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Project Rachelis the official post-abortion healing ministry tie Catholic Church in the
United States. This pastoral response support€iisech’s unequivocal prophetic stance that abotison
wrong and never good for children, women or men \pacticipate. This pastoral ministry is the
embodiment of the promise of Pope John Paul Il winerspeaks in Evangelium Vitae to the women
who have had abortions near the end of Sectiof\Vi¢h the friendly and expert help and advice of
other people”.These are the priests and caregivemBrofect Rachel.

Project Rachelvas founded in 1984 in the Archdiocese of MilwagiKé/isconsin, USA, and it

is now in almost every diocese in the United Stdtds in New Zealand, Guam and the Bahamas, and
Slovakia. The ministry continues to develop in GlmaMexico, Australia, Hong Kong, China,
Ukraine, Poland and Romania. There is great interegrench and English speaking Africa, The
Philippines, Singapore, India, many countries irirLsAmerica as well as in Eastern and Western
Europe.

Those who have experienced abortion live in despiais necessary to have a name for the
ministry that clearly communicates what was to keeeted. The nam@roject Rachekomes from
the Old Testament, Jeremiah 31: 15-17. The messag one of hope for the future.

Thus says the Lord: In Ramah is heard the soumdoaining, of bitter weeping! Rachel mourns

her children she refuses to be consoled becausettlgiren are no more. Thus says the Lord:

Cease your cries of mourning, wipe the tears frooryeyes. The sorrow you have shown shall

have its reward, says the Lord, they shall retuomf the enemy’s land. There is hope for your

future, says the Lord.” (The New American Bible)

Project Rachels a diocesan network of specially trained priestental health professionals,
deacons, spiritual directors, Sisters and othezgieers who provide one on one care to those sgekin
reconciliation and healing. It is always operatedhiw a diocese with the blessing, support and
agreement of the local Ordinary. The ministry sertlee entire diocese so that there is easy acoess t
caregivers. There is a central contact point indilbeese, usually within an existing office, wheeople
can receive referrals to priests or caregivers. lielpful to have one person who accepts the salkhat
when someone calls back, there is continuity of.c@he person seeking help is given the referrdligin
responsible for making the contact for care whezy tare ready. It is important for them to make thi
step in healing. The person seeking help may étmdegin with a priest or with a caregiver. The
referral will be to a specific priest or two or @aospecific caregiver/counselor. The whole list evar
made available. The person is told that if they msahmake contact for some reason, they should call
back.



Abortion is epidemic in the world. No country istanched, even if the law still prohibits
abortion. Determining the exact number of abortionghe world per year is a bit of a challengeisit
safe to say that between 42 million and 50 millamcur each year. One source says that one in five
pregnancies worldwide end in abortion. It seemsé¢othe case that the largest number occur in
developing countries because of population dispa¥ife must remember that the fathers of the childre
and other family members may also be impacted.riyld@ numbers are of epidemic proportions.

| beganProject Rachein response to the call the Bishops of the Un@&ates issued in 1975 as

The Pastoral Plan for Pro-Life Activitiepublished by the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bgshd'he
Bishops laid out a strategy for dioceses to orgamespect life offices to confront the advent of
legalized abortion.This document called for education on the sanetitgt protection of all life from
conception to natural death; involvement in theskagjve process and called for a pastoral resptmse
aid women in a crisis pregnancy as well as to rfeni® those who have lost children to abortion.

My awareness of the need for such a ministry caom fa friend who had an abortion forced
on her by her mother. She already had placed afoalagoption prior to that event. Over the ydaet
followed the abortion, she shared her pain withamé she always ended our conversations by saying “I
can live with the adoption. | can't live with thbation.” When | became Respect Life Director tioe
Archdiocese of Milwaukee, it was clear to me, aséard the stories of other women who had had
abortions, that the Church was the place where wocoeld be helped. The woman who had had an
abortion experiences the human pain of a mother hatblost a child and she believes that God could
not and would not forgive her. The wound of abarti® both spiritual and human.

