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Fr Francis Marsden

Four police cars were blocking the entrance to St Mary’s parish when I arrived back last Friday lunchtime, just in time for Midday Mass. I asked if I could please get through because I had to start Mass.

“Do you know what’s just happened here? Someone’s tried to hang himself. We’re trying to save a life,” said one policewoman, self-importantly. Well, it didn’t look like that. One copper was interviewing an elderly couple, the others were standing around chatting to each other. The ambulance evidently had already dashed off to the hospital.

Some poor lad with Asperger’s syndrome, as I found out later, had tried to hang himself from the railings beside the walkway which leads down from the car park to Market St. Not the sort of thing, thank God, which happens everyday in Chorley. And if someone really wants to do away with themselves, Chorley town centre at 11.50 am on market day is not the best place to choose. There are far too many people around to intervene.

Mass began ten minutes late but we said prayers for the unsuccessful would-be suicide.

I mention this because of the ominous news that the Council members of the Royal College of Nursing have voted to change the RCN’s policy on assisted suicide. From 2005 it had always been against. Now it is “neutral on the question.”

This is a frightening victory for the euthanasiast brigade: to morally neutralise the official body of one of the noblest caring professions.
The RCN has descended into moral paralysis. It cannot now say whether it is right or wrong to help someone kill themselves. Smoking is wrong, unsafe sex is wrong, failure to wash one’s hands is wrong, but helping a patient to kill themselves? – oh, we don’t know, we’re neutral. 
It is literally a blatant example of morality by opinion poll. The RCN has 400,000 members. Its three-month consultation drew over 1200 individual responses. One wonders how widespread the consultation really was, and how this 1200 were selected.

49% of responses supported assisted suicide, but there was also substantial opposition (40%). The remaining submissions were either neutral (9%) or failed to record a position (1%).

One is tempted to ask, if 49% of RCN members said it was OK to kill Jews, would they then be “neutral” on the question of death camps and gas chambers? Have they no moral compass other than the votes of the greatest number?
Perhaps they want to be seen to be in step with public opinion. A poll in the Times recently alleged that 74% of people want doctors to be allowed to help terminally ill people end their lives, and that 6/10 people said they wanted friends and relatives to be able to help their dying loved ones to take their own lives, without fear of prosecution. Aiding and abetting suicide is at present a crime punishable by up to 14 years' imprisonment. 

The results of such surveys, however, often depend upon how questions are phrased, as Sir Humphrey demonstrated in a famous episode of “Yes Minister.”
One might now ask, if the RCN has “no opinion” on whether or not it is right to assist suicide, then where do they stand on the question of resuscitating attempted suicides? Surely this becomes an infringement of personal choice? If a person has the right to take their own life, who are you to prevent them? Who are you to assume that they want you to save their life, in opposition to their will expressed in action?
The euthanasiast logic, seeing a young man trying to hang himself, would say: leave him there to hang. It’s his choice! Seeing someone brought in to casualty with a drugs overdose – don’t stomach pump them, leave them to die, that’s what they wanted!
It is because we naturally opt for life over death, that we automatically try to save the lives of attempted suicides, and our police go a bit hyper because “we’re trying to save a life,” as the policewoman stressed to me. But if we were to follow through the logic of the RCN, perhaps we shouldn’t?
The most coherent response so far has come from Paul Tully, SPUC’s general secretary. I hope he doesn’t mind my quoting him at length:
“Assisting or encouraging a person to commit suicide is a criminal offence. It is irresponsible for a professional body of carers to adopt a posture that helping a person to commit suicide is a reasonable thing to do. 

“For hundreds of years western civilisation has regarded suicide as morally disordered. When suicide ceased to be a crime in 1961, it was made clear by the government that the change was not intended to give any sense of moral approval to suicide. It was from a motive of compassion to families and to survivors of suicide attempts. 

“In recent years media coverage of suicide has been distorted by an intensive focus on a tiny handful of untypical cases selected by the pro-euthanasia lobby. While these cases are presented as reasonable people – often terminally ill - doing a reasonable thing, over 5,000 tragic suicides are reported by the Office for National Statistics each year. Typically these are young men (aged 15-44) and are often depressed or emotionally disturbed – but not terminally ill. 

“The RCN’s Council have based their change on a consultation exercise in which only a fraction of one percent of their members took part. They clearly have no mandate from nurses as a whole for this move.”
The BBC’s pro-euthanasia campaign has avidly reported almost every trip to that awful Dignitas clinic in Zurich. The doors of Dignitas are the doors of Hades, and those who buy a one-way ticket to Zurich, may well be buying a one way ticket to the eternal underworld. One thinks with horror of the musician Sir Edward Downes (85) and his wife. He was not suffering any terminal illness, when he killed himself and went to meet his Judge.
Over 115 people from the UK have made that fateful journey since 2002. Let it be said loud and clear, this is not “death with dignity”, it is “death with disgrace.” It is a selfish act against human solidarity. It undermines hope and trust in life, spreads despair and sets a dreadful example to others.

One knows that very many of those who attempt suicide, are in a state of crazed desperation, more to be pitied than condemned. The Church holds out the hope of divine mercy for all those who are not fully responsible for their dreadful actions.

Objectively, however, murder and self-murder are among the most serious of all sins. Whoever commits them in cold rationality, forfeits any right to eternal blessedness, and puts themselves among the damned. Unless, of course, they repent and do penance. 
The frightening thing about suicide, is the lack of time for repentance, but even then we hope that God in His mercy can give them a final chance. We have, however, no guarantee of this, and it would be most foolish to risk misleading people by teaching it.
The funerals of suicides are, in my experience, the most difficult and painful of all funerals to conduct. The families are left with an awful mixture of emotions, of guilt, of anger, of incomprehension, added to the grief which is natural to a time of bereavement.

Death by one’s own hand is far from being “death with dignity.” Death with dignity is a natural peaceful death, without too much pain, surrounded by one’s loved ones, commended into the arms of God with the support of the Anointing of the Sick and Viaticum – and supported by the kind prayers of friends and parishioners. 

There is a nobility in enduring the suffering of a natural death: there is no other time when the veil between heaven and earth is so thin, than when a good soul is being prepared by God to depart this life, and, as it were, focuses a stream of grace upon their family and loved ones. It is a harrowing but also a very precious time.
Nor is there anything wrong with praying for God to take someone quickly and without too much suffering, if they are terminally ill and ready to leave this life. We have had two parishioners in the last two years die from cancer with minimal discomfort and virtually no pain-killers, but supported by many, many prayers from the community.

To short-circuit the dying process, to demand the right to end one’s own existence in this world, is to throw the Almighty’s gift of life back in His face. It is utterly forbidden, and it is no short cut to heaven: rather the opposite. The penalty for breaking God’s law must be paid. 

Please God, many suicides may eventually reach heaven, but it will surely be via a long and circuitous route, for in purgatory they must see all the grief and heartache they have caused to their loved ones, for decades to come; all the good they might have done, and failed to do. It is simply very, very sad.

Might I urge all Christian nurses to write in protest to the RCN, to point out that their “neutrality” undermines the ethos and work of the nursing profession, and plays into the hands of the merchants of death.
