Wisconsin Council of Churches
Pastoral Letter from the Council’s Religious Leaders
Regarding the Death Penalty Referendum

September, 2006
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ,

The ballot for the general election on November 7 will include the advisory referendum question:
"Should the death penalty be enacted in the State of Wisconsin for cases involving a person who
is convicted of first-degree intentional homicide, if the conviction is supported by DNA
evidence?"

The possibility that the death penalty might be restored in Wisconsin -- after 153 years without it
-- 1s a matter of deep concern for us. While we recognize and respect the strong feelings and
moral and religious arguments on both sides of the debate, we must reaffirm our strong
opposition to the death penalty.

For many years, our respective denominations have opposed the death penalty. As an expression
of our united witness, a statement opposing the death penalty was adopted in 1995 by the Board
of the Wisconsin Council of Churches (WCC). That statement, “Breaking the Cycle of
Violence: Living as Images of God,” grounds our opposition to the death penalty in fundamental
affirmations of our Christian faith. It reads in part:

We believe and teach that every human being is created in the image and likeness of God,
and that even the most perverse behavior cannot obliterate that image or destroy the
worth of the person who bears it.

We believe that God is love and that, through the prophets, Jesus and other messengers,
even to our own time, God teaches us to love and respect every human person as an
image of God.

We understand ourselves as people called to follow Jesus, who rejected the law of
retribution ("an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth") and, by teaching us to love our
enemies, broke the cycle of violence and death once and for all. Our opposition to the
death penalty is an expression of our desire, as Jesus' disciples, to do what we can to
bring this cycle to an end.

We believe that vengeance belongs to God alone, and that the God we adore is not
vengeful but gracious and merciful.”

The WCC’s statement also points out “serious and unavoidable” problems involved in
implementing the death penalty, including the fact that it has not been proven to deter crime; that
it is imposed disproportionately on persons of color; and that innocent persons have been, and
will inevitably be, executed by mistake.



We do not believe that the requirement of DNA evidence is sufficient to overcome the danger of
executing innocent persons. All human techniques and methods are fallible. Requiring DNA
evidence for the death penalty will also increase the arbitrariness of capital punishment, since
DNA evidence is not available in every case.

We urge all of our congregations to take time for informed, respectful discussion of this issue
before the general election. We encourage you to make use of the resource packet prepared by
the Wisconsin Council of Churches. And let us all pray for God’s guidance as we seek to discern
how best to frame policies to promote fairness, compassion, healing, and security for all God’s
beloved children in the state of Wisconsin.
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