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Roanoke  — While executions continue elsewhere, with 30 in the United States so far in

2012 and 17 more scheduled before the end of the year, United Methodists in Virginia have

chosen a different path:   At its recent 2012 annual meeting here, the Virginia Conference of The

United Methodist Church, with near unanimity, called for elimination of the death penalty in

Virginia.

The resolution, introduced by Rev. Dr. John Copenhaver,  Professor of Religion and

Philosophy at Shenandoah University on behalf of the Virginia Chapter of the Methodist

Federation for Social Action, “Requests the Governor and members of the General Assembly to

prepare and enact legislation that will eliminate the death penalty in the Commonwealth” and

invites other religious bodies and non-government organizations to join United Methodists in

“actively seeking the elimination of the death penalty in Virginia.”

This action, by one of Virginia’s largest religious bodies, takes on special significance in

view of Virginia being second only to Texas in the number of executions since reinstatement of

the death penalty in 1976.  The nearly unanimous vote was made by official clergy and lay

delegates from the approximately 1200 United Methodist churches in practically every city, town

and county across the Commonwealth (except the southwestern tip which belongs to another

jurisdiction) and representing over 334,000 United Methodists.

Support for the resolution was rooted in both the church’s faith tradition and practical

realities associated with use of the death penalty.   Among the church’s core principles is the

belief that “all human life is sacred,” created by God and to be “seen as significant and valuable,”

and that “the death penalty denies the power of Christ to redeem, restore and transform all human

beings.”   In 1956 The Methodist Church became the first of the main-line denominations to

“oppose capital punishment and urge its elimination from all criminal codes” – a position it has

affirmed at every quadrennial national conference since 1956.

Among the practical realities that have led many delegates to question the value of the

death penalty are the danger of committing the irreversible wrong of killing an innocent person



(since 1972 a total of 141 persons have been released from death row on evidence of innocence,

including one in Virginia);  the alleged value of the death penalty as a deterrent is not supported

by empirical evidence (murder rates are higher in states with the death penalty than in those

without it);  police chiefs have ranked the death penalty last when presented with a list of ways to

reduce violent crime and considered the death penalty to be the least efficient use of taxpayers’

money;  the death penalty is not necessary since life in prison without parole provides the safety

and security society seeks,  and the growing realization among many leaders that it is impossible

to design a death penalty system that is inherently consistent and fair – a view well summarized

by Gov. Pat Quinn when signing legislation repealing the death penalty in Illinois last year who,

after consulting with persons on both sides of the issues – prosecutors, judges, elected officials,

religious leaders, families of murder victims, people on death row who were exonerated and

ordinary citizens – stated, “I have concluded that our system of imposing the death penalty is

inherently flawed.  The evidence presented to me by former prosecutors and judges with decades

of experience in the criminal justice system has convinced me that it is impossible to devise a

system that is consistent, that is free of discrimination on the basis of race, geography or

economic circumstances, that always gets it right.”

Due to such concerns about fairness in death penalty cases, the sentences of two of the 47

persons scheduled for execution in the U.S. in 2012 have been commuted to life in prison

without parole.   According to the Death Penalty Information Center, the planned execution of 36

additional persons in the U.S. in 2012 have been stayed to allow for further appeals, DNA

testing, evaluation of mental competency and resolution of questions about whether proper

protocol was followed.
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