


A theology of suicide


Suicide is one of the most devastating ways to lose a loved one. But for the families of suicide victims there is a great consolation based on hope and the absolute certainness of God’s love for us. Before exploring the theology of this question further, I want to say a few words about prevention of suicide.

If you feel suicidal, talk to family and friends, talk to a help center, and talk to a doctor (clinical depression can be treated).

At the practical level the opportunity to help others is significant. The most important thing you must do is listen. Warning signs may include a previous attempt, a threat of suicide, depression, talk of death (“I can’t go on”), tension, social withdrawal, drug or alcohol abuse, sleep irregularities, feeling worthless, recent loss or life change, reckless behavior, getting affairs in order, or giving away valued possessions.

Know the facts: suicide is among the three leading causes of death among those age 15-45 (both sexes); 90% of all suicide cases are associated with mental disorder; more die from suicide than homicide; suicide rates worldwide have risen 60 % in the past 45 years. Source: World Health Organization.
Other facts to remember: 1)spring and fall are peak seasons for suicides; 2)males are three times as successful at suicide attempts; 3)the cause of suicide is unknown, though genetic factors, psychosocial factors and biological factors may all play a role. 

Know the intervention numbers to call and procedures to follow. If there is immediate danger, call 911 or other assistance. Family is often the first level of intervention, but it is also where guilt most often remains. Fact: the suicide victim picks a time and place that makes final intervention impossible.

Most of the above information about suicide can be read in pamphlets. What you may not find there are the spiritual and moral implications of such a desperate and unnatural act. The Christian church traditionally has not always handled this question well. Fortunately more recent theology has been more compassionate and Christ-like.


As a child, my first experiences with suicide left me with a terrible sense of desolation. When a neighbor of mine committed suicide, I was devastated. I had heard too much about judgement and damnation and not enough about love and redemption. I did not know that most suicides are a result of illness, mental or otherwise. I did not know that suicide takes the victim out of life against his or her will. I did not know that God’s mercy is still available to these most unfortunate victims.


A mother of a suicide victim once said that if she could only bring back her child for a moment, she would put her arms around her and hug her and never let her go. This mother is showing love, not judgement. And the great news is that God’s love is greater than that of a mother. God’s arms are always open to the lost and the victim. Christ came to die for the sinner, not the just.


Doors cannot shut out the love of Christ. The Resurrected Christ appeared to the frightened disciples in the upper room. He passed through the doors they had bolted in fear and greeted them with, “Peace be with you.” The same Christ descended into the realm of the dead to open the gates of hell to free us from the hold of death.


The suicide victim who only sees the darkness of life is certainly loved by Christ. It is for victims like this that Christ died and descended into hell. How can we doubt the power of his love to rescue a loved one from the desolation of such a death? Christ’s arms remain open and his love is boundless. His greeting is, “Peace be with you!”


Christ has the power to pass through doors that a suicide victim may inadvertently close. Christ came to die for thieves, for sinners, for us and for suicide victims. I cannot imagine his love would cease for one who is most destitute, helpless and lost. I can imagine his open arms!
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