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It is generally assumed that all religions embrace life as a gift and condemn 
its forfeiture. Even the most world-renouncing religious traditions rarely 

prescribe direct forfeiture of life but more typically offer other remedies to end 
life’s suffering.1 So it can be startling when religion does in fact support ending 
one’s life. Then scholars must question how life is valued, how the alternative 
to life is more alluring, and how voluntary death is cast as virtuous. This issue 
of the Journal of Religion and Violence offers six historical studies of voluntary 
death which grapple with these questions. In some instances, self-killing is 
condemned and in some it is idealized. The articles are summarized below.

James R. Lewis: “A Burning Faith in the Master:  
Interpreting the 1.23 Incident”

Moving from the most recent to the most ancient, we begin with the at-
tempted self-immolations by fire of January 23, 2001 by seven practitioners 
of the Falun Gong sect (hereinafter FLG) in Tiananmen Square in Beijing, 
China. James Lewis, an expert on the sect,2 discusses the self-immolations 
from the perspectives of the FLG and the People’s Republic of China, whose 
representatives attempted to douse the fires of the self-immolators. Accounts 

1The exceptions may be the Jains, who understand a fasting death as eminently 
virtuous and heroic (Vallely 2018) and some Buddhists, who see self-immolations as 
potentially compassionate and salvific (Ohnuma 2018; Yu 2018; Stone 2018; Benn 2007). 

2See his 2018 volume on Falun Gong.
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of authenticity were disputed: the FLG formally repudiated the suicides as 
fake, as a sensational governmental ploy to discredit the FLG, whereas the 
government presented the suicides as symptomatic of cultic violence in need 
of suppression for the common good. Survivors, however, attributed inspi-
ration to FLG founder Li Hongzhi, who was understood as a contemporary 
incarnation of the Buddha, as well as to compassionate humanism, such as the 
traditional concept of ren, and to archaic Qi Qong principles which stressed 
mastery of supernatural powers. Pertinent ideas espoused by Li Hongzhi 
included an urgent call to struggle against evil beings in order to redeem the 
universe from an imminent catastrophe, and the rewards of martyrdom for 
altruistic Falun Gong practitioners, who would return home to the Falun 
Dafa paradise. Dafa (roughly translated as dharma, or teaching) was not the 
first apocalyptic ideology in Chinese religious history, and nor, certainly, were 
these the first self-immolations (Benn 2007). But, considering that at least 
18 further suicides were associated with the group, these familiar dreams of 
worldly redemption and ultimate paradise apparently continued to resonate, 
especially in China at the turn of the millennium.

George D. Chryssides: “Suicide, Suicidology, and Heaven’s Gate”

Next George Chryssides contemplates the thirty-nine suicides of the members 
of Heaven’s Gate in 1997. Unlike other groups we might associate with col-
lective suicide,3 there was no evidence of physical pressure nor outside threat 
to this group, but rather members freely drank phenobarbital and encased 
their heads in plastic bags until they suffocated to death. There was no obvious 
financial distress nor evidence of mental illness or psychological crisis that 
might explain the decision of this UFO-oriented group to leave this world. 
They sought the Next Evolutionary Level Above Human, which they associated 
with the source for Christ’s appearance 2000 years ago and with the true home 
of the group’s leaders, Ti and Do. Similar to the Falun Gong, the group did 
anticipate an imminent catastrophe, but theirs was based on the advanced age 
of the earth and an inevitable celestial clash. Chryssides surveys Durkheim’s 
four categories of suicide and the data for suicide around the world and comes 
up short. Members of Heaven’s Gate fit no established criteria for suicide: 
they ranged in age from twenty-six to seventy-two; they were not tormented 
by drugs, alcohol, sex, or family, all of which they renounced; they were not 
bereaved or in despair; and they had options in life—indeed the group ran a 

3The usual examples of mass suicide, namely the Branch Davidians and People’s 
Temple, are in fact fraught with interpretive problems regarding actual culpability, murder, 
and conspiracy, as the author discusses. See also Lewis and Cusak 2014.
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successful web design business. Chryssides turns for explanation to the study 
of suicide pacts, characterized by charismatic leadership, close bonds akin to 
family, last testaments (theirs by web videos), and deaths by poison. In ad-
dition, Heaven’s Gate upheld a comprehensive ideology connecting Ti and 
Do with the two witnesses in the book of Revelation, Do with the returned 
Christ, and the members with the choice to join an extraterrestrial dimension 
of being by shedding their earthly bodies. These may not have been rational 
beliefs based in the world we know, but they were systematic, defiant of im-
posed norms, and clearly persuasive to the thirty-nine.

