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HELPING PEOPLE - DO & DON’T 4 

Keunning 

 Handout 5 

DEATH BY SUICIDE 

Mourning the loss of a suicide victim is often complicated and of longer duration 

than other losses.  Suicide is the most difficult bereavement crisis for any family to 

face and resolve effectively. 

Though guilt is normal after any type of death, it is even more intense in cases of 

suicide thinking they could have seen the warning signs and prevented it. 

Suicide carried with it a stigma and leaves a legacy of shame, humiliation, & 

embarrassment.  It is the ultimate rejection, so survivors are often angry with their 

loved one for publicly rejecting them.  Feeling of abandonment is one of the most 

devastating and extreme feelings because the suicide has chosen to end all 

relationships with those who loved him/her.  The message is devastating. 

 

Warning Signals 

- Prolonged depression.  Symptoms include sleeping and eating disturbances, 

lethargy, withdrawal & rebelliousness, tearful, sadness, discouragement, 

carelessness or recklessness, inability to tolerate frustration, inability or 

unwillingness to communicate, difficulty concentrating, inactivity, & 

boredom 

- Verbal statements such as, “I’m going to end it all.”  Life isn’t worth living,” 

or “I can’t go on any longer.”  Many of the persons who commit suicide 

have told someone they were thinking of it. 

- Abrupt changes in behavior and mood or work performance.  Can include a 

sudden improvement in mood that may indicate they have decided on 

suicide as a means to solve his/her problems. 

- Giving away personal belongings such as cherished possessions, which is a 

way of terminating interest in life and making final arrangements. 

- Previous suicide attempts. 

 

If a loved one is threatening suicide: 

1. Take any suicide threat seriously.  Talk to the individual about it, reassuring 

him or her that you will listen. 

 

2. Be direct.  Ask feeling-oriented questions, for example, “Have your 

problems been getting you down so much that you’re thinking of harming 

yourself?”  Most people don’t want to die, they just want to end the pain. 
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3. Be aware that the more specific the plan, the greater the risk.  If they have a 

plan and the ability/objects to implement the plan intervention is imperative. 

 

4. Reassure him/her that depression and suicidal tendencies can be treated.  

Lectures and pointing out all the reasons the person has for living don’t help. 

 

5. Be highly directive.  Don’t ask the suicidal person what they would like to 

do, tell them what they must do.  Be firm. 

 

6. Don’t take on the job of counseling.  This is a job for trained professionals. 

 

7. Never promise to keep suicidal intentions a secret.  Tell parents, a teacher, 

school counselor, spouse or others who need to know and can take 

appropriate action. 

 

8. Refer the suicidal person to a qualified counselor.  Reassure them that it 

doesn’t mean they are crazy, but they do need help. 

 

9. Engender hope – hope is the light at the end of the tunnel. 

 

10. Be aware that it is not unusual for suicides to have a ripple effect.  Others 

may imitate the behavior, especially teens is the suicide is a famous person 

or a close friend or family member. 

 

 

If your friend or loved one has committed suicide:  

1. If you’re not comfortable relating the circumstances about your loved one’s 

death, don’t.  You don’t need to share the complete story with those not 

close to you. 

 

2. Don’t try to deny or hide the anger you feel.  It is a natural consequence of 

the hurt, rejection, and abandonment you experience.  Find someone you can 

talk with.  If you are angry with God, tell God, He can handle your anger.  

Ultimately anger needs to be healed through a willingness to forgive your 

loved one.  You also need to forgive God for allowing it to happen.  Forgive 

yourself for the things you may have done or not have done while the loved 

one was alive. 
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3. Try not to judge or criticize yourself too harshly for your behavior toward 

the person while he/she was alive.  Accept the fact that no one person can 

take responsibility for another person’s actions.  We do have limits. 

 

4. Seek professional counseling or a self-help grief group.  If your feelings are 

more than you can handle alone, seek help. 

 

5. Attend worship.  Reach out to caring empathetic friends and return to your 

normal routine. 

 

6. Trust God to give you strength.  Remember you need only to live one day at 

a time. 

 

7. Communicate with children in the family. Let them know the suicide victim 

was very unhappy, but don’t give the impression that death is the answer to 

being sad.  Let them know that taking one’s life is a bad decision. 

