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     An abortion usually becomes the "deep dark secret" that imprints upon the heart and psyche like a photograph frozen in time.
     Unlike a photograph, however, all of the associated feelings are also frozen, stored within the heart and mind.  The memory of the secret trauma may go deep into a repressed mode, but the heart and mind have not lost track of the painful event.  An emotional eruption can occur like a volcano anywhere in time, and often on issues unrelated to the abortion experience. 

     Many women have reported emotional difficulties after an abortion, but relatively few seek help for healing. One might ask why this is so. 

     According to Rosemary Benefield, who conducts workshops for women recovering from the aftermath of abortions, fear is the dominant force keeping women from looking for healing. "They fear being discovered or they fear being judged," says Benefield. "They also fear rejection." In the minds of these women, it is better to keep quiet about their pain than risk whatever they fear awaits them. 

     Denial is a second cause of their delay in seeking help. "They deny any need for healing, and they deny any wrong- doing," says Benefield. Denial is a form of self defense, she adds, since if they deny pain or wrongdoing, they can be free from guilt or the need to seek help. 

     Others do not seek help because they feel that what they have done is so evil that they do not deserve forgiveness. They will not ask forgiveness from others because they cannot forgive themselves. This hopelessness can lead a woman to suicide and most certainly will wreak havoc on any current or future relationships. A woman who hates herself cannot fully love others. 

     Social mores allow women to continue a path of denial, as pro-choice advocates try to convince these women that the only thing of which they are guilty is exercising their right to choose. 

     "They know innately that what they did is wrong," says Jim Benefield, a licensed psychotherapist who works with both men and women who suffer from Post-Abortion Syndrome. "They hear the rhetoric that what they ended wasn't a pregnancy, it was just tissue, but then they wonder why they feel bad. Some of the symptoms of Post Abortion Syndrome, which can be experienced by women or men, are shame, grief, anger, depression, difficult relationships, fear, guilt, feeling estranged from God, addictions, self punishment, eating disorders, physical disorders, and sometimes difficulty parenting. Catholic women frequently make repeated confessions, because they feel unforgiven and unforgivable. 
  
     Once women break through the obstacles of fear and denial, they can then seek help, through individual therapy or through group workshops.  When they do seek help, the pain truly begins. "They must go through the pain,” says Jim Benefield, “Only then can the healing process begin.” 

     In San Diego, "Rachel's Hope" Post Abortion Healing & Reconciliation weekend workshops allow women the opportunity to face their feelings of guilt and regret resulting from abortion, whether the abortion was recent or as long ago as 50 years. 

     These workshops are small, intimate gathering of seven or eight women, typically, where each woman is given an opportunity to receive what she might not receive in individual therapy. She gets to listen to the sharing of other women who have been affected by abortion, just as she has been. The women realize that they are not alone in their actions or in their pain. They are also given the opportunity of receiving the sacrament of reconciliation from a priest who is familiar with the deep-seated, spiritual agony that can send a woman spiraling into helpless despair after an abortion. 

     Given the sensitivity of the workshop and the fully assured confidentiality, "The healing (at the workshops) is much more than I could ever do in individual therapy," Jim Benefield says. 

     Rachel's Hope workshops are offered several times throughout the year. Both workshops will be held at the Diocesan Pastoral Center. No signs are posted advertising the location of the event at the Center. For more information, call Rosemary Benefield, (858) 581-3022. 
  

  



