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I was in my last lecture in Developmental Psychology when the thought struck me, “Everyone goes to Heaven!”  Ironically, we were reflecting on that stage of life which is as inevitable as the birth process or maturation, the experience of death.  In recent times, our society, like many others, has been going through a number of cultural changes so that how we express who we are in moments of joy and sadness has undergone somewhat of a metamorphosis.


Like many Barbadians, I am old enough to remember some of the now discarded traditions relating to death.  I was told that there was a time when the body was lovingly washed, plugged and dressed, all at home.  The sanitized funeral home experience with several days of refrigeration before the family arrive from “over and away” was rare.  Death was a community experience and when the person died at home, which was often, friends and neighbours, seemingly the whole village, would visit the home to view the body before it was taken away.

My first memory of a funeral however, was of the family gathered at the home of a  relative, (who had died tragically) before the ‘coffin’ was taken to the church for the formal service. Ritually, young children were often “passed or handed over the coffin,” for what reason I am still not clear.  In those days, it was mandatory for the body to be brought back to the village, back to the community, back to the home before burial. While I am told that this was done more to accommodate the ‘wake’ of earlier days, (pre 1965) which was much longer and an all night experience, this shorter version was often accompanied by much singing, led by the “village choir.”  In those days, each village had a permanent choir which was interdenominational, versatile and melodious and the choir director or choir master was an important and well respected member of the community.  He might have been the only one capable of reading music (though music was formally taught in our primary schools at some point), and he led the choir in singing all of the ‘parts.’


Since this was not a history class, our focus shifted from cultural practices more to the way our thinking about death has changed. Nationally, some ministers made a sharp distinction in the type funeral service of those who were frequent church goers, and those whose salvation was not as ‘manifestly assured.’  There was a time when merely by observation, one could tell whether the person being buried was a member of the church (often Anglican) or a non member. Members were taken to the top of the church’s aisle, while the coffin of non-members was taken up and left half way, at the point of the cross-aisle.  The casket of priests rested in the chancel, the section closest to the altar where the choir sits.  In the village church, the rostrum and altar rails were dressed in black and lily white cloths with buntings, or sometimes a deep purple replaced the standard colours when the services were for long standing members. 

A similar distinction was made in the grave yard.  Children who died before baptism were often not brought through the gates of the cemetery.  The funeral director, but more often the mother, would hand the body of the child to the grave digger (now called soil technician), over the wall of the cemetery to be buried.  These little bodies were placed in a special section reserved for such deaths.  Persons who were suspected of having committed suicide were also were treated “uniquely.”  Legend has it, that the coffin was left at the foot of the church i.e. outside under the belfry.  Church folklore further intimates that the coffin was then interred with the head to the South, in a reserved section of the cemetery; however, no such graves can be found.  Well over a century ago, a special opening to the cemetery was cut into the South-Eastern wall of an Anglican church.  Information to date suggests that it was specifically done to receive the bodies of those who had committed suicide, lest they gain entry to consecrated ground through the main gate.  To this day, that entrance is referred to by older parishioners as “The hangman’s gate.”  The order of service was a special liturgy called “The burial of one who has laid violent hands upon himself.”  Interestingly enough, the gender bias extended beyond the title of the liturgy to belief and practice, since men were deemed more likely to commit suicide than women.  The general understanding about these groups of persons (children who died before being baptized and adults who committed suicide) was that both God and the devil had equal claim to their souls!

Our graveyards are replete with examples of how we view death, our coping response to the various forms death takes and the person who has died.  Apart from the obvious Christian tradition of laying our dearly departed to rest with the head to the West to greet the Lord on the resurrection morn, when he comes from the East, other practices are also observed.  Priests and Kings are buried with their heads to the East so they face those whom they served or ruled in life, so that, on the day of judgement, there may be an occasion for ‘mutual accusation’ before God.  Other signs on graves (e.g. a broken pillar) show that the particular individual who had died did not live a “full life” and was cut down in what those who survived believed to be “the prime of his / her life.”  Numerous carefully crafted phrases, express on tombstones our faith, fear and hope; one of these to be found in St. John’s Church yard says most categorically or hauntingly, “He is not dead, but sleepeth.”  


The church took a decision over forty years ago, to move away from the previously held judgemental stance it once held  and be more compassionate to the family rather than add to their grief.  It has never however, changed its position that suicide is an unforgivable sin.  Nonetheless, there was an acceptance of the argument that for someone to kill himself / herself, that individual must have lost some aspect of his / her normal, rational mental faculties; for the preservation of life is as natural a built-in instinct and defence mechanism as breathing is a reflex action.  Children angry at parents, at times may try to hold their breath and kill themselves, but they are soon compelled to take a breath.  At the first sign of an attack or danger to our person, we run or defend ourselves (fight or flight response). Knowing this, the church then argues that something must have gone horribly wrong with an individual’s “internal hardwiring” or that the person simply came to the point where no other alternative seemed viable or worthwhile.  In essence, the person was acting like one “out of his / her mind.”  From the above arguments, it can be seen that the dilemma here for the church becomes very obvious!  The official doctrine teaches one thing, while praxis demonstrates something different, possibly due to the fear of being sued sometime down the road by a grieving family member. 

The central question must therefore be, “What are we saying about our dead in 2010? Does it matter how you live or die, if we all at death go to heaven?  This question comes to mind when a notorious criminal or internationally known paedophile is buried with exactly the same liturgy and ritual as little old granny who served God faithfully for over fifty years.  What messages are we sending when we extend the same rite of “Christian Burial” to the man who committed suicide as to the Priest who died peacefully after making his final confession.  There is a common understanding that the funeral service is for the living and not the dead; that we should be compassionate and sensitive to the grieving family, not traumatize them in their moment of greatest sorrow but give them hope.  However, there must surely be a difference between false hope and the solid assurance of what is understood theologically by the term “Christian hope.”  


Those who say that it is not the place of mortals nor the Church to judge and make pronouncements on the fate of the dead; are they also saying that it does not matter how you live or die?  Should we say the words of the funeral liturgy “In sure and certain hope of the resurrection to eternal life” over ALL persons, no matter what?  Does that truly make sense?  What message do we intend to send, to our people, especially the youth?  Do we really want to say that in the end “everyone goes to heaven?”
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