
C. In addition, a new understanding has emerged of the significance of penal sanctions 

imposed by the state.
• Refers to the idea that in the past the state’s penal sanctions were understood principally as administering 

justice (the primary aim of punishment in 2266!) but today the Church understands them principally as 
seeking to protect society and (hopefully) rehabilitate the offender (Secondary principles). 

D. Lastly, more effective systems of detention have been developed, which ensure the due 
protection of citizens (first world technology that supports secondary principles – has no 
impact on the morality of the DP)  but, at the same time, do not definitively deprive the 
guilty of the possibility of redemption (Prudential opinion and supposition).

• The DP does NOT deprive felons of the possibility of repentance, let alone redemption! Aquinas 
saw this as a frivolous argument – immanent death is a catalyst to repentance and the grace of 
conversion

E. Consequently, the Church teaches, in the light of the Gospel (Where are the Scriptural 
and magisterial citations?), that “the death penalty is inadmissible (ambiguous legal 
term) because it is an attack on the inviolability (inviolability on applies to innocent 
human life) and dignity of the person” (Francis, Address, Oct. 11, 2017) (a wholesale 
break with Scripture, Tradition, and the Magisterium!) , and she works with determination 
for its abolition worldwide.
• Excessive use of strong language overcoming any idea that this is a prudential opinion – it is 

presented as a magisterial teaching of the Church with a weight beyond prudential. 
• Ordinary Catholics would view this teaching as definitive demanding de fide assent of mind and will. 

Magisterial Irresponsibility
• Four reasons for viewing this revision critically:

1. The “dignitarian premise” or a modern superior understanding of human dignity will                             
be used in future attempts to change moral doctrines to accommodate the secular                          
societal normalization of sinful activities.

2. The revision is being celebrated, presented and publicized in a misleading way – as 
abrogating prior teaching.  Failure on the part of ecclesial authorities to make the prudential 
character clear causes confusion, error, and needless division.  

a. It accustoms under-catechized Catholics to a wrong understanding of the proper authority of the      
Pope in regards to the Doctrine of the Church. 
3. The language used is violent and excessive.  Taken by itself it suggests that the Death Penalty 
is essentially unjust.

a. The rhetoric of the conclusion should reflect the prudential nature of the premises.  But the 
inordinate language exacerbates the conclusion and is a grave defect – it needs to be corrected.
4. The prudential counsel it asserts seems at best equivocal. 

a. The claim that new discoveries about the nature of penal sanctions and new methods of 
detention do away with further questions concerning the essential justice of the death penalty or the 
protection of society or the deterrence of crime, is false. 
“Taken by itself (apart from its prudential grounds), it leads to conclusions contrary to Scripture, 
contrary to tradition, contrary to the teachings of all the popes until the present, and contrary to 
the unanimous consensus of the Fathers…” Steven A Long, Magisterial Irresponsibility
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Tactics to Spread Modernist  Errors
1. Spread the error that the pope in fact has power over Tradition. 

This, then, will give popular acceptance to allow contraception or 
ordain women or overturn the traditional teaching on the death 
penalty. This is the false “Spirit of Vatican II.” 

2. Issue documents that contain ambiguous language.  Like Vatican 
II and AL documents, intentional equivocal language can be used 
to promote “changes” after the fact. 

3. Attempt to bind the faithful to non-infallible teaching. Proclaim an 
ambiguous document [or a new “pastoral teaching’], give it a 
heretical meaning, then attempt to bind the faithful as if it were 
infallible doctrine. 

4. Issue documents that have no reference to prior magisterium on 
the same topic – erase the Tradition: “Our God is a God of 
surprises!”.

The Declaration of Truths (1) “The right meaning of the expressions ‘living tradition,’ ‘living 
Magisterium,’ ‘hermeneutic of continuity,’ and ‘development of doctrine’ includes the truth that whatever 
new insights may be expressed regarding the deposit of faith, nevertheless they cannot be contrary to 
what the Church has always proposed in the same dogma, in the same sense, and in the same meaning. 
Thus, even if a new document ignores prior teaching, it is false to say the prior teaching should be 
ignored or is abrogated.”  Cardinal Burke, Bishop Schneider, and others

The Perfect Doctrinal Trojan Horse: 
Weaponized Ambiguity to Advocate a Novel Absolute Moral Principle 

Ø Death Penalty is unpopular – modernism and Pope John 
Paul II have turned it’s abolition into a seemingly Catholic 
issue

Ø Taking advantage of this, changing the Catechism would be 
acceptable to many Catholics (leadership included) and 
signal an acceptance of corrupt papal authority

Ø The Trojan Signal: We can change this teaching, because 
the Church was wrong about it in the past. And if the Church 
could be wrong about this moral issue, she can be wrong 
about any of them. That means we can change those, too.

Ø Thus, dismantling the teaching authority and credibility of the 
Church on matters of faith and morals, it is a custom-made 
Trojan horse designed to carry the forces in support of 
doctrinal and dogmatic relativism into the heart of the Church 
for a critical modernist victory.

Ø This is how the game appears to work: propose an idea that 
pushes the envelope, test the response, retreat if the 
opposition is overwhelming. Often, even in retreat, they wind 
up much farther along than they started
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USCCB US Catechism Revision: “Eloquent Ambiguity” Embraced

“This may not be the age of saints, 
but all times are the age of martyrs.”

“The Church of God cannot 
change; what she was that 
she is.  What our forefathers 
were, such are we; we look 
like other men, but we have 
in us which none others 
have, - the latent element of 
an indomitable fortitude.  
This may not be the age of 
saints, but all times are the 
age of martyrs.”


