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Speaker 1: “I remember you from the land of Jordan and of Hermon, from Mount Mizar. Deep 
calls to deep at the thunder of your cataracts.”

Sharon Smith: It’s been twelve years now since I lost my late husband to suicide. It’s even hard to 
say that and look you in the eyes sometimes.

Sharon Smith: Alex was a wonderful, wonderful man. He lived an outward life, and then he lived 
almost quite a separate inward life. The outward life, at the college where he 
was studying, was vibrant. He would talk with people, and he would naturally just 
mentor and counsel people. That was just his way.

Sharon Smith: But the inner life that we lived together as a couple, I could tell he was struggling. 
He had less and less energy to be out of the house, and his world—and my world, 
actually, as part of that—just got smaller and smaller.

Sharon Smith: He started on a really dark journey of depression, such that he named it. He said, 
“This is the worst thing I’ve ever experienced.” He called it his black night, and 
gradually, over that year, he began to withdraw from the things that gave him life.

Sharon Smith: There was one attempt before he was hospitalized. He never, ever recovered from 
that deep, dark depression. And the scandal and the shame of having attempted 
and it being known, I think that was just the hardest thing for him.

Hillary McBride: What, as Christians, should we think about suicide?

Sue Nickel: I know when I’m suicidal, I have no doubt that God knows and understands. And I 
have a tattoo so that I will not hurt myself. My doctor would say, “Suicidal ideation 
is a symptom of depression.” It’s a symptom, and I know when I’m not depressed, 
I don’t have [it] any more ...

Hillary McBride: What we know from studies is that people don’t actually want to die. They want 
the pain to be over, though, and there is no known way—or no successful way—of 
feeling like they can actually get through the pain. When the experience of pain 
is so severe that it actually takes over that will to survive, that is really more an 
indication of just how much distress we are in.

Lee Kosa: Maybe we’d be better served as faith communities if we shifted the focus to 
what we are doing as faith communities to surround, to support, and to love 
unconditionally...

Ross Hastings: Yes. Yes.

Lee Kosa: ...people who are in very difficult places. It’s part of the conversation we’re having 
today. How can the Church care for somebody...

Sue Nickel: Right.
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Lee Kosa: ...who’s struggling deeply with clinical depression?

Hillary McBride: What we can do as faith communities is say, “You have a place where you can 
belong.” We can take care of the community piece by saying, “Your distress 
doesn’t scare me; I want to be with you in it,” to help reduce some of that sense 
of loneliness or isolation and also burdensomeness. “You have a place here. You 
belong here.”

Sharon Smith: The day Alex died, I was teaching at UBC. So he drove me to UBC, dropped me off, 
and said goodbye. Then I phoned to check in, and just the way that conversation 
unfolded, my intuition just said, “He’s saying goodbye.”

Sharon Smith: So I left UBC. I caught a B-Line. I remember I got off the bus, and this is one of the 
reasons why I have so much hope in the resurrection. As I climbed off the bus, 
Alex spoke to me and said goodbye and said he’s okay.

Sharon Smith: I actually went to the bank and banked a check. It was just this weird moment 
of...I knew this was the end. I really knew, so much so that I wasn’t rushing home 
anymore. I was actually taking...It was just so bizarre, and then I rushed home. I 
was like, “What the heck am I doing?”

Sharon Smith: I rushed home, and then the events unfolded of the police coming and people 
gathering and the coroner and all sorts of things that you don’t expect. That really 
began my own process of [asking], “Where is God, and what does this mean?” 
Because I’d lost the person I loved most in the world.

Sharon Smith: I kept imagining what those last hours were like for Alex, trying to figure out 
what could’ve been going on for him. And God gave me a beautiful picture of the 
presence of Jesus with him at that time and, very similar to the image we have 
of Saint Paul with the scales on his eyes, a picture of what the depression might 
be doing to him and to his psyche and his understanding of the world. He just 
couldn’t see the beauty; he could only see dark. And that in the act of taking his 
life, that Jesus met him as he passed through and welcomed him.

Sharon Smith: That was a big part of it for me, was just trying to understand where God was for 
him during that time.

John Swinton: When you listen to people’s experiences of mental health problems—when you 
listen to the kind of darkness people experience, the confusion, the alienation, the 
stigmatization—very often you can see exactly why someone would come to the 
conclusion that, “I can’t live with this anymore.”

John Swinton: In other words, it’s a much more complicated phenomenon than we sometimes see 
it [as]. So you might say, “Suicide is a sin, so therefore, this happens.” It’s like, this is 
much, much more complicated. And to try to reduce something that’s really, really 
complicated into a simple thing is when we get ourselves into difficulties.

https://www.rev.com


SESSION 3

TRANSCRIPT

Transcript by Rev.com | 3

John Swinton: The shame that accompanies suicide runs through whole families, destroys 
people’s self-perception, destroys people’s experiences of being with God, and 
sometimes even destroys people’s experience of being with the people of God, 
because when the people are stigmatizing, shaming, then they can no longer be a 
part of that. So the resonances of suicide actually have profound consequences 
for the body of Christ.

John Swinton: People who find that they’re able to find a community where they can articulate 
freely their experiences, not only is that liberating [for them], but also it is 
liberating for other people. Because as soon as one person stands up, you can 
be guaranteed that another half dozen, dozen, however many in the congregation 
that are going through the same thing but who have not been released to tell that 
story...

John Swinton: Now, testimony can be oppressive if people really don’t understand the nature 
of mental health challenges, and one of the things that people have told me 
—particularly people living with psychotic disorder—is that the tendency for 
congregations or individuals to engage in casual theodicy... Right? So theodicy 
is when you find or try to find an explanation for why and how a God who is good 
and all-powerful and all-loving allows a particular type of suffering to occur and 
how you should respond to that.

John Swinton: Casual theodicy is a bit like casual racism. You just throw out the idea, “Well, if 
you prayed a little bit harder, then that would sort you out.” The implication being 
that you’re not praying hard enough, that you don’t have enough faith, that you are 
somehow sinful. Or if I have experiences like I see visions or I hear voices, people 
will say, “Clearly it’s demonic,” whereas, for me, there’s something completely 
different going on there.

John Swinton: So it’s an unthought-through ascription of an explanation to a situation that you 
don’t understand. If we can’t understand something, if we can’t explain it, we can’t 
control it. If we can’t control it, we have to find some way of dealing with it, and 
very often that’s [through] rejection and marginalization. So we end up with a very 
unusual and unhelpful form of spiritual stigma.

John Swinton: So I think testimony is profoundly important, but it’s difficult and sometimes 
dangerous.

Sharon Smith: This experience of living with a man who struggled with depression, finding ways 
to let him go to the choice that he made, coming to terms with my own guilt 
around having not been there, and going through the grief has prepared me for 
the priesthood like nothing else can. No theological course can teach you the 
depths of this stuff.

Sharon Smith: So it might be a shadow to some, but it has been... The wrestle also has life in it.
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Sharon Smith: God is still God. I don’t understand it, but God is still God, somehow.

Speaker 1: “I remember you from the land of Jordan and of Hermon, from Mount Mizar. Deep 
calls to deep at the thunder of your cataracts.”
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