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Suicide in three perspectives
Biblical study,Bushido,and Koran
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Suicide in three perspectives
Biblical study, Bushido, and Koran

Toshifumi Uemura

Introduction

Opinion about suicide was divided among the various schools of antiquity. While
the Cynics and Stoics accepted suicide as lggitimate, Platonists and Peripatetics were
against it. Aristotle insisted that to kill oneself is to wrong the community to which one
belongs. St Augustine was to take up the issue again when he constructed the root-and-
branch prohibition of self —destruction which Christianity has maintained from century to
century ever since.

On the other hand, the philosophers and researchers continued their disputes in
Japanese seppuku, hara-kiri'. It is precisely in order to keep faith with his community that
seppuku occurs: to serve his city, its liberties and laws, up to the supreme sacrifice.

In this paper, I want to examine three aspects of suicide: biblical perspectives,

seppuku in Japanese context, and Muslim philosophy in Koran.

Texts used to condemn suicide

In the Ten Commandments, God explicitly ordered, “You shall not murder (or
kill)”(Exodus 20:13, Deuteronomy 5:17). Saint Augustine condemned anyone who
committed suicide based upon this commandment. The belief that life is a gift of God the

creator is foundational for those who believe that suicide is against the will of God. I was

" In this paper I will use seppuku. Hara-kiri is too vivid of ianguagei for Japanese reflecting the actual
actions of this ritual suicide. Although seppuku is almost the same meaning as hara-kiri, Japanese prefer to
use seppuku over hara-kiri.
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also taught by my grandmother that suicide is much worse than killing others. The
precious life from God must be honored. If you break it, there is no salvation after death.
God alone has the authority to take our life away. Here I consult several verses from the

Bible that preclude suicide®.

Genesis 1:1 —2:4 [The Creation Stories]
Genesis 9:6 [Blood for blood]
1 Samuel 2:6[Life belong to God]
Job 1:20-21[The Lord Gave and the Lord has taken away]
Deuteronomy 32:39 [I Kill and I Make Alive]
See now that I, even I, am he;
There is no god besides me.
I kill and I make alive;
I wound and heal:
And no one can deliver from my hand
Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) denounced suicide citing Deuteronomy. His
influence was so strong that suicide has been seen as evil, especially among Catholic
believers. Proverbs 8:34-36 also implies suicide is going against God (“all who hate me

(God) love death.”) Psalm 104:29 recalls the creation story; when you take away their

breath, they die and return to the dust.

Suicide and attempted suicide in the Bible

It was or is one of the more prevalent assumptions of Western religious culture
that the Bible prohibits suicide as I surveyed in the previous chapter. Inspection of the
biblical texts, however, shows that this is by no means clear. To begin with, there is no

explicit prohibition or commandment against suicide in the Bible. There is no word

2 James T. Clemons, What does the Bible say about suicide? (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990). P32-37.
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anywhere in the Bible, either in Hebrew or Greek, which is equivalent to the English term
suicide’, nor is there any passage in either the Old or New Testament that can be directly
understood as an explicit prohibition of suicide.
On the contrary, the biblical texts do describe several suicides and attempted
cases. These are the examples which appear in the Bible;
€)) Abimelech (Judges 9:54) [ordered young man to draw his sward and kill]
(2) Samson (Judges 16:30) [“Let me die with the Philistines.”)
(3) Saul and his armor bearer (I Samuel 31:4, 5, II Samuel 1:6, I Chronicles 10:4)
(4) Ahithophel (IT Samuel 17:23) [hanged himself, buried in the tomb of his father]
(5) Zimri (I Kings 16:18) [burned down the king’s house over himself with fire]
(6) Razis (Il Maccabees 14:41) [fell upon his own sword being surrounded]
(7) Ptolemy Macron (II Maccabees 10:13) [poison]
(8) Judas (Matthew 27:5) fhanged himself]
(9) Paul’s jailor (an attempted suicide) (Acts 16:27) [drew his sword and was about to kill

himself]

The careful observation brings to light that there is a typical pattern of suicide in
the Old Testament. The most prominent Old Testament figure recorded to have
committed suicide was Saul. His long and illustrious life came to its miserable end in a
battle in which three of his sons were killed, all his men were lost, and he was badly
wounded. In a few short verses the author of 1 Samuel recorded the story of Saul’s death

in these poignant words:

3 Margaret Pabst Battin, Ethical Issues in Suicide (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1995), p28
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Then Saul said to his armor-bearer, “Draw your sword and thrust me through
with it, so that these uncircumcised may not come and thrust me through, and
make sport of me.” But his armor-bearer was unwilling; for he was terrified.
So Saul took his own sword and fell upon it. When his armor-bearer saw that
Saul was dead he also fell upon his sword and died with him. So Saul and his
three sons and his armor-bearer and all his men died together on the same day
(1 Samuel 31:4-6).

