Ministering to Suicide Loss Survivors

Views about suicide have evolved over the years in faith '._;_
communities. In the past, some congregations denied St
funeral rites for those who died by suicide. Others viewed $iJ

suicide as a selfish act or mortal sin. §

But today, faith communities operate with a more
sensitive and compassionate approach to suicide, writes
Jacob Lupfer in his Opinion, Suicide is not a sin to be

judged.

“Religion at its worst sees [those who die by suicide] as sinners deserving of
condemnation,” Lupfer writes. “At their best, faithful people and institutions
compassionately accompany people contemplating suicide toward connection,
openness, and treatment.”

When ministering to suicide loss survivors, It is important for faith leaders to
understand that suicide bereavement is different, due to such factors as:

Circumstances of the loss - "A death by suicide is usually sudden, often unexpected
and may be violent or physically disturbing, according to Alliance of Hope. “"These
factors increase the degree of shock and trauma experienced compared to many other
types of bereavement.”

Stigma and isolation - “"There is still a stigma attached to suicide, rooted in centuries
of history and this generates misplaced associations of weakness, blame, shame or
even sin or crime,” according to Alliance of Hope. “"This stigma often prevents people
from seeking help when they need it, and others from offering support when they want
to help.”

Faith leaders can support suicide loss survivors by sharing the following:

« Resources for Survivors of Suicide Loss from the Suicide Prevention Resource
Center

o Information on International Survivors of Suicide Loss Day, which is November
19.

 Healing Conversations: Personal support for suicide loss from the American
Foundation for Suicide Prevention

« Resources for suicide loss survivors from the Family & Youth Institute, a
research and education institute that specializes in the needs of American Muslims.

Suicide Loss Survivors Support Groups:

Loving Outreach to Survivors of Suicide
Suicide Awareness Voices of Education
American Foundation for Suicide Prevention
Jewish Children and Family Services Chicago
Fox Valley Institute
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https://religionnews.com/2022/09/09/suicide-is-not-a-sin-to-be-judged/
https://religionnews.com/2022/09/09/suicide-is-not-a-sin-to-be-judged/
https://allianceofhope.org/for-professionals/how-suicide-breavement-is-different/
https://www.sprc.org/livedexperience/tool/resources-survivors-suicide-loss
https://afsp.org/international-survivors-of-suicide-loss-day
https://afsp.org/healing-conversations
https://www.thefyi.org/a-new-reality-responding-to-suicide-in-the-muslim-community/
https://catholiccharities.net/GetHelp/OurServices/Counseling/Loss.aspx
https://save.org/what-we-do/grief-support/
https://afsp.org/find-a-support-group/
https://www.jcfs.org/events/support-groups
https://fvinstitute.com/?s=bereavement&submit=Search

Accompanying survivors of suicide on their healing journey

Many of us probably know someone who has been impacted
by suicide. According to the CDC, every individual who dies by
suicide leaves behind an estimated six or more close family
members, friends, and other loved ones. In 2019, for
example, more than 45,000 Americans died by suicide. That
means at least 270,000 people lost someone they cared
deeply about in that year alone.

Suicide affects the wider community, as well. According to a study, for every U.S. suicide
death, 135 people are exposed to that suicide. That can include co-workers, classmates,
neighbors, and members of a person’s faith community.

“For people who lose someone to suicide, the healing process is a lifelong journey,” says Amy
McNicholas, LCPC, mental health specialist and manager of Advocate Health Care Faith and
Health Partnerships in Illinois. *“What starts out as a roller coaster could come into a gentler ebb
and flow. The loss never goes away, but it does soften over time.”

What can we do to walk alongside survivors of suicide and bring them to a place of healing and
recovery? According to McNicholas:

First and foremost: listen. “Active listening means really paying attention to what someone
is saying,” McNicholas says. “"Be empathetic not sympathetic. Empathy fuels connection. You
may not be able to relate to their experience, but you can connect with the feelings of sadness
and grief.”

Be a continued and consistent presence. “In the early moments, that person may get a lot
of support, but in the weeks that follow, may not have as many people surrounding them with
support,” McNicholas says. "Try to be a consistent presence and check in with them. Being a
companioning and relational presence is such a gift.”

Know what — and what not - to say. "It is important to understand everyone’s experience
is unique and words often fall short,” she says. “You can show your love and concern by simply
saying, ‘I'm so sorry for your loss,” or ‘I have no idea what you are going through, but I'm
here,”” McNicholas says.

“Avoid talking about your experience or saying things like, ‘God gives you only what you can
handle,”” McNicholas adds. “Those things just don’t resonate in that moment and can be hard
for people to hear, or they may not even hear it. Less is more for these situations.”

Learn. “Faith leaders could take the Question, Persuade, Refer (QPR) course and trainings
through the American Foundation for Suicide to become more comfortable with suicide,”
McNicholas says. “The more comfortable you are, the easier it will be for you to talk about
suicide and take preventive measures within the congregation.”

“Even seasoned therapists can struggle with helping people who have experienced the loss of
someone to suicide,” McNicholas added. “"Making yourself as comfortable as possible and
learning as much as you can about suicide can be really powerful.”

Build a circle of support and care. “As spiritual leaders, clergy could be an impactful healing
companion and a listening ear for someone who’s experienced a loss,” McNicholas said. “But
with this kind of catastrophic, sudden loss, it is recommended that clergy link survivors to
outside resources, such as individual therapy or group counseling to build a circle of support of
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https://www.cdc.gov/suicide/facts/index.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fviolenceprevention%2Fsuicide%2Ffastfact.html
https://msrc.fsu.edu/blog/how-many-people-are-affected-suicide-not-six
https://www.faithhealthtransformation.org/faith-and-mental-health-specialist-and-liaison-services/
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