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Thestory of Deacon Ed Shoener’s daughter Katie
moved many when it first made news in the
summer of 2016. After years of battling mental
illness, Kathleen Shoener took her own life at
the age of 29. Deacon Ed wrote her obituary
‘himself, and he held nothing back, addressing
her illness with great candor and great love.
“Katie was not bipolar,” he wrote. “She had an
illness called bipolar disorder. Katie herself was
abeautiful child of God.” His courage and com-
passion in the weeks that followed touched
many around the world. | reached out to him
to see if hed be willing to share some of his
story, and he generously agreed.

Edlivesin Scranton, Pennsylvania, with his wife
Ruth. Ordained in 2004, he is assigned to the
Cathedral of St. Peter Parish of Scranton. He is
also the President of Shoener Environmental, an
environmental consulting firm that specializes
in the permitting and monitoring of renewable
energy projects.

Q:First, how is your family doing?
| can’t begin to imagine what you
all have been going through. But
I also know you have been very
candid and forthcoming about
your daughter’s suicide. What has
helped you cope?

A: Katie had an illness called bipolar dis-
order since 2005 and our family supported
and struggled with Katie in her battle
with this illness for 11 years. We educated
ourselves about this illness and we knew
thatall too often this illness terminates in
suicide. We knew the awful statistic that
over 43,000 people die from suicide every
year in the United States.

When the police officers showed up at
our door on the night of August 3, 2016,
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I knew immediately why they were there.
Although it was a shock to get the news, we
had a basic understanding of what led to
Katie’s death. Nevertheless, even though
you may understand the illness, whether it
be cancer or a mental illness, for a parent
the death of a child still comes as an awful
shock because it is so final—the reality is
that the battle is over and there will be no
recovery.

We are coping and healing because of the
grace of God; first and foremost. Ruth and
I have a good marriage, 38 years and
counting, three wonderful sons, the best
daughter-in-law in the world, and our five
sweet grandchildren. We all loved Katie
and we love and support each other. The
people in our town of Scranton and our
friends have been extraordinarily kind
and supportive.

The parishioners and worshippers at the
Cathedral of St. Peter have offered so many
prayers, and the clergy have been at our
side. We are able to cope because we are
surrounded by love and kindness.

Q: The situation you have faced is
one many families have dealt
with—but most have tried to
keep it private. What motivated
you to tell your story?

A: My motive was very simple—to just let
my friends, neighbors, and parishioners
know what happened. I knew they would
at some point learn that she died by
suicide. So I felt it would be best for them,
and for the memory of Katie, to use her
obituary to briefly explain her illness and
to let everyone know that it was all right
with our family to talk to us, and to each
other, about her mental illness and her
death by suicide.

As I wrote in Katies obituary, in the case
of mental illness there is so much fear,
ignorance, and hurtful attitudes that the
people who suffer from mental illness
needlessly suffer further. The same is also
true for the families of loved ones who
die from suicide—the stigma associated
with mental illness and suicide hurts the
families. We wanted everyone to know that
we were not ashamed that Katie died by
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suicide; we are just so very sad that she
died. Her manner of death is all too often
the way people who have a serious mental
illness die.

It is important that people find a way to
talk to each other about mental illness and
suicide so that we can love and support
each other and, just as importantly, be
willing to openly and freely talk about
ways to find cures for mental illnesses
and to reduce the number of deaths from
suicide. Our family is glad to see that
Katie’s obituary has contributed to this
very important conversation.

Q: Do you see your daughter’s
death as transforming your
ministry as a deacon?

A: Yes. As Paul told us, “God works all
things together for the good.” I believe God
created Katie to be a wonderful and glori-
ous person; she was not created to be rav-
aged by a mental illness and die by suicide.
But because evil and sin are in the world,
all of us become something less than what
God created us to be, hing less than

rosary before the Blessed Sacrament
regularly. This has surprised me because
I was raised as a Protestant and did not
have a great devotion to Mary. Katie
went to Ohio State and she gave me
a “buckeye rosary” —the beads are buck-
eyes and the string is the scarlet and gray
colors of Ohio State. It is my most treasured
possession now. This time in prayer has
allowed me to rest in Mary’s arms and
grieve. It has also transformed my
relationship with Christ into one that is

more intimate and graced by the presence
of the Holy Spirit.