 

8. Children need to be told the mode of death.  It makes it more difficult to 

discuss the death if it is kept secret.  A child’s imagination is worse than 

actually knowing. 

 

9. Assure the child that you will be with them a long time and will not abandon 

them.  Allow the child to express his feelings.  They need reassurance that 

their behavior did not cause the person to take his/her own life. 

 

Advice to family & Friends 

1. Acknowledge the death the same as you would the death of any friend.  

Don’t pry for information about the circumstances.  Don’t shy away if you 

do not know what to say; your call, care, letter, or presence conveys 

acceptance & love. 

 

2. Acknowledge the bereaved person’s pain.  Don’t say, “I know how you 

feel.”  Rather say, “I know this is painful for you.” 

 

3. Show you care.  Weep with them, use the touch of a hand, a hug, to show 

you care. 

 

4. Offer the gift of self.  Say, “I’m here because I care about you and I’m 

concerned.  I want you to know I’m here for you and your family.”  When 
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you offer self, and when it is sincere, you seldom will sit in silence; you will 

have given your friend permission to grieve in your presence. 

 

5. Give them permission to be angry.  When survivors can verbalize anger, 

they can externalize it, put a name to it and better deal with it. 

 

6. Don’t try to make them take responsibility or admit to anything.  Most 

people don’t want to say the word “suicide.” 

 

7. Avoid asking questions or making statements that will cast blame on 

survivors.  They are already overburdened with guilt. 

 

8. Give them permission to talk about their loved one.  Don’t be afraid to 

mention the loved one’s name ore recall pleasant memories you shared. 

 

9. Listen, don’t analyze.  Don’t change the conversation.  Don’t make it 

heavier or lighter than it is. 

 

10. Encourage the survivors to avoid judging yesterday with the knowledge of 

today.  They did the best they could with what they knew at the time.  Help 

them assess how much of their guilt if valid. 

 

11. Stay in touch.  Telephone the survivors, remember them on painful 

anniversaries and holidays.  Meaningful letters can be read repeatedly at 

difficult times. 

 

12. Watch for signs of unhealthy, morbid grief.  If after 6 weeks to 3 months you 

see the following symptoms, there is reason to believe the survivor is 

experiencing complicated grief.  The person will 

 - be withdrawn, less emotionally accessible to friends & family 

 - be irritable, expressing other depressive symptoms 

 - have steadily deteriorating work, job, or school performance rather 

than turning to a fairly normal  

level. 

 - be obsessed with details of the death 

 - continue to talk about the suicide victim as though he were still alive. 

 

13. Express your concerns and observations and suggest that it is more than you 

or they can handle and help them find a counselor and/or support group. 
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Handout 6 

SUDDEN CATASTROPHIC DEATH 

The impact of a sudden death is devastating since it happens without a warning or 

a chance to anticipate what lies ahead.  It allows no time for goodbyes, not time to 

make amends or ask forgiveness for harsh words spoken in trivial quarrels, and no 

time to express the love one feels but doesn’t verbalize.  This unfinished business 

can never be completed. 

 

This type of death has several features that complicate the grieving process. 

1. Sudden death usually leaves the survivor with a sense of unreality that may 

last a long time. 

 

2. It fosters a stronger-than-normal sense of guilty, often expressed in “if 

only…” statements 

 

3. The need to blame someone for what happened is extremely strong. 

 

4. It often involves medical and legal authorities 

 

5. A sudden death often elicits a sense of helplessness on the part of the 

survivor. 

 

6. It leaves the survivor with many regrets and a sense of unfinished business. 

 

7. There is the need to understand why it happened with the need to ascribe 

blame.  Sometimes it seems God is the only available target and is not 

uncommon to hear someone say, “I hate God.” 

 

Help for the Survivors 

1. Allow yourself to grieve.  Give vent to your intense emotions. Tears give 

release to sorrow. 

 

2. You may experience disturbing physical symptoms; your body’s grief 

reaction is normal. 

 

3. Tell friends & relatives how you want to be treated.  Let others know if you 

need to be alone. 

 

4. Share your thoughts and feelings with an understanding friend 
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5. Keep busy, but not to the point you stop the grieving process. 

