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New Priests Find Understanding at Post-Abortion Healing Workshops
By Ann Aubrey Hanson

SAN DIEGO – While preparing for the priest-hood, Father David Leon worked with victims of domestic violence in Los Angeles.  This ministry prompted a desire to work with others who had suffered, especially women and children.

   After his ordination this past June, father leon, now pastor at Mission San Antonio de Pala, was approached by Rosemary Benefield, who leads post-abortion healing workshops for women.  He has known rosemary and her husband, Jim, for years, and knew about their work with women and men who have suffered through the trauma of abortion.

   “I have great respect for them and for their lives of dedication and prayer for others,” said Father Leon.  He offered to participate in the ministry, an offer gratefully accepted by the Benefields.

    Father Leon visited one women’s retreat before participating, to get accustomed to the program.  The next visit, he participated in the ministry, offering the sacrament of reconciliation and celebrating Mass on the final evening.

   “It was very powerful,” he said afterwards.  “It offered the women a new start.  It was a time of great healing.”

   He himself also benefited from the encounter, he said.  “This particular retreat opened my eyes to a lot of different ways that women find themselves confused in life.  They are victims on many fronts,” forced by pressures to take actions that they think will solve their problems, but which only cause worse problems.

   “There is deeper woundedness and victimhood for however long they endure their sins and the consequence of sin.  They need to seek forgiveness in order to be healed.”

   During the retreats, Father Leon said “the Holy Spirit really touches their hearts,” adding that some of the women needed more than forgiveness, they needed the “unguent of the love of the Lord to help them heal.”  This healing is offered through sharing, counseling and the sacrament of reconciliation, followed by Mass.
   “I encourage all women and men who have been connected with abortion in any way, whether they themselves or through families or friends, anyone who feels anger, resentment, blame or guilt, to contact the Benefields and participate in a Rachel’s Hope retreat,” says Father Leon.  “When an abortion occurs, everyone suffers,” not just the child, the mother, the father, “but all the family, the Church, all of society.  There is a great need for healing from this grave sin.”

   Father Luke Jauregui, associate pastor at St. Rose of Lima Parish, was also invited to participate in the healing workshops following his ordination in June.

   For Father Jauregui, the “unique aspect” of the workshop was the sacrament of reconciliation.

   A woman might be able to talk about her experience, said Father Jauregui, “she might be able to forgive herself among her peers, and they can forgive her in sort of a corporate forgiveness.” But that is different than the healing forgiveness given to them through Christ in the sacrament.

   “The sacrament gives them that safe place to really face what has happened in their lives,” said father Jauregui.  “They are given the opportunity of honesty attained nowhere else.  Some find that they can lie to themselves, but there seem to be a time during the sacrament of reconciliation when the walls can fall down, when they can face what they have denied elsewhere.

   Like Father Leon, Father Jauregui says he also benefited from the experience.

   The workshop “gave another face to those who have had abortions.  Sometimes it’s easy to judge, but once you hear their stories, while the decision is still wrong, you come to understand why they did it.  I found great growth in understanding and compassion,” and he looks forward to participating in additional workshops.

   “The priests’ involvement with reconciliation and the celebration of the Mass on Sunday evening is the perfect and necessary ending of the weekend retreat,” says Rosemary Benefield.  “Father Dave and Father Luke have been Jesus’ representative at the retreats.”
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