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Helping Women To Grieve After Abortion

Priest Says Workshop Helps Ministers God’s Forgiveness
By Ann Aubrey Hanson
The Southern Cross
January 11, 2001

SAN DIEGO – Father James Boyd is no stranger to life’s difficulties. He couldn’t be, not after serving for years as the executive priest for San Diego’s Retrovaille program, a program for couples whose marriages are in trouble.

Father Boyd says that his interest in “furthering my knowledge and skills in counseling and helping people” prompted him to attend the Post-Abortion Workshop for Priests on Nov. 3.

“It was outstanding” he says of the workshop. “It was very, very helpful for a priest.”

He credit the success of the workshop to Father Blair Raum, the presenter at the workshop. “He’s a specialist in this” says Father Boyd. “He outlined the whole thing … the problem, the psychological effects of having an abortion, the trauma and the impact of this on a woman. He was very concise in his guidelines of what to do. He gave us concrete, clear steps of what to do to help these women.”


The most valuable aid, says Father Boyd, was the manual he received at the workshop. The Healing Journey, Coming Home After Abortion. “The manual is full of clear, simple, direct steps for priests or any individual working in this area.”


Father Boyd outlined the nine steps discussed in the workshop. “The first step is get the women’s story. This could take weeks, but you must take the time to hear the whole story, without offering any comment or judgment. Listen carefully and closely and give them your trust.

“The second step is connecting with them. Their emotional isolation is breaking, they’ve told you their story. Now’s not the time for advice. Just establish trust. The less the priest says now, the better. Don’t ask questions, just accept her.


“The third step is to ask about the child. The thing you have to realize” he says. “is that from the moment of conception, she’s a mother for all eternity. She’s a mother who has lost a child. Ask if the child was a boy or girl. Give the baby a name. The baby is no longer an “it”, but a person, her baby. What you’re doing now is reversing what happened in the abortion process. You are establishing the life as a baby. She said then, ‘I will not be a mother.’ 


“The next step is to create a memorial for her child. Have her write a letter to her baby. Have her wear a pearl, or buy vestments for the church, establish something as a memorial.

“The next step reverses the impact of the abortion. Now she can grieve (though she may have begun this step much earlier). If she writes a letter, have her read it to you. Typically, the letter will tell why she did it, it’ll request forgiveness. They usually sign it ‘Love Mom.’ Now she says, ‘I will be a mother.’


“In the next step, she will usually begin to ask questions. Where is my baby? Who is she with? This is the time for inner healing. We remind her that baby is part of the Church Triumphant, the church in heaven, part of the Communion of Saints. We tell her that she can hold her baby in heaven.

“Now she is ready for forgiveness. The priest may have been alluding to this throughout the process, but now it is brought out in the open. She can forgive herself and she can be forgiven by others.

“The sacrament of reconciliation is the next step. This might take several sessions for the spiritual process to be completed.


“Finally, comes closure. Here is when the priest helps her heal completely. He might say something like ‘I have admired your courage’ or something like that. He can pray over her. Now is when he might make a referral for counseling. The main thing is to help the woman heal spiritually and emotionally,” he says.

Concrete, simple steps, says Father Boyd. “So simple. I wish all the priests [in the diocese] would go to this.”

“I can’t think of anything more urgent, when you think of 38 million similar women,” he adds.

Everyone, he says, must encounter these women without realizing it. A woman stops to speak with a priest, hints at a situation and then walks away because the priest hasn’t recognized the need. Training will help them be more sensitive to these needs and the myriad others that exist.


“Forgiveness is key in this case,” says Father Boyd. “Not judgment. And psychology cannot possibly deal with this. It’s God’s forgiveness that is needed. That is why we [as priests] must be involved. This is what is really at stake. This is our field.”

