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Family loses appeal in lawsuit over priest’s funeral remarks
A priest who criticized a teenager's suicide during his funeral is protected by the First Amendment.

 https://religionnews.com/2021/07/12/family-loses-appeal-in-lawsuit-over-priests-funeral-remarks/ 
Temperance, Michigan, July 12, 2021

A priest who criticized a teenager’s suicide during his funeral is protected by the religion clauses of the First Amendment, the Michigan Court of Appeals said. The court affirmed a decision by a Monroe County judge who had dismissed a lawsuit by the mother of Maison Hullibarger. The 18-year-old, who was an athlete and honors student in the Monroe area, died in 2018. Mourners were shocked when the Rev. Don LaCuesta gave a critical sermon. He said suicide was a “secular crime” and a “sin against God with dire eternal consequences.”

Linda Hullibarger sued the priest and the Detroit Archdiocese, alleging intentional infliction of emotional distress, invasion of privacy and other claims. She said LaCuesta had reneged on an agreement to celebrate her son’s life.
“Father LaCuesta’s conduct was protected by the ecclesiastical abstention doctrine,” the appeals court said in a 3-0 decision Thursday. “As such, we cannot pass judgment on the content of his sermon. Consequently, all of plaintiff’s claims necessarily fail.” After the funeral, the archdiocese said it regretted that an “unbearable situation was made even more difficult” by LaCuesta’s remarks at Our Lady of Mount Carmel Church in Temperance.

Reader’s comment:

The actual text of the sermon has been on-line for years. I've read it. He said that while suicide is a “sin against God with dire eternal consequences”, he said nothing can stand between the love of God and a soul and other equivocating words that certainly did not consign the young man's soul to hell. This priest gave a kind a sympathetic explanation on suicide and his take on why a funeral mass could be held. The family that sued seems to be the problem. They also booted people out at the funeral they didn't like, besides trying to dictate the homily. Were I son in that family I'd have had suicidal thoughts.
 – C. Darrow
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