Carole M. Cusak: “Self-Murder, Sin, and Crime:  
Religion and Suicide in the Middle Ages”

Suicide in the western middle ages is the topic summarized by Carole Cusak, 
who begins with a glance at attitudes from Plato to Aristotle to Augustine, 
all of whom repudiated self-killing as either cowardly (Plato, Aristotle) or “a 
detestable and damnable wickedness” and a crime against God (Augustine). 
Although early on there were nuanced sacerdotal practices toward suicides due 
to illness, despair, or demonic possession, Augustine’s condemnatory views 
prevailed through the millennium: suicide violated the sixth commandment 
and was punishable by denial of burial in consecrated ground. It was not only 
a sin resulting in eternal damnation, but in many parts of Europe a felony, a 
crime against one’s lord (depriving him of property) for which families could be 
punished by deprival of their property. But understandings and treatments of 
suicides varied per region, time period, and literature. Suicide due to romantic 
disappointment is featured in two fourteenth-century northern Italian tales 
which did not present suicide as a crime, whereas French sources from the 
same time punish it as murder: male bodies were to be hanged, female bodies 
were to be burned or buried alive (notwithstanding logic), and property was to 
be ravaged. English medieval chronicles reveal a degree of shame and secrecy 
for family survivors of suicide, doubtless a reaction to the public display of 
humiliated bodies and the stigma and property loss for those still living. By 
late medieval times, suicides were viewed compassionately by some courts 
and with horror by others: unburied suicides were associated with the restless 
dead, and improperly buried ones with natural calamities. Cusak concludes 
her overview with a critical examination of women suicides in fourteenth-
century Europe, of inherited biblical prejudice, and of reputed court lenience 
in regard to women’s seeming proneness to insanity.
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Mary Storm: “Speculation on Hindu Self-Sacrifice Imagery at Nalgonda”

A very different perspective is offered by Mary Storm, who turns her atten-
tion to the medieval self-decapitating figures represented on hero stones at 
Nalgonda, India. Whereas in medieval India individual suicides were often 
weighted by moral opprobrium and the burden of karma and troubled rebirth, 
acts deemed self-sacrifice, such as those represented on these hero stones, 
could confer upon the practitioner considerable social and moral power and 
earn him or her exalted, even deified, status. In purely human terms, loyalty 
and self-denial are frequent Hindu themes. Sāti (a woman’s preemption of 
widowhood to die on her husband’s funeral pyre), jauhar (kshatriya women’s 
collective death to preempt dishonor in warfare), and sahagamana (the choice 
of men and women to join a king or queen in death) are a few labels for 
Hindu noble suicide, whereas self-immolation, self-drowning, and entering 
the sacrificial fire are a few of the means. However, self-decapitation is a spe-
cial case. In part this is because the head is regarded as the most significant 
part of the body, and in myth a cosmic and social analogy to the heavens 
and the highest caste. But acts of bodily mutilation and self-sacrifice were 
also transgressive: they emerged in association with bhakti (devotional) and 
tantric (self-expanding) practices which defied the Hindu status quo by their 
bloody expressions of piety. Particularly in the south, tales and art emerged 
depicting devotees sacrificing their eyes, their heads, and their own children 
to gods such as Śiva and Durga-Koṛṛavai. As Storm points out, tantra initially 
gave agency to marginal communities, and eventually also to the ruling strata, 
particularly to military elites seeking broad support from the community in 
times of social crisis. The twenty medieval Nalgonda hero stones show sixteen 
men and four women either self-decapitating or disemboweling at a time of 
internecine conflict and plague, when a desire to reach the gods was felt as 
urgent: hence these extraordinary self-offerings. The desire to commemorate 
these self-offerings is evident in the welcoming nymphs and musicians and 
celestial symbols engraved over the heads of the heroes, whose most ardent 
longing was apparently to die in the all-encompassing embrace of Śiva and 
the godhead.

Paul Middleton: “The “‘Noble Death” of Judas Iscariot:  
A Reconsideration of Suicide in the Bible and Early Christianity”