And the story continues:

The next day, when the Philistines came to strip the dead, they found Saul
and his three sons fallen on Mount Gilboa. They cut off his head, stripped off
his armor, and sent messengers throughout the land of the Philistines to carry
the good news to the houses of their idols and to the people. They put his
armor in the temple of Asarte; and they fastened his body to the wall of Beth-
shan. But when the inhabitants of Jabesh-gilead heard what the Philistines
had done to Saul, all the valiant men set out, traveled all night long, and took
the body of Saul and the bodies of his sons from the wall of Beth-shan. They
came to Jabesh and burned them there. Then they took their bones and buried
them under the tamarisk tree in Jabesh, and fasted seven days (1 Samuel 31:
8-13).

The valiant men of Jabesh-gilead, at the risk of their own lives, went to retrieve
Saul’s and his sons’ body from Beth-shan. Having done so, they grieved over the loss of
their king.

In terms of the attitudes of the community for whom this story becomes Holy
Scripture, there is no suggestion that Saul, or even his armor-bearer, were in any way to
be condemned for their actions®. From the times of the Egyptian pharaohs, perhaps earlier,

servants of kings have been known to join their masters in death, either by choice or

command. In Japan, we can point out several examples, too. In ancient times, it is said, at

the death of the king, his servant was also expected to die as in Egypt. But this practice

“See James T. Clemons, What does the Bible say about suicide?, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,1946), pl7
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was replaced by haniwa, a clay image of men or animals, in the Tumulus period which
began the end of the third century and ended around the seventh century.

After the death of Saul’s armor-bearer, there is no later reference to him, which
suggests that the manner of his death was taken simply as a normal reaction for the
people at that time. His suicide may have come as a result of overwhelming grief or a
sense of shame for not having obeyed his king’s last command. No solid clue is given
regarding motive. Clearly, however, the Bible offers no condemnation of the armor-
bearer’s self-chosen-death. -

Several later passages indicate how Saul was remembered by the Israelites.
Interestingly enough, Saul was cremated by the brave men who took his body from the

Philistines.

Different observations in 2 Samuel about the death of Saul

- 2 Samuel came up with a rather detailed account of Saul’s death. Upon hearing
the young man of Amalekite who claims that he himself killed Saul at the king’s own
request, David orders one of his servants to strike the man down.

Why did David kill this young man who reported Saul’s death and brought the

crown and armlet of Saul? Did the poor young man report a false story to get such a
reward? I personally do not understand David’s reaction. I cannot find a fault with the
. messenger. | can only imagine from this passage that he is the son of a resident alien, an
Amalekite (2 Samuel 1: 14). As he was a foreigner, he did not have an authority to kill

King Saul. Before David commanded death for this man, he asked him, “Where do you
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come from?” This question showed the importance of the Lord’s anointed. for David and

the Israelites.

The code of suicide in Japanese context

Until the economic crash in the beginning of the 1990°s, ten thousand people
committed suicide every year. But after 1992, the suicide rate rapidly increased to thirty
thousand. Before [ came to the U.S.A in 2001, there was news about suicide almost every
day. In Tokyo, one of the largest and most crowded cities in the world, middle aged
businessmen who lost their job jumped in front of a train every morning, which caused
seriously traffic jams. The reason why they jumped into a train is not clear. The most
common method of suicide was to jump from a high-rise building. These cases seem
different from traditional suicides in Japan. Now [ want to survey the meaning of suicide
of past days.

It was thought a virtue for a samurai to kill himself when his lord died. The armor
bearer of Saul was almost the same case. He followed the death of his king. In Japan,
however, it was prohibited by law in the beginning of the seventeenth century. An able
samurai’s death causes a loss of human resources. As recently as the early 20™ century,
however, Maresuke Nogi (1849-1912), a general of the army at the time of the Japan-
Russo war, immolated himself at the funeral of Emperor Mutsuhito (1852-1912).

