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Last spring, thanks in large part to the financial support of Catholics throughout the diocese, a series of professionally produced pro-life ads ran on major television networks during prime-time in San Diego.  At the end of the ads, phone numbers for local pro-life support agencies were broadcast.  One of the ads was for women suffering guilt and emotional pain due to a past abortion.  The phone number for Rachel’s Hope, a local Catholic post-abortion counseling service run by Rosemary and Jim Benefield, was flashed on the screen after the ad.  What follows is the story of one married couple, who almost 20 years after deciding to abort their child, saw the ad on television and started their journey towards healing, forgiveness and reconciliation.  They have agreed to share their story with The Southern Cross readers so that others might learn from their experience.  Their names have been changed to preserve their anonymity.
Linda’s Journey

“When I saw the ad (on television), the one where a lady gets up and it says something about ‘you’ll hear a child’s cry,’ I knew immediately what it was about.  I hadn’t thought about the abortion much over the years.  I was a science major, and convinced myself that no, it’s not a life.  But, all 20 years I knew something was wrong, so I didn’t really convince myself,” says Linda, in a quiet voice.  She says it is still hard to talk about her abortion.

“I knew I couldn’t go to Church anymore,” she says, explaining that she missed the Church, having gone to Catholic grammar school and high school.  “At one time, I even wanted to be a nun,” she adds.

“I was in denial, but when that commercial came on, I knew what it was about and I called Rachel’s Hope the next day.  I just did it.  I was embarrassed; I didn’t know who Rachel’s Hope was and it really surprised me that the Catholic Church (offered) this,” says Linda.

She explained that before she married John, she became pregnant with his child.  Although only in her 20’s, she was already a widow when she met John.  In fact, Linda says, everyone close to her as she grew up had died.

“I had been using birth control, and we were both shocked to find out I was pregnant.  We were both scared; I didn’t know what his intentions were regarding marriage,” she says.  She explains that John, who was younger than she was, “didn’t know what to do and he wasn’t strong enough to say ‘don’t do it,’” regarding the abortion.

“I grew up so quickly, and had to take care of people around me all my life,” says Linda.  “Because of my family medical history, it’s almost like I felt that God would take this child, too, and I couldn’t bear to lose another person I loved.  I had already lost everyone.  So it’s like I was saying to God ‘I’m gonna do it (abort the child) before You do it to me.’”  
Unlike many couples who choose abortion, Linda and John did marry, and they have been married for nearly 20 years.  “We pretty much blocked (the abortion) out; we didn’t talk about it much, until I saw the ad and called Rachel’s Hope,” says Linda.

“I didn’t know what to expect when I went,” she says.  “There were six other ladies there, of all ages.  I was glad to see I wasn’t the only one my age there.  It was pretty emotional, but Rosemary (Benefield) was great,” she says.  “She is firm, but very caring.  It isn’t like she made us think that everything was okay; she said we had to experience our pain.  At first, I thought that was cruel, but now I see that we all had to experience (healing) in our own way,” continues Linda.

Linda has returned to the Church since her weekend with Rachel’s Hope, and she is excited that John, who is not Catholic, has been attending Mass with her.  “We are even discussing having our marriage convalidated,” says Linda, who plans to attend some adult faith courses to renew her knowledge of the faith.

“I still have times when I think that we haven’t redeemed ourselves yet,” says Linda, but she has followed up with Rosemary, and is excited about her future with John and with the Church.

John’s Journey

“I didn’t see the ad,” says John, who says that when Linda returned from Rachel’s Hope she brought a flier for Jim Benefield’s men’s workshop.  “What drew me (to attend) was Linda’s response to what she went through with her workshop.  We thought it would be helpful for me as well,” he says, explaining that while he and Linda rarely discussed the abortion, “occasionally I would think “if we had our child, it would have been born around this time of the year, or, if he’d been born, he’d be 17 now,” says John.

“With Jim, I went through a process that takes you to acceptance of what’s been done and forgiving yourself and forgiving others that need to be forgiven,” he explains.

As for the effect on his marriage, John says, “I would say (the healing workshops) brought us closer together.  (The abortion) was one of those unspoken disasters that we went through, and (the workshops) made us feel more comfortable around each other.”

“I was not raised in a very religious family,” says John.  Prior to the workshop, he says he believed a woman should have the right to choose an abortion, but that since the workshop, “I feel completely different.  Jim brought me more into religion and to seeing that abortion isn’t the right thing.”

“If there has been one positive out of this workshop it’s that we are attending Mass together regularly,” says John, who is considering attending Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults and converting to Catholicism.  “I’m getting a better perspective on the faith.”

John says that if a man sought his advice on abortion, he would say, “Sure, it might be the quick and easy decision, but it comes with consequences – psychological and other – and there will be some after effects that could last a whole life.”
“I made the wrong choice,” says John, “and the workshop was really a catalyst in bringing (us) both back into the Church and religion.”
