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It is never appropriate to make assumptions about suicide. The family situation 
and the dynamics will not be fully revealed to the minister or celebrant. While all 
the grief responses of anger, blame, guilt, regret and devastation may be expected, 
it is possible that there may arise some sense of resolution, even relief, or pure 
resignation.

The deceased, in my experience, come from various backgrounds and age-groupings. 
Common qualities or characteristics are not readily evident. Some seem especially 
sensitive, caring, or had perfectionist tendencies. Often, the world was just not kind 
enough, and there was dissatisfaction with society. It is common for the person to 
have had some experience of illness (physical or mental), with other stresses in their 
life.

Suicide is far more evident in the community in this generation. It seems to be seen 
as a viable option when faced with personal problems. Suicide can be seen as a way 
out or as a final statement made in a relationship breakdown.

Pastorally, it is always my intention to enable people to face their own feelings and 
struggles, and to validate their pain. It is always good to permit openness about 
what has happened, and to guide mourners into ways of feeling less guilt and more 
healing. I avoid the use of the word “commit” in relation to the act of suicide, and 
encourage all to identify in some way with the deceased, who can be recognised to be 
one of us.

There is a growing need to seek stronger community supports, address alienation 
and promote an open vulnerability. As we do this we begin to recognise that we all 
want to work together to declare that life is precious and that hope can be rekindled 
even in despair.

Philip Christian is a Baptist minister in the Geelong area of Victoria who works as 
a celebrant and in family support. 

The funeral directors, ministers and celebrants who shared generously of their 
experiences and resources agreed that there is no specific liturgy, litany or format 
which can be followed for a suicide funeral service. Each of us “borrows” lines, 
quotes or colloquialisms, sometimes—though not always—supported by music, in 
order to present the Gospel in a meaningful way if that is appropriate. We are trying 
to meet the needs of those in attendance and to shed light on the life of the person 
who is being remembered.

There seems to be a difference between city and rural expectations concerning 
funerals. Expressions of grief, even anguish, are a priority in the city and are 
explored in some depth. In my experience, this is not the expectation of most 
country people. This raises the question of whether it’s an urban/rural attitude, 
a need perceived by funeral directors, or even whether the John 3:16 message 
has finally impacted and people feel more comfortable about funerals now. My 
inclination regarding our rural area is a combination of all the above, cocooned in 
an acceptance that on the land we live with birth and death juxtaposed all the time. 
That’s not to say the grief is any less in the country; it’s just dealt with differently.

As with any funeral, celebrants have to discern what is and what is not appropriate 
for a suicide funeral service. Careful listening at the time of meeting with the 
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bereaved family and during pastoral care is imperative, especially regarding those things 
they want acknowledged. For Christian ministers and leaders, this is done prayerfully with 
the knowledge that the hand of the Holy Spirit is always near.

It is interesting that generally families do not wish to hide the “darker” aspects of the 
deceased. While many of the suicides were not entirely unexpected, those which were 
unexpected proved the most difficult for loved ones to come to terms with. Those of manic, 
schizophrenic or similar history had quite often given voice to it in song or verse, which 
was a great vehicle for healing and release if read or performed at the funeral—especially if 
offered by someone close.

Similarly, one funeral director who is an ordained celebrant commented that it has been 
prudent on occasion to tell immediate next-of-kin the precise nature of the suicide. For 
example, a mother asked what she could have done physically to have prevented her 
child (17 years) from hanging him/herself. She was told gently that it could have been 
prevented by her child at any given moment until the point of no return. He/she could have 
stood up with both feet on the floor and very simply and immediately short-circuited the 
suicide process. Instead, the child chose suffocation by hanging, in full knowledge that he/
she could stand up, and start or stop it until the point of no return was reached. For the 
mother, that knowledge was the beginning of a meaningful and healthy healing process, 
but this is not necessarily an effective pastoral approach for every suicide. (Example used 
with permission.) On occasions, it will be appropriate to include details of the death to help 
mourners in their struggles.

