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CASUS
February 2013

Jacintha Saldanha wasfrom Mangal ore, and had been working
asanurseat King Edward VII'sHospital, London for about 10 years.
Shewasfound dead by apparent suicide on December 7, 2012, three
daysafter recelving ahoax call. The prank call was part of the Hot 30
Countdown radio program, broadcast on the Austereo -owned
station 2Day FM in Sydney, New SouthWales, Australia. Init, the
hostsimpersonated Queen Elizabeth and Prince Charles enquiiring about
thehealth of the Duchessof Cambridge, whowas, at thetime, apatient
staying at the hospital. Saldhanafell for the hoax and transferred the
call tothe nurselooking after the Duchess. A hospital spokesperson
saidthat shewasthe®victimof acrue journdistictrick”. A Masswas
offered at Westminster Cathedral. Then her corpse was taken to
Mangalore. The Bishop of Udupi Diocese Rev. Gerald I saac Lobo
offered thefuneral massalong with other priests. After the mass, the
coffinwascarried to the cemetery, wherethe buria servicewasheld.

Q: What isthe current stand of the Churchregarding thepossibility
of funeral Massesfor personswho aresaid to havecommitted suicide?1s
it truethet theredready aremitigating circumstances, likethepossibility of
irrationdity a themoment of taking one'slife(evenif therewasnonote),
whereby it would be possibleto supposethat the personwasnot inhis
rightmind?

A: Can. 1184 81: Unlessthey gave some signs of repentance
before death, the following must be deprived of ecclesiastical
funeras:

1/ notorious apostates, heretics, and schismatics; 2/ thosewho
chosethe cremation of their bodiesfor reasons contrary to Christian
faith; 3/ other manifest sinnerswho cannot be granted ecclesiastical
funera swithout public scanda of thefaithful.
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82. If any doubt occurs, thelocal ordinary isto be consulted,
and hisjudgment must befollowed.

Can. 1185: Any funeral Mass must also be denied a person
whoisexcluded from ecclesiagtical funerds.

Canon 1184 mentions only three cases: anotorious apostate,
heretic or schismatic; those who requested cremation for motives
contrary tothe Chrigtian faith; and manifest snnersto whom aChurch
funeral cannot be granted without causing public scandal to thefaithful.
Theserestrictionsapply only if there has been no sign of repentance
before death.

In earlier timesaperson who committed suicidewould often be
denied funeral ritesand even burial inaChurch cemetery. However,
some consi deration has aways been takeninto account of theperson’s
menta stateat thetime. In onefamous case, when Rudolph, theheir to
thethroneof theAustrian-Hungarian Empire, committed suicidein 1889,
themedical bulletin declared evidence of “ mental aberrations’ so that
PopeLeo X111 wouldgrant ardligiousfuneral and buria intheimperia
crypt. Other similar concessionswere probably quietly madeinless
sonorouscases. Canon law no longer specificaly mentionssuicideas
animpediment to funerd ritesor religious sepulture. Thelocal bishop
weighsany doubtful casesand in practiceaprudent priest should dways
consult with the bishop before denying afuneral Mass.

A particular case of suicidemight enter into thethird case— that
of amanifest and unrepentant snner — especidly if thesuicidefollows
another grave crime such as murder. In most cases, however, the
progressmadein the study of the underlying causesof self-destruction
showsthat the vast majority are consequencesof an accumulation of
psychologica factorsthat impede making afreeand deliberative act of
thewill. Thusthe general tendency isto seethisextreme gesture as
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amost dwaysresulting fromthe effects of animbaanced menta State
and, asaconsequence, itisno longer forbidden to hold afuneral rite
for aperson who has committed this gesture although each case must
gtill be studied onitsmerits.

Somefaithful asked for clarifications about Canon 1184, that
“thosewho requested cremation for motives contrary to the Christian
faith” werenotto begivenaChurchfunerd. A personwould only incur
such a prohibition if, before death, he or she requested cremation
explicitly and publicly motivated by adenia of someaspect of Chrigtian
faith regarding lifeafter desth. Among possi ble such mativationswould
bealack of faithinthesurviva of theimmorta soul and thusrequesting
cremation to emphasize the definitiveness of death. Another could be
thedenid of belief intheresurrection of thedead. Morerecently, some
nominal Catholicswho believein doctrines such asreincarnation or
migration of souls might request cremation in order to follow these
esoteric doctrines or the customs of some Easternreligions. Inall
such casesthe motivation for seeking cremation iscontrary to Catholic
doctrineand, if thisfact ispublicly known, performing aChurch funera
could cause scandal or imply that holding to Church doctrineisreally
not that important. With regard to notorious apostates, hereticsand
schismaticswho show no sign of repentance before desth, afew years
agoinltay the Church denied an ecclesiastical funerd for anationally-
known campaigner for euthanasiawho requested and obtained the
remova of hislife-support system. Inthiscasetherequest for afunera
for someonewhowasonly nominaly Catholicwasinitsalf apublicity
stunt for the organi zation behind the campaign. Likewise, someone
subject to excommunication or interdict (for example, a Catholic
abortionist) would bedenied afunerd.
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