Paul Middleton starts by pointing out that there is no explicit condemnation 
of suicide in the Bible, despite the church’s prohibition based on the sixth com-
mandment and on God’s reputed sovereignty over life. The six suicides in the 
Hebrew scriptures—of Saul and his armor bearer, of Samson, of Abimelech, of 
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Ahithophel, and of Zimri—are not committed by universally laudable figures, 
but nor are these figures disparaged because of the way they died. Late Second 
Temple Jewish literature features at least four incidents of noble “death for 
the fatherland,” including the 960 self-imposed deaths at Masada, an event 
shrouded in heroism, and there is nary a critique, not even by Josephus, who 
was ambivalent on suicide more broadly (Shepkaru 2018, 26–29). Most early 
Christian martyrs did not precisely kill themselves, but as the author points 
out, in some cases their enthusiasm for death bordered on the pathological. 
This was particularly so when they presented themselves to Roman authori-
ties with eager intent to die, although not all church fathers agreed with the 
pursuit of death if it were not forced upon one. Nonetheless there are accounts 
of martyrs self-immolating, intentionally drowning, rushing into fire, leap-
ing off buildings, and even one who threw herself upon a stake in passion for 
Christ. These accounts reputedly mimicked Greco-Roman stoic, or noble, 
deaths, whereby dying without attachment to self was a heroic remedy for an 
impossible situation. Yet, according to John Chrysostom, Christian martyrs 
exceeded the Romans in virtue because of the Christian desire to suffer publicly 
in testimony to their loyalty to Christ. It is in this cultural mix that we must 
consider Judas Iscariot, the well-known suicide of the New Testament. Or is 
he a suicide? In fact the Book of Acts does not make him commit suicide, 
but rather run headlong into a field and burst open (Acts 1.18–19). Only 
Matthew makes him take his own life. For Luke Judas is basically executed 
by God, whereas for Matthew Judas is full of remorse (“I have sinned”; 27.4), 
attempts to return the blood money for offering up Jesus, and, encountering 
indifferent temple affiliates who won’t accept his sin-offering or offer punish-
ment, goes out and punishes himself by hanging (Matt 27.5). Although some 
are quick to point out that Judas was not truly repentant, Middleton takes us 
through the language used by Matthew for other repentant figures, to establish 
that Judas likely was earnest in seeking expiation, per Matthew 27.3–5, and 
that the complex portrayal of his pursuit of death may indicate that he was 
motivated by the same impulses which motivate noble death. The portrayal 
of Judas as simply a self-killer and sinner is thus superficial, because it does 
not take into consideration the lack of condemnation of suicide in the Bible 
and in contemporary Jewish scriptures, nor the broad appeal of the notion 
of a noble, redemptive death in the Greco-Roman world.

Margo Kitts: “The Martys and Spectacular Death:  
From Homer to the Roman Arena”

Lastly, Margo Kitts traces the notion of the martys from its first usage in the 
Iliad through its shifting meanings in the Gospels up to the book of Rev-
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elation; then she traces a common association of the term with spectacular 
death. The first part of the article establishes that the notion of the martys, or 
witness, initially was used to refer to those who punished oath-violators with 
death, those punishers including the gods as well as human participants in the 
solemn oath-ritual. The invocation of witnessing gods in oaths is archaic and 
pre-Homeric, but the association of the martyr with defending oaths remains 
stable through the Classical period into some passages in the Gospels, where 
one still may find juridical usages of the term (as in Matt 26.59 and John 1.19). 
But elsewhere in the Greek scriptures the terms martyr, martys, martyrion, and 
martyrian expand to represent a broader array of meanings, such as witnessing 
joy (e.g., in 1 Cor 1.6 and 2 Cor 1.2), as well as suffering in witness to a truth 
(e.g., Luke 21.12–13, Matt 10.17–18, and Matt 24.14), which brings the notion 
of martyr into range for its contemporary usage. Conjoined with the passion 
predictions, which predict persecution and death for Jesus and his apostles 
(Mark 8.31, Mark 8.34b–35 and Luke 14.26–27), and with the Greco-Roman 
idealization of noble death, as well as with preexisting expectations about a 
suffering messiah (e.g., Isa 53), the suffering of the martyr became understood 
as redemptive for the martyr and an occasion which brought him or her 
closer to God. Early Christians relished hagiographies of suffering martyrs, 
granting them the reverence due gladiators in the arena, who faced death with 
heroic virtue and swore oaths to fight unto death. In the second part of the 
article, the link of the martys with spectacular death is argued to date from 
at least the Homeric oath spectacles, where the oath-victim dies graphically, 
slowly, and gasping, akin to humans who die in battle narratives. Common 
rhetorical strategies for arousing the visual imagination of these spectacles 
are traced from the Iliad’s battle scenes through contests in the Roman arena 
to the Christian martyrologies. All emphasize the moments before death and 
the suffering of victims, which were riveting for audiences in Homer through 
the Roman contests, and embellished in Christian hagiographical literature, 
which borrowed from Roman prototypes. As Grig observes about the mar-
tyrological reports, the Christian relish for scenes of violence and suffering 
was “a highly particular distillation of a very Roman predilection” (2002, 323). 
Christian hagiographers exceeded Roman tastes by representing Christian 
torture and endurance in such a way as to create uniquely Christian fictions 
of power (2002, 327–328). The article traces a fixation on suffering and death 
across the historical usages of the Greek term martys.

* * *

It is hoped that these studies will provide insight into six different scenarios 
in which voluntary death is religiously framed. The Journal of Religion and 
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Violence is pleased to be on the vanguard of new studies in the ever deepening 
and expanding field of religious studies.
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