 

6. Give meaning to your life by trying to help others. 

 

Advice for Friends 

1. Someone should stay with the survivor for the first 24-48 hours after 

learning of the death.  Stay with the family; allow them to cry on your 

shoulder without trying to discourage emotions or even angry language. 

 

2. Contact the family if you are a close friend.  They may need help to cope 

with the disaster. 

 

3. Ask a family member rather than the bereaved what needs to be done such 

as notifying relatives, overnight accommodations and care of 

children/siblings.  Don’t assume someone else is doing it. 

 

4. Simply say, “I’m so sorry.”  Remember that a touch, a hug can communicate 

tenderness & compassion.  Words are not always necessary. 

 

5. Never say, “Don’t Cry” or “You’ve got to be strong.” 

 

6. Don’t say, “I know how you feel.”  Even if you’ve suffered a similar loss, 

their life, relationship and circumstances are not exactly the same. 

 

7. Avoid telling them about similar events that happened to others.  That only 

adds to their burden. 

 

8. Don’t try to give explanations of why the death occurred or second-guess 

God’s will.  Just quietly be with your friend.  Saying a tragic event is God’s 

will can be cruel as well as untrue. 

 

9. Avoid platitudes, clichés and trite expressions like, “Everything will be all 

right,” or “You’ll get over it,” “Time heals all wounds,” “At least he didn’t 

suffer,” and similar phrases.  These words do not comfort and may anger the 

survivor. 

 

10.  Help the survivor to recognize and accept the death by using the words dead 

or death. 
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11.  Understand the survivors need to talk about many of the same things 

repeatedly.  It helps mourners convince themselves the death has really 

happened. 

 

12. Comfort and acknowledge the grief of other mourners; children, step-

children, in-laws, grandparents, cousins, aunts, uncles, friends – they need 

your love & compassion also. 

 

13. Don’t tell the survivors how lucky they are to have others who are still alive. 

 

14. You may need to assure the survivors that they are not going crazy and they 

are experiencing normal grief reactions.  Feelings of disorganization and the 

inability to concentrate often cause the bereaved to feel they are “losing their 

mind.” 

 

15. Understand the bereaved need to be alone at times, but don’t all them to 

remain socially isolated for long periods.  Too much solitude may lead to 

despair instead of acceptance. 

16. Help the friend separate realistic from unrealistic guilt.  Point out all the 

ways the bereaved is not to blame. 

 

17. Allow them to talk about the deceased and don’t be afraid to mention their 

name.  Otherwise you may risk denying the love one’s existence on some 

level. 

 

18. Understand the grieving process is long lasting.  Don’t try to force them to 

“get over it” because of your own discomfort dealing with their grief. 

 

19. Remember them on painful anniversaries and holidays. 
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Handout 7 

TERMINAL ILLNESS 

Act naturally around ill friends as if nothing is wrong.   “All I care about is hearing 

how and what my friends are doing.  I’d like to discuss with them the same things 

we used to talk about.  My interests aren’t changed.  It bothers me to dwell on my 

own sickness.” 

 

Isolation is also brought about by well-meaning friends who assume the family 

would prefer to be alone.  Most people are uncomfortable in the presence of death 

and dying, and fear of not knowing what to say or do if the subject of death should 

come up. 

 

Caring church members and friends can do much to alleviate the sense of isolation 

and abandonment for the patient & the family members by providing emotional 

support & bridging the gap between the outside world and the family that suffers 

the gradual loss of a loved one. 

 

Advice to the Dying 

1. Be realistic and face the issue.  Don’t let denial engulf you. 

 

2. Live a day at a time and consider each day as a gift from God.  Cherish the 

moment.  Make the most of the time you have left. 

 

3. Do all you can while you can.  If there are places you want to go and things 

you want to accomplish, do them while strength allows.  Set goals.  Life 

without meaning is empty. 

 

4. Keep your mind active.  Physical limitations may come but your intellectual 

life need not end.  Read, write letters, keep a journal, learn new things.  

Prepare yourself spiritually! 

 

5. Maintain a positive attitude.  Self-pity is self-centered and self-destructive.  

You help those you love by a positive attitude. 

 

6. Retain your sense of humor and the ability to laugh at yourself.  It lightens 

the load for yourself and for those who love you. 

