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My point this morning is to not convert you to any particular position for or against capital punishment, but to tell you how and why my thinking has changed, why this is an ethical and spiritual issue for me, and to invite you to talk about this topic after the service. I want to let you know that I have added my name to those of the NH Coalition Against the Death Penalty. If and when you see my name listed publicly with this issue, you will know why. 
Several of you here this morning have spent years, if not decades, petitioning against the death penalty. It is one of the issues that divides Americans, often with great emotion. 
A Gallup poll shows us that 49% of Americans favor the death penalty, versus 46% who favor life without parole. A survey of our congregation would probably show that we are also divided on the issue, those in favor, those against, with a number of people unsure and conflicted about it.  
For some, it is a matter of degree of the crime. Should capital punishment be used for all murder, premeditated murder, mass murder, murder of police, murder during a home invasion? If capital punishment is used by a state, in what manner shall it be carried out? Should the use of capital punishment be decided state by state, or by federal law or court decision?  Should capital punishment be taken off the books for any and all reasons, as it was by the Supreme Court from 1972 to 1976? 

My own opinion, for several decades, was that of a supporter of capital punishment….then a conflicted supporter of capital punishment…..and today, a supporter of its repeal. The less I knew about the reasons, pro and con, the more I supported capital punishment, and the more I avoided coming to terms with my own ethic of non-violence. 

We lived in Illinois for 23 years before returning to New Hampshire. When questions surfaced regarding faulty trials and convictions of men on death row in Illinois, I began to pay attention. When DNA testing and other high tech means of determining guilt and innocence were introduced into the cases of 12 men on death row in Illinois, they were exonerated. They were released by a Republican governor. Their exoneration raised the probability that over 13 innocent people had been put to death since 1977. Their exoneration raised the issue that the death penalty is a sentence that is racially biased, and that witnesses memories are not like a videotape. That development contributed to a change in my thinking. 

For the first 40 years of my life, I had ample reservoirs of anger and indignation, enough to fuel the feelings that murderers should be executed. As I became more the person I needed to be for my own spiritual peace of mind, as the anger was replaced by the struggle for compassion, my opinion of capital punishment changed. Thoughts of revenge and vendetta against perpetrators became less important than feelings of compassion for victims. My soul was not saved nor satisfied with revenge. My spiritual life was not fulfilled by enacting more death. 

This would be an appropriate time and place to appeal to God. The Unitarian God who gifted humans with reason falls like a blunted arrow on the iron shield of the hierarchies of grief that are used as a sanction for capital punishment. The Universalist God of infinite love is shouted down under cries of revenge. The images of god used in arguments pro and con are predictable. Their spokespersons, though sincere, are in an endless tug of war over whose God is bigger, better and stronger. 


Even though every major denomination in the United States except the Southern Baptists, has voted resolutions against the death penalty, only 14 states have fully abolished the death penalty: Alaska, Hawaii, Illinois, Iowa, Maine, Michigan, Minnesota, New Jersey, New Mexico, North Dakota, Rhode Island, Vermont, West Virginia, and Wisconsin. 

Religious denominations have struggled for years over what Bible verse to apply to the issue of capital punishment. Does a good Christian follow Exodus 20, verse 13: “Thou Shalt not kill?” Or Mark chapter 10 verse 19; “Do not kill?” Or, Exodus 21, verse 24; “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth?” Or Matthew 5, verses 38 and 39; “You have heard it said, an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. But I say unto you, resist not evil, whosoever shall smite thee on the right cheek, turn to them the other.” Jesus said: forget an eye for an eye. It is a mystery to me how a person can follow Jesus, and can also condone capital punishment. Are the ethics lived by Jesus only ‘suggestions?’ Gandhi seemed in agreement when he observed; “An eye for an eye makes everyone blind.” 

Looking out at the broad expanse of history, one can witness the transitions leading from the earliest death penalty spoken of in Hamurabi’s Law, to the decline today in capital punishment. Two or three thousand years ago, without a penal system, and with limited resources, a victorious tribe would have murdered its enemies because they could not be trusted, and because there were no resources to imprison them. 
In the world today, 96 countries have abolished the capital punishment. Only about 58 nations actively practice the death penalty, and 34 of those nations have not used it for over 10 years. The European Union requires member states to not practice the death penalty. 60% of the world’s population live in countries that practice the death penalty, the United States, Indonesia, India, China, although India and Indonesia only rarely use it. China leads the world with the use of the death penalty, with upwards of 5000 people put to death in 2010. There is no honor for me as an American to be lumped together with China, Iran, North Korea and Yemen as one of the top five countries, in the world to put people to death. These five countries form an axis of cruel and unusual punishment. 
The United Nations voted on capital punishment in 2007, with 104 countries in favor of abolishing, 54 against, and 29 abstaining. The General Assembly of UU congregations has voted on 6 resolutions against capital punishment, starting in 1961.  

The observation can be made is that sometime in the future, the death penalty will cease to be practiced in the world. 
The New Hampshire legislature is considering bills to expand the use of capital punishment even though there have been no executions here since 1976. A slim majority of the members of the New Hampshire Death Penalty Study Commission voted to retain capital punishment. 

One of the most cited reasons to retain capital punishment is that it deters crime. Studies show conflicting data, but there are two that influence me. The Death Penalty Information Center, which opposes capital punishment, determined that the murder rate in states with the death penalty is 35% higher than the murder rate in states without the death penalty. Texas cities, in particular show high homicide rates, unaffected by the number of executions each year. 
States with capital punishment end up spending more taxpayer money in court cases and appeals than states with life imprisonment. California, with the most men on death row, spends an average of $300 million per execution. Why haven’t people made a rational decision to oppose spending taxpayers money on the death penalty? Because they believe that vengeance must trump all other arguments, and that no expense should be spared for vengeance. I do not want the limited financial resources of my state government to be used for publicly sanctioned murder. 
The argument is made that the death penalty helps to bring closure to victims’ families, but again each family responds in different ways. Some favor the death penalty while perhaps as many others realize that the death penalty will never bring back a loved one, nor ennoble the memory of the deceased.
Jeanne Bishop of Illinois, whose sister and brother in law were murdered, wrote, “Killing the killer doesn’t change anything, certainly not my grief. The death of my sister’s killer could never begin to pay for their lives.” 
 People who commit murder should be held accountable. This cannot be accomplished by the message that killing people who kill people is our only option. 
Regardless of my position on the issue, my ethical decisions and spiritual reasons, this is a contentious issue, disagreed upon by good people here and everywhere. 

My own position does not mean that I have all the answers. I still have many questions. I still have anger toward murderers. But this is how my thinking has changed, and why I added my name to those of the NH Coalition Against the Death Penalty. 
