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What do people  
want to hear in 
response to suicide?

Adapted from Carrying Rainbows of Hope: 
Liturgical resources for use after disasters 
and personal tragedies, 85. Used with 
permission.

The following reflection was written by a person who had a brother and  
a niece take their own lives, about 10 years apart.

Called to care
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What do people want to hear  
in response to suicide?
I think that people want to hear that our God is a gracious God who does not reject people 
who commit suicide. It is not an unforgivable sin. In many cases, including my brother and 
niece, it is the end result of a severe depressive illness. But people need to be reassured.

People need to be released from the feelings of guilt that are so common with suicide, 
the “if only” syndrome. “If only” they had done this or that ... “If only” we had been more 
persuasive or supportive ...   

Both my niece and brother had made a previous attempt at suicide, so their depressive 
states had been identified, but that is not always so. Sometimes suicide comes out of the 
blue, but from my observation the guilt feelings are still there. “If only” we had read the 
signs, it is obvious now why s/he did such-and-such—but being able to read the signs in 
retrospect does not mean that it was possible for them to be read before the event.

Sometimes the feeling of guilt will result from a person believing that they are directly 
responsible for the suicide.

My brother’s widow would say that there is an attitude that suicide is contagious, 
and people therefore avoid you. I was rather sceptical about this, thinking rather that 
people didn’t know what to say, but she quoted an example of people planning to go as 
missionaries with a particular church and the family history being checked to ensure that 
there were no suicides and that “the family was stable”. 

Whether people have this attitude, or whether they just don’t know what to say, they need 
to hear words that will help them in their responses to and support of the family of the one 
who has suicided.