 

7. Talk about your illness and your feelings with your spouse and loved ones.  

Try to keep the lines of communication open.  Understand that anger is a 

natural part of facing loss.  Your loved ones may feel angry because of your 
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illness and you may feel that anger.  Discuss the feelings; don’t keep them 

bottled up.  Bringing hidden anger out in the open helps dispel it. 

 

8. Get professional help if the stress of your illness affects your relationships 

and you cannot seem to regain good feelings about yourself. 

 

9. Seek out other persons with a similar illness.  A sharing of information and 

feelings can be helpful; join a support group. 

 

10. Help your friends support you.  Some friends will say nothing rather than 

risk saying the wrong thing.  You can dissolve the barrier by bringing up the 

issue of your illness.  When they see you are dealing openly and honestly, 

they will be more at ease.  Most friends are grateful if there is something 

they can do to show their friendship; tell them your needs. 

 

11. Write a will; consult your lawyer.  Protect your loved ones by having legal 

matters in order.  It will spare them needless worry, stress, & legal problems. 

 

12. Let go.  Discover an unexpected strength which flows out of this experience 

which will allow you to admit your weakness to yourself and with others and 

to live with the weakness of being human. 

 

13. Rely on God.  Take things as they come and God will give you strength to 

cope one step at a time. 

 

14. Tell friends and loved ones how much you love them and how much you 

appreciate their help and care. It is very difficult to bear ingratitude and to 

feel unloved. 

 

15. Recognize that illness is a strain on everyone.  Everyone may need to get 

away for a while to regain their strength and perspective. 

 

16. Investigate hospice services.  This help can support family as well as 

assisting with pain and medical needs. 

 

Advice for family and friends 

1. Don’t avoid me, be the friend you’ve always been. 

 

2. Touch me.  A simple touch, squeeze of the hand, pat on the shoulder, 

holding hands can tell me you still care. 
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3. Call to tell you are bringing dishes/meals.  Bring food in disposable 

containers so there won’t be worry about returns. 

 

4. Take care of any children in the home.  I may need to be alone with my 

spouse and my children may need a little vacation from my illness. 

 

5. Weep with me when I weep.  Laugh with me when I laugh.  Don’t be afraid 

to share this with me. 

 

6. Take me out for a pleasure trip, but be aware of my limitations. 

 

7. Call for my shopping list and make a special delivery to my home. 

 

8. Call before you visit, but don’t be afraid to visit.  I need you. 

 

9. Help me celebrate life and holiday by decorating my room or home and 

bringing tiny gifts of flowers or other treasures. 

 

10. Help my family.  I am sick, but they are suffering too.  Offer to stay with me 

to give my loved ones a break.  Invite them out, take them places. 

 

11. Be creative – bring me a book, recorded music, poster, cookies, an old friend 

who hasn’t come to visit me. 

 

12. Talk with me about my illness; sometimes I need to talk.  Find out by asking 

if I feel like talking about it. 

 

13. Don’t always feel we have to talk; we can sit quietly together. 

 

14. Consider taking me to appointments or my children/wife somewhere – 

shopping, movie, meal, walk in the park, window shopping. 

 

15. Help me feel good about my appearance; tell me, help me. 

 

16. Include me in decision making.  So many things have been taken, don’t deny 

me the chance to make decisions for my life and my family. 

 

17. Talk to me of the future.  Tomorrow, next week, next year – hope is 

important to me. 
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18. Bring me a positive attitude. 

 

19. Information from the world help me keep from feeling isolated; think of 

magazines, pictures, newspapers, stories, what is going on with your family. 
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Handout 8 

THE WIDOWED 

It is very difficult to bear not having a spouse to tell things to.  No one else is as 

interested in the everyday happenings of mutual interest to both partners.  Some 

people report that the desire to share with the spouse goes on for years. 

 

Widowers, especially young men often experience unrealistic societal expectations 

for him to “be strong” and “take it like a man.”  He is expected to be more resilient 

and able to control his feelings.  These expectations may inhibit a man from 

expressing his grief.   

 

Both men & women experience the shock, the anger, guilt, loneliness, depression 

that accompanies the loss of a spouse.  When forced to suffer in silence, a man’s 

pain can become unbearable and produce rage. 