There was a tradition of voluntary death in Japan going back to Kamakura period
(1192-1333). It may well be that this tradition, which was confined to the warrior class;

bushi or samurai.
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Dr. Nitobe Inazo wrote the book of “Bushido™ in 1899. “Bushido” is literally

“the way of bushi.” Dr. Nitobe was the final samurai class. After Japan opened her doors
to the western countries in the middle of nineteenth century, the government abolished
class distinctions. Samurai were no longer the privileged class. Swords on their belt
became of no use. However, the spirit of samurai remains. Dr. Nitobe mentioned in his
influential book;

Chivalry is a flower no less indigenous to the soil of Japan than its emblem,

the cherry blossom; nor is it a dried-up specimen of an antique virtue

preserved in the herbarium of our history. It is still a living object of power

and beauty among us; and if it assumes no tangible shape or form, it none the

less scents the moral atmosphere, and makes us aware that we are still under

its potent spell. The conditions of society which brought it forth and

nourished it have long disappeared; but as those far-off stars which once were

and are not, still continue to shed their rays upon us, so the light of chivalry

which was a child of feudalism, still illuminates our moral path, surviving its
mother institution®.

Bushido is an ethics for the privileged class. It is not a written code. It consists of
a few maxims handed down from mouth to mouth. It was founded not on the creation of
one generation. “It was an organic growth of decades and centuries of military career.”’
We cannot point out any definite time and place and say, “Here is its fountain-head.”®
Only as it attains consciousness in the feudal age, its origin, in respect to time, may it be
identified with feudalism. Yoritomo, the first shogun as a samurai class late in the twelfth

century began a government. Samurai, as a governor, gradually studied rituals.

5 It was published 1900 in Philadelphia. Dr. Nitobe served the League of Nations as Under-Secretary
General. He wrote Bushido in English for western people. F Roosevelt read this book. Moved by this book,
he willingly mediated Japan-Russo war (1904-1905). Despite the victory of the war, Japan suffered a tough
negotiation with Russian diplomat.

% Inazo Nitobe, Bushido; Bushido as an ethical system, (Philadelphia: The Leeds& Biddle, 1900)

7 ibid.

® ibid.
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The institution of suicide in Bushido

Seppuku is literally ripping the abdomen. “Absurdly odd as it may sound at first to
foreign ears” aﬁd contemporary Japanese ears alike, Dr. Nitobe pointed out, “it cannot be
so very foreign to students of Shakespeare,. who puts these words in Brutus’s mouth-“Thy
spirit walks abroad and turns our swords into our proper entrails’.” When Razis was
surrounded by his enemy, he also fell upon his own sword (2 Maccabees 14:41).

As the Semites habitually spoke of the liver and kidneys and surrounding fat as
the seat of emotion and of life, the ferm “hara” was to be thought that our soul lives.

Modern neurologists speak of the abdominal and pelvic brains, denoting thereby
sympathetic nerve centers in those parts which are strongly affected by any psychical
action. The view of mental physiology once admitted, the syllogism of hara-kiri is easy to
construct. “I will open the seat of my soul and show you how it fares with it. See for
yourself whether it is polluted or clean'?.”

Seppuku was not a mere suicidal process. “It was an institution, legal and
ceremonial. An invention of the medieval period, it was one way by which warriors could
make amends for their crimes, apologies for errors, and escape from disgrace, redeem
their friends, or prove their sincerity. When enforced as a legal punishment, it was

practiced with due ceremony''.” Dr. Nitobe described “it was a refinement of self-

destruction, and none could perform it without the utmost coolness of temper and

® ibid.
19 ibid.
" ibid.
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composure of demeanor, and for these reasons it was particularly befitting the profession

of bushi.'*”

The last official seppﬁku was held in 1868 when the civil war ended and new
government by non-samurai started; The class system was abolished in 1870,,ahd the
next year likewise carrying two swords, which was the privilege only allowed to the
samurai class. When the system of conscription was brought in, samurai completely lost
their identity. Nothing remained but nostalgia. Other privileges, such as family names,
permission to ride a sadd‘le—h'ors‘e, etc, were also open to everybody.bF inally the hereditary
salaries paid were turned into government bonds and then abolished. Though there were
several conflicts, generally people followed the government policy. For Japanese at that

time, loyalty to his master was the virtue.

Slowly and with great dignity the condemned man mounted on to the raised
floor, prostrated himself before the high altar twice, and seated himself on the
felt carpet with his back to the high altar, the kaishaku crouching on his left-
hand side. One of the.three attendant officers them came forward, bearing a
stand of the king used in the temple for offerings, on which, wrapped in paper,
lay the wakizashi, the short sward or dirk of the Japanese, nine inches and a
half in length, with a point and an edge as sharp as a razor’s. This he handed,
prostrating himself, to the condemned man, who received it reverently raising -
it to his head with both hands, and placed it in front of himself.”