Q:What sort of response have you
gotten from those who have
heard your story?

A: Katie’s obituary went viral on social
media and ways widely covered in
traditional media. That was completely
unexpected. I have heard from people
across the country and around the world.
T wrote the obituary in the middle of the
night, just hours after Ruth and I had

the glorious creation that makes each one
of us unique and special in the eyes of God.
But death is transformed by Christ’s death
and Christ has transformed the curse of
Katie’s illness and death into a blessing—
for me as a deacon, for our family, and for
s0 many people who have found her obit-
uary to be a source of comfort and
strength.

Prior to Katie’s death I was beginning to
explore ways to develop a ministry to serve
people with a mental illness. There are
some good ministries in various dioceses
around the country led by deacons, such
as the ones led by Deacon Tom Lambert
in Chicago, Deacon Adam Michaele in
Hartford, and the Diocese of San Diego
has a new Mental Health Network that
is supporting parishes throughout the
diocese. I will devote the rest of my life to
making service to people with a mental
illness be a major part of my ministry.

But beyond that, just as the birth of a child
changes your life, so too does their death.
God has used her death to draw me closer
to him. I now find myself praying the
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learned of Katie’s death. I definitely was not
in any condition to be thinking clearly, so
T am convinced that the words of candor
and truth in her obituary were “divinely
inspired,” and I credit the Holy Spirit for
using me as an instrument to enlighten
so many. Katie’s obituary prompted not
only a huge outpouring of sympathy, but
inspiration for so many other families
ravaged by mental illness.

Q: What role can a deacon play in
helping families cope with these
kinds of tragedies?

A: What a family needs to know is that
their loved one will be loved by God. They
need to know that the Church loves and
accepts them and their entire family.

A deacon, by virtue of the fact that so often
he s a father, can walk with the family with
a particular closeness and depth of under-
standing. For those deacons who have lost a
child themselves, this is a ministry that they
are particularly graced to be able to offer.
As in any death, but particularly when it
is a death by suicide, there are no easy

answers to the question “Why?” We cannot
answer that question since it is beyond
the knowledge God has given us. The
most important thing a deacon can do, or
anyone else for that matter, is simply be
present to family members who are
grieving—Ilet God use you to be a source
of comfort and support and love.

Q: What words of comfort or
advice can you offer to others who
have faced a loved one’s suicide?

A: We need to know that our loved one’s
death to suicide is nothing to be ashamed
of. Sadly, all too often those of us left
behind by a suicide are stricken with
tremendous feelings of shame and guilt.

But we need to understand and accept the
fact that death by suicide is not a choice
that is made with a healthy mind. Mental
illnesses make people think irrationally.
The darkness and pain of severe depres-
sion is so overwhelming that they simply
want it to end. They don’t want to die, but
they can’t stand the overwhelming pain of
being alive.

The Catholic Church’s teaching on suicide
does not condemn those who have died
by suicide to eternal damnation. The
Catechism of the Catholic Church states:
“Grave psychological disturbances, an-
guish, or grave fear of hardship, suffering,
or torture can diminish the responsibility
of the one committing suicide. We should
not despair of the eternal salvation of per-
sons who have taken their own lives. By
ways known to Him alone, God can pro-
vide the opportunity for salutary repen-
tance. The Church prays for persons who
have taken their own lives” (2282, 2283).

We can take solace in the Church’s
understanding of how mental illness can
result in suicide and its belief that God
always shows mercy to those who have
died because of suicide.

Deacon Greg Kandra, a member of the Deacon
Digest Editorial Advisory Board, he Dic
Brooklyn, and is the Multi-Media Editor for Catholic
Near East Welfare Association (CNEWA). A popular
‘blogger, you can find the writings of Deacon Greg at:
aleteia.org/blogs/deacon-greg-kandra
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