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Definition:  Suicide is the choice and successful completion of the act to
                     end one’s life, regardless of motive, circumstance or method.

I. Biblical Accounts of Suicide and of Suicide Attempts

   A. Suicides
Men
    
       Method

     
           Texts

     Saul and his armor-bearer         swords                 1 Samuel 31.1-13, and 2 Sam 1.1-16           

     Ahith’ophel                               hanging                2 Samuel 17.23

     Zimri                                         fire                       1 Kings 16.18-19

     Abimelech                                 sword           
Judges 9.52-54

     Samson                                      falling building    Judges 16.28-31

     Judas                                          hanging               Matthew 27.3-5, and Acts 1.18   

B. Attempted Suicides
    Jonah


        drowning              Jonah 4.3-9 (try to read entire work)
    The Philippian Jailer                   sword                   Acts 16.19-34

C.  Other accounts of suicide occur in non-canonical Jewish literature.

Note:  There is no specific condemnation of the way these men died,

                        although some biblical writers condemned the way they lived.


           Samson was highly honored. 


 II. Many biblical passages which do not report a suicide have been used by Jews            

      and Christians to condemn and to condone self-chosen death.


A.  Examples of Texts Used to Condemn


1.  Violation of God’s Creation



Genesis 1.1-2.25; 9.6; 1 Samuel 2.6; Job1.20-21


 2.  Violation of God’s Commandment


Deuteronomy 4.9, 30.19; Ezekiel 18.31-32; Matthew 10.28;

           1 Corinthians 6.19-20; 1 Peter 1.6-9


 3.  Noble Persons Who Chose to Live in Spite of Hardships

            Psalm 23; Job 2.9-10; Romans 8.28; 2 Corinthians 2.7-10   
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            B.  Examples of Texts Used to Condone

                        1.   God’s Abiding Love, Regardless




Psalm 139.8-10; Romans 8.38-39; 14.7-12

2. Rejection of This Present Age
                                    Romans 8.18-23; John 12.25;1 John 2.15-17; Revelation 21.1-5

C. Calls to Martyrdom and Self-sacrifice

1. Our God will Deliver Us

                                    Daniel 3.16-18

2. Call to Martyrdom

                                     Mark 8.34-35; Luke 23.28-31; John 15.12-14; Romans 8.7

D. Examples of Suicidal Behavior and Self-sacrifice
Elijah 1 Kings 19.4;  
Jonah  Jonah 4.3,  Paul Acts 21.12-14
E. Texts Condoning Self-sacrifice

                         John 10.11-15; 13.37, see also 11.16; 1 John 3.16
III.  Suicide in Post-biblical Literature

A. Jewish Rabbis disagreed on the fate of Saul.
B. None of the early Christian Fathers condemned suicide.

Ignatius wrote of his eagerness to enter the Colosseum in Rome so 
that he could be devoured by wild animals. Other writings extolled the faith of those who died as martyrs.

IV. Suicide in the History of the Church

A. Saint Augustine, almost four hundred years after the Church came into being, seems to have been the first Christian writer to argue that suicide was a sin.  He interpreted the commandment “You shall not kill” to mean “You shall not kill yourself.”  His argument became doctrine, but was illogically used by the Church for centuries. It is still so today.

B. Early Christian Councils accepted this belief, and by the sixth century had         
                 begun to increase the penalties by refusing last rites and burials in Christian

     cemeteries.  The Church also stood by as the State permitted the public 

     desecration of suicide bodies, made suicide attempts a crime, and even 
     punished surviving family members.
C.  Saint Thomas Aquinas, the great twelfth century theologian, agreed with 

Saint Augustine and added additional arguments from Greek philosophy.
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D.  John Donne, seventeenth English cleric and dean of Saint Paul’s Church in                                                            

London, wrote that people who chose to take their own lives should not be condemned, but he asked that his work not be published. Years later, it was. 
E. John Wesley, English clergyman of the eighteenth century and founder of  
    Methodism, wrote near the end of his life, in the midst of a rash of suicides,  
    that if England would only follow the practice of some ancient Greek cities, 
    and exposed all suicide bodies on a gallows, it would “end this madness 
    overnight.” Ironically, in his many writings over seventy years, Wesley        

    revealed a deep compassion for those who suffered from “melancholia,” what   

                we call depression, and in his commentary on Jonah, he stressed God’s 
                continuing concern for the wayward son. 
F. In the late nineteenth century, sociology removed the onus of suicide as a        

      wholly individual responsibility and argued that society itself should share the        

      blame for such deaths. In the twentieth century, Freud and psychoanalysis   

      demonstrated that people who were severely disturbed mentally could behave 
      in ways over which they had no control, even to the point of suicide. 
Note: These two intellectual movements prompted society and many faith-based 

           communities to reexamine their long held condemnation of suicide.
V.  Recent Denominational Changes in Attitudes toward Suicide
The most important change came in 1983 when the Roman Catholic Church 
            revised its canon law to remove suicide from its list of unforgivable sins. The 
            Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, The Episcopal Church, The                  

            Presbyterian Church USA, and The United Methodist Church, have each prepared 
            statements which declare that suicide is not a sin and calling on churches    

            to provide education on ways to prevent suicide, to remove the stigma 
            of suicide, to give congregational care to those who are survivors of loss and 
            attempts, and to carry their ministries into the areas in which they live. 

VI. What Faith-based Communities Can Do


Study what your denomination has officially said.

Ask your pastor to preach on suicide.


Study suicide in classes for adults and youth. Most youth have encountered it.

Learn how to give immediate, informed support to survivors of loss and attempts.

Initiate ongoing support groups for survivors of loss and attempts.


Post lifeline numbers prominently in restrooms, classrooms, dining areas.

Display information on suicidal behavior, how to intervene, and whom to call for 

             immediate help.


Survey resources in your community and make contact with them. Offer help.


Pay close attention to media reports of suicide and relevant legislation.


Add appropriate books to your library.
            Consider a workshop on suicide for your church, school, and community.
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Note:  We should never use the term commit suicide. 
                       People commit sins and they commit crimes. 

                       For centuries, suicide was both.
                       People do not commit heart attacks, depression, or stroke.

 
           Nor do they commit suicide.

              
People die by suicide; they take their own lives, 

they choose to die; they die by shooting, hanging,

or overdosing themselves.

                      To say they commit suicide is to perpetuate a stigma that is

                                    based on centuries of misinterpretation of the Bible,



            oppressive to them and their surviving loved ones,

                                    harmful to suicide prevention, and  
                                    a barrier to pastoral care.
