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It’s a troubling thought, but have you ever thought about committing suicide?  Many people have at some point in their lives.  For many it is as a consequence of battling a terminal or debilitating illness.  As one AIDS sufferer commented, “When they tell you that you are going to die, and the only question is whether it is sooner or later, then what is the purpose of living?”  For others suicidal thoughts are a consequence of a mixture of depression, loneliness and often mental illness.  For yet another group, suicide appears to be an option to alleviate the suffering of just being one’s self.  White males over 85 are six times more likely to commit suicide than any other segment of the population.  I witnessed this just this past week, when an elderly neighbor of mine attempted to take his life after his inability to go on after the death of his wife two years ago.

The Rev. Shonda Jones of Emory University’s School of Theology offers some insights into today’s reading from Philippians.  “Many biblical scholars believe that in the reading we heard from Philippians Paul is wrestling with the idea of suicide himself.  He tells his readers, “For to me, living is Christ, and dying is gain”.  He continues, “I am hard pressed between the two: my desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better, but to remain in the flesh is more necessary for you”.  Why would the apostle entertain such an idea? It was not such an odd notion in Paul’s world, especially if the death was connected to a noble cause.  In this case, the death was generally considered by others as an instance of martyrdom.  
Probably the most famous suicide from the ancient world was that of Socrates.  Charged with disrespect for the established religious traditions and corrupting the young by challenging them to think differently, the Greek philosopher was condemned to take his own life by a jury of 501 Athenian citizens.  For his part, Socrates considered it preferable to die than to live inauthentically. 

Something somewhat similar is going on in this passage from Paul.  Imprisoned for preaching the Gospel of Christ, criticized by others in the church, and suffering physically in the process, one can understand how even Paul might entertain the benefits of “being with Christ. “The authenticity of Paul as an apostle and a human being was at stake.  Living authentically, being who you are without shame or apology is a blessing and burden at the same time. 

We see this, too, in the apostle’s comments.   Although he would gladly give up the awesome responsibility of being an apostle, he also realizes that his contribution goes far beyond his own well-being.  He then instructs his readers to adopt the same attitude.  “Only live your life in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ,” says the apostle.  Paul directs the readers to live their lives as citizens “in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ.”  Living out our faith is never a private matter.  It is ultimately public.  To be who we truly are involves in some way being put on public display. 

Yet, Paul says, “For [God] has graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of suffering for him as well — since you are having the same struggle that you saw I had and now hear that I still have”.  Although we should avoid encouraging individuals to suffer the apostle’s words offer us an alternative to the common social script that tells us that we suffer because there is something wrong with us.  Suffering is a common experience of those who stand for truth in our world.  Living our lives as citizens is a call to be beacons to others.  Rather than characterizing it only in the negative as “suffering,” let us see it as an awesome opportunity. 

The way we live our lives speaks more loudly than anything we can possibly say.  By living authentically in the midst of others we provide a witness.  A former mentor of mine used to say there is no neutral encounter when you are with someone.  Every single encounter or exchange is either a negative or a positive.  You and I have experienced it on a daily basis.  There are some people when you are around them, they simply seem to suck life out of the room…others bring us joy and make us feel better just being in their presence.  We saw that demonstrated powerfully on September 3rd in this space.  Nearly 250 packed this church to celebrate the life of someone who lived in such a way that he touched people by his mere presence.  The way Steve Ducharme lived his life served as a beacon, much like Paul did with his life.  We were all here because Steve was a witness, as Jackie Sheldon said, to the light of God emanating directly from him.  I think it was fair to say that we realized that we wanted to live our lives like he lived his….to be that kind of witness in the world.  You and I have no idea who we witness to and how our lives touch others.  But the truth is that your life and mine does affect other people.

In sum, even as Paul shares his own internal dialogue with the Church in Philippi about his contemplation on life and death, he concludes that “to remain in the flesh is more necessary for you”.  Paul was quite aware that his life was an inspiration and a model for those who, like him, were feeling pressured to be inauthentic in their living.  If you ever have considered suicide, yet you are reading this, there was something that convinced you that “to remain in the flesh is more necessary . . .” even when you could not articulate why. 

We can be at our lowest point, yet our lives are valuable to someone else.  Not only are we unaware of how our individual lives influence those we’ve never met; if we stay stuck in a place of believing our lives are no longer valuable, we deny others the positive influence of our very being in the world.  Understanding this doesn’t have to be a burden.  Living a life “worthy of the Gospel of Christ” is not about perfection.  It’s about bringing the best of what we have to become all God has created us to be.  Each day it’s different — some better, some worse — but each day brings with it an opportunity to inspire even in the smallest way.
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