 

Advice to the Newly Widowed 

1. Allow yourself to grieve.  Don’t try to be brave or stoic.  You have lost the 

person who was closest to you.  This intense grief will affect you physically 

as well as emotionally and spiritually.  Expect to experience confusion, 

depression, insomnia, loss of appetite, dizzy spells, self-recrimination, guilt, 

fear, anger, and social withdrawal. 

 

2. Do not make any major decisions during the first year unless they are 

absolutely necessary.  Selling your house to avoid painful memories, moving 

out of state, making large investments, or selling the car are things you 

might want to do, but might be decisions you later regret.  Be on guard 

against those eager to exploit you by taking advantage of your grief and 

sense of guilt. 

 

3. Make a list of the positive things you do to help yourself.  It will give you a 

sense of accomplishment to measure your successes, even the small ones.  

Keep a journal; it will help you move in a positive way and express your 

deep feelings. 

 

4. Keep in mind it’s healthy to let your children remember.  Unwillingness to 

talk with them about the deceased parent may close the subject.  Keep 

talking so that they may vent their feelings.  Listen to them & help them 

work through the grief process. 
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5. Do not let your children control your life.  When you feel ready you do not 

need to ask your children’s permission to date.  Remind them you will never 

forget their parent, but you need adult companionship. 

 

6. Recognize that your status as a widow/widower may be perceived as a threat 

to a friend’s marriage.  It would be helpful to develop new friends, but don’t 

just abandon the old ones. 

 

7. Understand that grief is long lasting.  There is no time limit on emotions.  

Adjusting to life without your spouse is painful.  Experts say the most 

difficult period is 7-9 months after the death of a loved one. 

 

8. Seek professional counseling, especially if you feel suicidal.  Family, 

friends, and employers may not be understanding when they feel you should 

be over your grief.  A professional can better understand your needs and 

offer you help free of the biases of the untrained. 

 

9. Avoid the use of drugs or alcohol to deaden the pain.  Their use can only 

intensify & prolong your grief and lead to more problems. 

 

10. Keep busy.  Work can be therapeutic.  When it feels right to do so, resume 

your normal routine.  Exercise can also help overcome depression. 

 

11. Rely on God to give you the strength to go on in the process of healing and 

renewing your purpose for living. 

 

12. Attending church may be painful, but it is vital for you to stay in contact 

with God and with caring friends. 

 

Advice to family and friends 

1. Acknowledge the death with a card or letter.  They can be saved and read 

repeatedly. Share a memory, story, or the good qualities about the deceased.  

Sign the guest register at the funeral some so the family knows you visited; 

your presence means you care. 

 

2. Call and visit often.  There is often a tremendous let-down after the funeral 

when friends have returned to their own lives and routines.  Sunday is often 

the loneliest day of the week. 
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3. Listen with your heart.  The grieving spouse will need to repeat the same 

things.  When they tell how they are feeling, listen.  Allow them to express 

feelings of guilt and anger.  Don’t be afraid of tears.  Listening & sharing 

their pain says you care. 

 

4. Offer practical assistance.  The widow/widower will be assuming new roles 

and tasks once performed by the spouse.  Lending a hand with the meals, 

home repairs, offering a ride, caring for the children can be very important to 

one who barely has the energy to get through the day. 

 

5. Don’t be afraid to mention the name of the deceased.  The loved ones want 

to talk about someone who has been a very important part of life.  Tell them 

you miss the loved one too. 

 

6. Avoid clichés and explanations of why this happened, such as: “It’s for the 

best,” or “it’s God’s will.”  They really don’t want an explanation.  Just 

listen and care. 

 

7. Don’t mention remarriage.  Don’t say things like, “You’re young, you’ll 

marry again.”  Comments like these discount the life of the deceased and are 

not appreciated by the grieving spouse.  Don’t be surprised at an explosive 

reaction. 

 

8. Don’t assign the role of the deceased parent to the eldest son or daughter.  

Don’t say, “Now you’re the man/woman of the house.”  They are not ready 

for such a responsibility and burdens them with an impossible task. 

 

9. Take the initiative in inviting your friend out to a specific event.  If he/she 

refuses, try again on another occasion.  Suggest things you can do together.  

They may be lethargic and refuse, but even a short walk together will help 

relieve the loneliness and encourage socialization. 