“After another profound obeisance, Taki Zenzaburo, in a voice which
betrayed just much emotion and hesitation as might be expected from a man
who is making a painful confession, but with no sigh of either in his face or
manner, spoke as follows:

“I, and I alone, unwarrantably gave the order to fire on the foreigners at Kobe,
and again as they tried to escape. For this crime I disembowel myself, and I
beg you who are present to do me the honor of witnessing the act.”

“Bowing once more, the speaker allowed his upper garments to slip down to
his girdle, and remained naked to the waist. Carefully, according to custom,
he tucked his sleeves under his knees to prevent himself from failing

"2 ibid.
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backward; for a noble Japanese gentleman should die falling forwards.
Deliberately, with a steady hand he took the dirk that lay before him; he
looked at it wistfully, almost affectionately; for a moment he seemed to
collect his thoughts for the last time. And then stabling himself deeply below
the waist in the left-hand side, he drew the dirk slowly across to his right side,
and turning it in the wound, gave a slight cut upwards. During this
sickeningly painful operation he never moved a muscle of his face. When he
drew out the dirk, he leaned forward and stretched out his neck. Buit he
uttered no sound. At that moment the kaishaku, who still crouching by his
side, had been keenly watching his every movement, sprang to his feet,
poised his sword for a second in the air; there was a flash, a heavy, ugly thud,
a crashing fall; with one blow the head had been severed from the body.”

“A dead silence followed, broken only by the hideous noise of the blood
throbbing out the inert heap before us, which but a moment before had been a
brave and chivalrous man. It was horrible.”

“the kaishaku made a low bow, wiped his sword with a piece of paper which
he had ready for the purpose, and retired from the raised floor; and the
stained dirk was solemnly borne away, a bloody proof of the execution.”
“The two representatives of the Mikado then left their places, and crossing
over to where the foreign witnesses sat, called to us to witness that the
sentence of death upon Taki Zenzaburo gad been faithfully carried out. The
ceremony being at an end, we left the temple.”"

The glorification of hara-kiri offered, naturally enough, no small temptation to its
unwarranted committal. For causes entirely incompatible with reason, or for reasons
entirely undeserving to death, hot-headed youths rushed into it as insects fly into fire.
And yet, for a true samurai to hasten death or to court it was alike cowardice. A typical
figure, when he lost battle after battle and was pursued from plain to hill and from bush to
cavern, found himself hungry and alone in the dark hollow of a tree, his sword blunt with
use, his bow broken and arrows exhausted- did not the noblest of the Romans fall upon
his own sword in Philippi under like circumstances? — deemed it cowardly to die, but,
with a fortitude approaching a Christian martyr’s, cheered himself with an impromptu

Verse:

¥ Maurice Pinguet, Voluntary Death in Japan (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993). pp.151-152.
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“Come! Every more come,
Ye dread sorrows and pains!
And heap on my burden’d back;
That I not one test may lack

Of what strength in me remains!”

This, then, was the Bushido teaching- Scar and face all calamities and adversities
with patience and a pure conscience. True honor lies in fulfilling Heaven’s decree and no
death incurred in so doing is ignominious, whereas, death to avoid what Heaven has in

store is cowardly indeed!

As to seppuku, though it too has no existence in modern Japan, suicide of a manager in
the company is still a common phenomenon. Recently, however, the increase of suicide
in Japan needs careful observation. Suicide by young who can not find any value to live,

as with the who tire of living is dramatically increasing.

What does Koran said about suicide?
linterviewed a Muslim woman who works in a cafeteria near Luther Seminary.
Her background is complicated. Her father who is from Poland is a Baptist and her

mother who is from the Middle East is a Jew. At first she inherited the Jewish tradition,
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and under the influence of her father, she went to church. But she converted to Islam six
years ago. She could not accept the Pauline tradition. For her, the teaching of Mohammad
is simple and much easier to understand. She mentioned that the Koran is practical for
everyday life, which can apply to this century.

Concerning suicide, she immediately told me that it was prohibited by the Koran.
Although she could not point out which verse of Koran prohibits suicide, her attitude or
thought about suicide was completely negative.

According to Koran, no one can die unless Allah’s will:

Nor can a soul die except by Allah’s leave, the term being fixed as by writing.

