RELIGION and SUICIDE

In this symposium on religion and suicide the relationship between religion and suicide is discussed from the perspective of he three monotheistic religions.

In recent major reviews on the prediction and prevention of suicide little attention is paid to the (inverse?) relationship between religious involvement and suicide. In spite of this neglect it will be stated in this symposium that religion still remains an important variable in the study of international difference in suicide rates but its relevance depends crucially on the type of country or community studied. In general, people who do not belong to any religious denomination seem to be more accepting of suicide than those who do belong. For religious people the level of religious involvement seems to have a more suicide deterring effect than membership in a specific religious faith or denomination.

At the conclusion of the symposium the participant should be aware of 1) the importance of the effects of the degree of religious involvement on suicide; 2) the concepts of suicide in different religions.
J.P. Soubrier RELIGION AND SUICIDE RISK
The basic issue: Is religion a safe protective factor?

So far, only Chad VARAH, an Anglican priest dedicated his life to suicide prevention and other risk taking behaviour when opening a hotline and founding the Samaritans.

Some religions considered suicide as a taboo not to be transgressed.

A link between suicide and violence to others has been noted.

The biblical commandment “Thou shall not kill” could also be understood as: “…and not yourself”.

However, religion is extremely important for suicide survivors whatever is the cult.

A. Aptar THE JEWISH APPROACH TO SELF MUTILATION AND SUICIDE
Although the sanctity of life is extolled in Judaism and suicide is condemned in the Bible (Genesis 9:6), Biblical interpreters found sufficient grounds to attempt to excuse it at times, as in the case of Samson who perished with the Philistines by his own deed (Judges 15) or in the case of King Saul and his armor-bearer who chose death at their own rather than at the hands of their enemies (I Samuel 31).  As for post-Biblical times, few could find Eleazer ben Yair at fault for leading a collective suicide at Masada rather than surrendering alive to the Romans.This was probably a model for the mass suicide of Jews which occurred in York during a pogrom although surprisingly mass suicides of this nature did not take place during the holocaust.


Studies in modern times have shown that Jews have relatively low rates of suicide.


Completed suicides by Jews and non Jews were compared over 10 years (1976-1985) in Israel. Jews commit suicide more often than do other groups-4.2 times more for men; 2.4 times more for women and 3.3 times combined compared to Muslim Arabs. The rates for Ashkenazi Jews are higher than those of Oriental Jews.

A. Okasha SUICIDE AND ISLAM
In ancient Egypt, suicide meant a disaster for both the Body and the Soul. By destroying the body, instead of having it embalmed, the soul would lose its house, as the soul must return every night to the body and be reborn the following morning at sunrise in order to live eternally.  

It is not only the soul, but the whole body that comes under the responsibility of the gods. Whether suicide is sinful, subject to eternal reprobation becomes irrelevant. It makes no difference whether you reach death by suicide or waiting for it. Suicide was not an issue in ancient Egypt, except for Cleopatra who was originally Greek!.   

The prevailing concept of mental illness at a particular stage in the Islamic World, depends on the dominance of development or deterioration of genuine Islamic issues. 

Feelings of hopelessness and the intention to kill oneself are not common among Muslims, for whom losing hope in relief by God and self-inflicted death are blasphemous and punishable in the afterlife. However, rates of suicide attempts (para-suicide), which are more likely to be intended to elicit care, have no significant associations with religiousness among Moslems. The crude of suicide attempts in Cairo was found to be 38.5 per 100.000.

A discussion on the concept of suicide in different Islamic countries will be presented. 

Peter J. Verhagen RELIGIOUS INVOLVEMENT AND SUICIDE
Until now it is not fully clear how and why religious involvement is related to suicide. But anyhow the effects are likely to be mediated by psychological effects as self esteem, moral objections, and by social factors as social support. In secularised societies higher levels of religious belief are associated with lower suicide rates. A variety of mechanisms seems to play an important role in the influence religion has on suicide. The mechanisms seem to underline that levels of religious belief and involvement (personal religiousness) are more relevant than church attendance or membership. Examples of these mechanisms are: encouragement of beliefs in an afterlife and in a responsive, loving God, the conveyance of purpose and self esteem, the providing of role models for coping, the offering of resources for reframing difficulties and temptations, the offering of an alternative social hierarchy other than the socio economic hierarchy. These mechanisms will be discussed from a protestant perspective.
