Crime and punishment: An Interfaith Grand River discussion
Crime and punishment, the topic of Interfaith Grand River’s June 2011 meeting, was described by one participant as “complex, resistant of easy judgement, and demanding of great discernment and discrimination,” and the group approached the topic in that spirit.

Jewish and Muslim participants indicated that their traditions’ perspectives on crime and punishment are misunderstood. In the Jewish tradition, the misunderstanding surrounds the biblical commandment to take “an eye for an eye.” In fact, a Jewish participant said, “an eye for an eye” was intended as a limit on brutality. She noted that “by Second Temple times, capital punishment had been effectively abolished: a sanhedrin that put someone to death more than once in 70 years was considered a bloody and violent sanhedrin and needed to be replaced.”
A Muslim participant explained that when a man accuses a woman of adultery, he has to produce four witnesses. She recalled the story of a woman who comes to the Prophet Muhammad and says she has committed adultery, and the Prophet pretends that he didn’t hear. According to a participant from the Ahmadiyya tradition, “the punishment that is practised in some Islamic countries is not really Islamic.” The emphasis in Islam, he said, is on alleviating the fundamental causes of crime.
Similarly, a Baha’i participant noted that her tradition considers crime a societal issue, and the need to prevent crime is emphasized. Significantly, the governing body of the Baha’i Faith is called the Universal House of Justice, and there are also local houses of justice.

A number of participants expressed discomfort with the idea of punishment and preferred to focus on justice. In the Mennonite tradition, this takes the form of restorative justice. A Neopagan participant characterized justice as “accountability to one another.” She also cautioned against emphasizing rehabilitation, a concept she found “somewhat insulting — those of us who are members of the club admit others into the club.”
From a Confucian point of view, what is most important is social harmony. “Punishment may be necessary in order to reassure society that evil is being restrained or at least reprimanded,” a participant representing that point of view noted, “but the necessity of applying punishment also implies a social failure.”

A Mormon participant reported that in his tradition, capital punishment is accepted for the murder of an innocent person, but “otherwise the goal is healing.” For a Roman Catholic participant, “capital punishment is usurping God’s right to fix the problem. Sometimes we make that choice, but we should never gloat about it.”

This participant recalled two stories in the Christian Scriptures that relate to crime and punishment. In one, a woman is caught in the act of adultery, and Jesus says that a person who has never committed a crime may begin the punishment. In the other story, Jesus tells a tax collector, “I want to come to your house today.” A Christian Science participant noted that these two stories of come up frequently in Bible lessons in his tradition.