(3:145)

We need the permission of Allah to die. “Life and death” are also mentioned:in
Koran in many verses:

Say “Truly, my prayer and my service of sacrifice, my life and my death, are
all for Allah, the Cherisher of the Worlds. (6: 162)

Say:” O men! I am sent to you all, as the Messenger of Allah, to Whom
belongs the dominion of the heavens and the earth: there is no god but He: it
is He that gives both life and death. (7: 158)

To Allah belongs the dominion of the heavens and the earth. He gives life
and He takes it. Except for him you have no protector or helper. (9: 116)
It is He Who gives life and who takes it, and to Him shall you all be brought

back. (10:56)
It is Allah who creates you and takes your souls at death; and of you there are
some who are sent back to a feeble age, so that they know nothing after

having known much: for Allah is Ali-Knowing, All-Powerful. (16:70)

This is so, because Allah is the Reality: it is He Who gives life to the dead,
and it is He Who has power over all things. (21: 6)
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It is He Who gave you life, will cause you to die, and will again give youllife:
truly man is a most ungrateful creature! (22:66)

It is Allah Who has created-you: further, He has provided for sustenance;
then He will cause you to die; and again He will give you life. Are there any

~ of your (false) “Partners” who can do any single one of these things? Glory to
Him! And High is He above the partners they attribute (to Him)! (30: 40)

It is He who gives Life and Death: and when He decides upon and afféir, He
says to it, “Be”, and it is. (40: 68)

. And among His Signs is this: you see the earth barren and desolate; but when
We send down rain to it, it is stirred to life and yields increase. Truly, He
Who gives life to the dead earth can surely give life to men who are dead. For
He has power over all things. (41:39)

What! Have they taken for worship protectors besides Him? But it is Allah,-
He is the Protector, and it is He Who gives life to the dead: it is-He Who has
power over all things.(41:9)

There is no god but He: it is He Who gives life and gives death, - the Lord
and Cherisher to you and your earliest ancestors. (43: 8)

Verily it is We Who give Life and Death: and to Us is the Final Goal. (50:43)
That it is He Who grants Death and Life. (53:44)

To him belongs the dominion of the heavens and the earth: it is He Who
gives Life and Death; and He has Power over all things. (57: 2)

He Who created Death and Life, that He may try which of you is best in
deed: and He is

- the Exalted in Might, Oft-Forgiving. (67: 2)

Repeatedly, “Life and Death” are pointed out. Only Allah has the right to decide for life
and death. As in the Bible, there is no explicit statement about suicide in Koran; however,
the reiteration 6f“Life and Death” is good enough to give up the idea of suicide for

Muslims. They wbrship Allah five times a day!
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Conclusion

In this paper, I survey three different religions focus on suicide. Although
Japanese Bushido is not a religion, it reflects Japanese traditional way of life. I did not
mention Shinto. It is said that there is no concrete philosophy in Shinto. S‘hinto is the
original way of life for the Japanese. The central idea of Shinto is gratitude to Nature.
The most important thing is a marsuri: festival in the autumn. After the harvest, the big
festival to thank to the gods is given. Tenno(emperor) is a priest of the matsuri. The
biggest role is to thank to gods for the crops. When the Buddhism was brought into Japan
through Korea in the middle of sixth century, the Buddhism philosophy greatly
influenced Japanese society. Tenno accepted Buddhism as a national religion. Up until
now, Buddhism is the most popular religion in Japan. At the same time, Confucianism
and Taoism were also introduced to Japan. Generally speaking, although there were small
conflicts, Japanese accepted those religions favorably. Judaism and Islam are the religion
that Japanese have not accepted. One big reason is that the nature of God of these
religions is too exclusive. Although Christianity had/has also inherits exclusivism,
Japanese seems to respect it. Contradictory enough, the modemn Shinto learns a lot from
Christianity. As Christianity was divided into groups; Catholic and Protestant, Japanese
government would not accept both of them. Government decided to make an artificial
religion using traditional Shinto. Tenno suddenly became Kami (god).

Bushido by Dr. Nitobe, was written under such circumstances. His philosophy is
influenced by the ethics of Christianity-Shinto mixed idea. As he himself was a devout

Christian, he had a deep knowledge of Christianity. But he did not have enough
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knowledge about Shinto. Shinto is not a “religion” like Christianity. There is originally
no ethics in Shinto.

Concerning suicide, Japanese have no idea for his/her background. As many
Japanese chose to kill themselves, I tried to find out what was death through the biblical
and Koran research. As Christianity and Islam have a common origin, the nature of God
is as creator and transcendent existence. Although there is a big controversy about the
nature of God, it is totally a different idea of Japanese Kami. Kami is simply the symbol
of nature. Kami have never ordered people. So the choice of death is not in Kami but

people.
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