 

10. Do not force your friend into relationships before he or she is ready. The 

time may come when they appreciate these efforts, but it should be in accord 

with his/her wishes. 

 

11. Don’t be critical of the survivor for dating too soon (according to your 

standards).  Loneliness and the need for companionship are great and you 

need to understand their need to relate to another. 
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12. Remember your friend by sending a card or letter on holidays or important 

anniversaries.  Don’t hurt them by dropping them from your list and make 

them feel their friendship is no longer valued. 
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Handout 9 

THE AGED 

I am young and beautiful 

and full of life and hope and high ideals 

and I will do wonderful things 

But first, someone must rescue me. 

I am being held prisoner in an old, disintegrating body 

- Marjorie Hintze 

 

One minister instructed a group of elderly member to write down the 5 things most 

precious to them.  Then he required them to give up 3 of those things.  Then he 

instructed, “Give up one more.”  The one item left almost unanimously was their 

faith. 

 

Advice for the Aging Parent 

1. Discuss your death with adult children.  Sign and have witnessed a Living 

Will if you feel strongly that you want to die in dignity without resuscitation 

or extraordinary life-sustaining measures.  Give a copy to each child and to 

your doctor. 

 

2. Settle legacies with each child before you die.  Knowing who gets what will 

prevent many hard feelings after your death.  Estate planning and an up-to-

date will are essential. 

 

3. Preplan your funeral and burial.  These decisions express your desires and 

spare your survivors those decisions when you are dead. 

 

4. Tell your children how they can help you during your final hours.  Would 

you want them to read familiar scriptures to you?  Would you want to hear 

hymns?  The body retains the sense of hearing even though the person may 

appear to be unconscious. 

 

Advice for the Adult Child 

1. Be open with your parents’ discussing death with you.  Older persons have 

often come to terms with their own death, but find others unwilling to listen 

to them.  Ask questions so you will know what their wishes are if the 

information is not volunteered. 
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2. Tell your parents the things that are in your heart; don’t wait until it is too 

late.  Most children feel deep appreciation for their parents; it is important to 

tell them while they are alive.  Failing to do so can lead to much remorse.  

Stormy relationships can sometimes be reconciled allowing the parent to die 

in peace and the childe to feel loved, perhaps for the first time in his/her life. 

 

3. Find out where important documents are kept.  It may be up to you to 

assume responsibility for your parents’ legal affairs, including Power of 

Attorney. 

 

4. Encourage your parents to remain independent as long as possible.  Explore 

options of care available in the home; e.g. home health care, Meals on 

Wheels, adult day care centers, social services etc. 

 

5. Don’t take away your parent’s right to participate in decision making unless 

absolutely necessary. 

 

6. Don’t forget your parents’ spiritual needs.  Large print Bibles and materials, 

recorded bibles and lessons can help your parents continue their spiritual 

life. 

 

7. Don’t make important decisions without consulting other siblings.  Any 

sibling left out often feel angry, guilty, or unvalued.  Keep the lines of 

communication open and don’t keep secrets. 

 

8. Keep other siblings informed.  A sibling living close by will see needs that 

should be communicated to others.  Out-of-town siblings need to listen to 

the one who is on the scene and more familiar with the situation.  Ignoring 

or denying a problem will not make it go away. 

 

9. Inform other siblings as soon as possible of a life-threatening crisis.  Most 

adult children need to say goodbye to a parent in their own special way.  Not 

being informed can later cause resentment.  Some may want to see and be 

with the body before it is picked up by the funeral home.  Don’t delay. 

 

10. It is common to feel guilty if your parent died alone.  Realize that you did 

the best you could with the information you had and the situations of your 

own life. 
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Advice for Friends  

1. Be supportive of your friend’s difficult decisions recognizing their care and 

responsiveness to their parent’s needs. 

 

2. Offer practical assistance.  If your friend feels compelled to visit or feed an 

aged parent in a nursing home, offer to go in his/her place or go along with 

them. 

 

3. Be a good listener.  Caring for aging parents is trying & stressful.  Adult 

children need friend they can talk with about their frustrations and feelings. 

 

4. Help your friend sort out irrational guilt feelings.  Some may feel they have 

not done enough for their parents. 

 

 