It might be a difficult learning curve for clergy, but there is a widespread belief that 
services conducted from a church need to be offered in more concise, understandable 
language. Funeral parlours or chapels, even graveside services, are considered to be more 
comfortable, informal and less threatening than those offered in a church. It is clear 
from listening to funeral directors that more and more funerals will be allocated outside 
the church if this perception is not addressed and people make a conscious choice to go 
elsewhere when they pre-pay their funeral or families opt for an alternative.

Funerals are an ideal vehicle for gentle evangelism and teaching: to help people who 
might face their own mortality for the first time, to introduce the unchurched to God or 
reintroduce the lapsed, and to remind the comfortable. A director said to me ... “It’s no 
good talking about God’s infinite love and wisdom to someone, Christian or otherwise, 
when burying a child or baby or a suicided loved one. They want and they need to hear life 
like it is, comfort and hope, and they’re not hearing it. The churches think they’re offering 
it, but they’re not. Make it relevant, personal and understandable.”

A commonly held concern is the “domino” or “copycat” syndrome, whereby young people 
especially will choose suicide as a way out of a difficult life because peers or respected high-
profile figures such as musicians, singers and film stars have chosen this option. Young 
people need reassurance that the world generally—and their world in particular—is still a 
good place. Examples of this goodness (from nature or from the achievements of people 
they will identify with and admire/adore) can be given in a service and may encourage 
friends to explore other options in response to the struggles they may be having.

In addition to the funeral, memorial or thanksgiving service in a church, funeral parlour or 
at the graveside, it may be appropriate and important to hold some form of group gathering 
at a place that was an important part of the deceased’s life. Choose a place where all or a 
significant number of the community in which the deceased lived will be suffering from 
the loss. While the service is an opportunity for individual mourning, the gathering is an 
opportunity for group mourning and healing. I speak of such places as schools, work places, 
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nursing homes and retirement villages, sporting and other clubs. 

Depending on the age of the deceased, the circumstances of the death and the public 
knowledge of what happened, this can be important if not essential for acquaintances of the 
deceased to deal and cope with the death. For example, even primary school-aged children 
suicide; but so do those who are elderly. Such a gathering has importance even for deaths 
that are not suicides. It is usually valuable to spend some time at such gatherings giving 
opportunity for mourning peers to share personal stories and memories of the deceased.  
If the group is too large, this could be done in smaller groups. It may also be appropriate  
o do this at some funeral services. Individual counselling should be made available for any 
members of these groups, even if other resources or more qualified people need to be  
drawn upon.

For suicides, acknowledgment that everyone suffers is important. Use words like the 
following, but not all in one hit:

hurt, angry, suffer, trial, “why”, afraid, disbelief, unbelief, pain, pressure, alone, 
sorrow, lost, unfair, “where’s God?”, “what’s-it-all-about?”, struggle, frailty, 
confusion, regret, decision, mixed feelings.

Temper these with words like:

relief, peace, thankful, reach out, understand, support, healing, share (sorrow, 
memories, question etc.), encouragement, care, love, remember, memories, 
resolution, future, life, dignity, renew, smile, see more clearly, challenge, no blame, 
forgiveness, acceptance.

The use of music, poetry, literature or other artistic forms may be important. It needs 
to be recognised that Christian music and literature may sometimes be less appropriate 
than well-known meaningful secular music. Many who suicide are baby-boomers or their 
children who have grown up with secular music as a dominant factor. Part of the care 
we offer a grieving family is to allow them to choose favourite music of the deceased or 
appropriate music that speaks of their life and struggles.

Kaye Mitchell is a lay preacher in the Uniting Church in Australia, living at Camperdown, 
Victoria. Her specialist ministry is in conducting funerals; many where the deceased 
were not Christian or were lapsed church attendees or did not desire a church service. 
She is keen to ensure that the language of her services is simple, that theological concepts 
are explained, and that hope and encouragement are offered to those in mourning. Kaye 
makes strong use of story, including Biblical stories, in her liturgies for the dead.


