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MAY THE ANGELS WELCOME YOU

by Marie Therese Ruthmann

ñWELL, HE DID IT.ò It has been two years since my brother-in-lawôs voice 
over the phone ended a three-day vigil of what I can only call ñhope against 
hope.ò My handsome 34-year-old nephew Rich had hanged himself in a park 
20 minutes from his parentsô home. Remembering his birthday each year 
on Nov. 13 brings the events back with waves of pain. Yet at this time in our 
churchôs history, when many priests continue to suffer from the scandal of a 
few, I am ýlled with admiration and gratitude to a priest who, although he had 
not known our family, guided us through the day of Richôs funeral Mass and 
burial.

Rich was adopted. My sister and brother-in-law had opened their hearts to 
this engagingly beautiful baby boy when he was three months old. Ecstatic is 
not too strong a word to describe their joy as they welcomed him to join them 
and his three-year-old sister, who was also adopted. The announcement said, 
ñHe wasnôt expected; he was selected.ò

My brother-in-law gave him his own and his grandfatherôs names, and the 
entire family thanked God for the gift of this child. Then to their surprise and 
delight, as often happens, one-and-a-half years later, Joan and Dick gave birth 
to their own biological son. Yet when my brother-in-law had both boys with him, 
passersby would comment on how much Rich looked like him. These parents 
loved all three children with complete acceptance and gratitude.

As the years went on, however, there were many indications that Rich was 
a troubled child, moody, rebellious and depressed. His parents had to take him 
often for professional help during his adolescence. They enrolled him sequen-
tially in three different colleges, where they knew he could get help with his 
learning disability. He was not motivated and did not go to class. By sheer force 
of personality, he spent a decade getting jobs as a waiter, chef, caterer, butler, 
salesman and, ýnally, a building-and-grounds manager of a large estate.

During these years Rich often escaped into drugs. His parents never knew 
when a phone call would come from him in another state saying he needed 
ýnancial and legal help. Neither unconditional acceptance nor tough love en-
abled him to ýnd himself. The fact that his birth parents had ñgiven him awayò 
continually gnawed at his peace, so that he never felt at home with himself. 
Rich was unsuccessful in keeping a job; he lost his last one, managing a wid-
owôs estate, when she remarried. Less than a year later Rich called his father 
to say that he could not go on without a job or money. My brother-in-law mailed 
him a bus ticket, welcomed him home, and asked only that he ýnd some kind of 
job in what was, unfortunately, an economically depressed area. 

For the next two months Rich appeared upbeat. With this artistic talent, he 
cheerfully helped his mother with some redecorating and treated his parents 
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and their guests to his best culinary treats. But one 
Tuesday evening, he took the car to have dinner with a 
former classmate and did not come home. 

On Thursday, I received two voice-mail messages 
from Rich, but he left no number where I could return 
his call. On Friday, I received a letter from him (as did 
each of his parents and his sister and brother), thanking 
me for always accepting him, for being there for him. To 
my terror he added, ñDonôt think that there was anything 
you could have done to stop me.ò Then he called again 
and left a message with a request for money and this 
time a return number. But the number turned out to be 
that of a nursing home, where no one knew him. I franti-
cally called my brother-in-law, who called the nursing 
home, drove around the neighborhood and inquired for 
clues. We spent a night of praying and waiting.

Early the next morning my sister and brother-in-law 
saw a car stop outside their home. The sheriff opened 
the back car door, and they expected to see Rich get 
out. Instead the man reached for a duffel bag with all of 
Richôs identiýcation on it, including a note to give to his 
parents. The sheriff asked them to come to the morgue 
to identify the body of a young man a jogger had discov-
ered hanging from park bleachers. It was Rich. This is 
when they called me.

A social worker in their parish came to see Richôs 
parents that evening with an assurance born of her 
experience. ñYour son did what in his mental illness he 
thought was the most loving thing. He made sure not 
to end his life in your home or even in your town. He 
also made sure that he would be identiýed immediately 
so as to lessen your waiting. These are signs that he 
wished to cushion the blow of what he felt was his last 
resort to be free of his ódemons.ôò

My sister was devastated by their sonôs death. Add-
ing to their agony was the fact that they lived in a parish 
without a resident priest; it was administered by a young 
lay couple, and various priests came to offer Mass on 
Sunday. Later, friends and neighbors would drop by, 
send notes and þowers and bring food, but my brother-
in-law arranged for a funeral mass elsewhere. He called 
the parish where Richôs grandmother had lived before 
she went into assisted living nearer her family. The 
pastor knew only the grandmother, but immediately of-
fered to preside at the Mass. My sister could not bear a 
formal wake, but the night before the funeral she invited 
members of the immediate familyðincluding me, my 
other sister and her husband, and my brother and his 
wifeðto go in and see my nephew lying so uncharac-
teristically still in death. When I later commented to the 
mortician how relieved I was at Richardôs appearance, 
the man answered, ñI consider my ability to make a 

dead person look at peace for his family a ministry and 
an art. Because of the high shirt collar and T-shirt, you 
see no sign of the rope burn on Richôs neck.ò

The next day a few close family members and 
friends met to welcome the body at the door of the 
church. I was steeling myself for what might be a cold, 
detached ritual. The priest knew virtually nothing about 
my family except what my brother-in-law had told him 
on the phone.

We went into the small foyer where the cofýn 
waited. Suddenly the priest appeared like a very tall 
archangel, garbed in a white surplice, and introduced 
himself with quiet compassion to each one of the imme-
diate family. I felt as if I were a participant in the Gospel 
account of the angel at Jesusô tomb comforting the 
grieving women. My tears started when I saw my sister 
standing there at a loss, waiting.

Then the priest took charge. ñI invite Richardôs 
parents to cover his casket with the white pall that 
symbolizes his baptism, his dying and rising in Christ.ò 
With amazing composure, after several days in shock, 
my sister and brother-in-law slowly and reverently did 
so as they might years ago have drawn up a blanket 
over their sleeping child. The priest continued, ñIôm told 
that Richardôs brother and sister will read the selections 
from the Bible?ò Mimi and Stephen nodded and joined 
their parents at the cofýn. ñThen letôs begin,ò Father said 
as he put on his white vestment, the organist-vocalist 
began to play and sing, and our small group processed 
into the empty church. 

I had chosen the hymns and readings except for 
the Panis Angelicus, which my sister selected because 
it had been sung at her ýrst Communion. We took our 
places, and Richôs siblings read the comforting words 
of Scripture and tried to ýght back tears. I had been to 
many funerals, but I found none so difýcult as this one. 
The priestôs homily was about Godôs fatherly mercy and 
unconditional love for Rich, who was now at home with 
God. We received the Eucharist as Jesusô uniting him-
self to us in our numbing grief.

Finally, as the music began for the ýnal farewell, we 
prayed that the angels would welcome Rich into para-
dise. The next moment surprised us all. Instead of doing 
it himself, Father invited my sister to take the censor 
and walk around the casket, incensing the body. She 
moved with grace in the cloud of fragrance. Then my 
brother-in-law, niece and nephew followed in a kind of 
healing choreography of prayer.

Then Father said, ñYou offer the incense of our lov-
ing and prayers rising up to God and God sends down 
to you the assurance that Rich is with his heavenly fa-