In developing a plan to minister to those touchg@itortion, | approached priests and asked if
they had encountered women who had had abortiorSomfession. | also asked them if they felt
confident that they had truly been able to helptheneal. Every priest had heard the confessiods an
each one of them shared that they were not suyehtde: known how to really help her. | asked theesam
questions of mental health professionals who wofkedatholic Charities and received similar replie
In response, | designed a training seminar to tiem understand the aftermath of abortion as all
the components of human and spiritual healing. Adda_awyer explained the Code of Cannon Law as
well. The priests and the counselors attended dngesseminar, which gave them a common base of
understanding and allowed them to come to know edlhr, so that a network of caregivers could
develop.

As Church, we can offer her spiritual care thtopgests and the sacrament of Reconciliation
and we can offer her companions on her healinghguthrough spiritual directors and other specially
trained caregivers as well counseling through oantad health professionals when necessary to deal
with psychological wounds. The role of religiousmen in providing compassionate care in countries
where access to mental health caregivers is diffimubeginning to develop.

The network of priests throughout the diocese makeossible for her to contact
someone physically close to her or to see someaag #om her community. The shame of abortion
may make it difficult to approach a pastor, assgnshe is actually active in a parish. Many who seek
help are currently unchurched and the network akegigers, who are geographically scattered
throughout a diocese, makes it more convenieneél $ielp. The one on one care is crucial because it
honors the unique spiritual journey of each womamrovides for confidential care and makes no
demands that she enter into a group setting . Tiseaegreat deal of shame attached to abortion and
women are often very afraid of exposure and judgmafe need to assure the woman that the ministry
is confidential and that she can choose to remaonymous. The sacrament of Confession with its
anonymity is a perfect place for her to begin. Khewledgeable and compassionate confessor can help
her address the spiritual pain and either journgly hner through the human healing part of the pgece
or refer her to someone else in the network foitandl care. Mental health professionals who waork
the Church as well as Catholic counselors in peiyagctice can be part of the network. Sisterdtee
ideal companions because of their spiritual wisdaotive prayer life and accessibility. In the Udite
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States, the Sisters of Life are actively involvedthis ministry and in the Bahamas, the ministry is
housed in a Benedictine convent where the retiigdrs answer the telephone, work and pray with the
women. In some parts of the world, it is impossibb gain access to mental health professionals
because of cost and stigma. Convents provide ttiegbesafe haven where a woman can go for help. In
many countries sisters are working with women alyem other capacities and this ministry is an
extension of care they are already providing. As nfinistry becomes established, days of reflection,
support groups and retreats can be helpful. Thearktof trained caregivers always remains a ciiitica
extension of these one-time activities. It is intpot to recognize that the wound of abortion ispdaed
that these one time events can open up new areesuniding that will need attention. We as Churcah ar
obligated to provide holistic care that provides tramework of spiritual and psychological caret tha
enables her to accomplish deep and authentic lgealin

The list of priests involved in the ministry is kegbsolutely confidential for several reasons.

First, if abortion providers have access to the tley use it to convince women to have abortions
because here are priests that will forgive her. Gnte first calls | received after the foundingtioe
ministry was from a local abortion clinic askingr fthe list of priests. Secondly, if it comes to the
attention of the director of the ministry that qoréest is not a good fit, referrals are simply nwde to
him. There is no need to remove his name fromigteThirdly, priests are more willing to becometpa
of the work because they know they can simply @adl tell the referring individual not to refer amgo
for a while because he is working with several peap the moment, or he is ill or moving. When &e i
ready, he can come back onto the list. This edmetetrs of the priest that he may be too busytthis
ministry. Fourthly, staff of parish centers may massumptions that if any woman calls to meet with
the priests she must have had an abortion andpgasdirumors can ruin reputations.

In providing a network of caregivers who can jaynwith the woman at her own pace, we are
being respectful of her and respectful of God'sirigm The wounds of abortion take time to heal and
often are linked to other wounds that also need'$atiention and human counseling. For example,
many women who have abortions have a previousriisfocsexual abuse. We need to always keep this
in mind. We are sometimes tempted to think that ¢varyone heals at the same pace and that we can
fit everyone into a model for healing but that @& true. Saint Francis De Sales saité soul which
rises from out of sin to a devout life has beenpmamed to the dawn, which does not banish darkness
suddenly, but by degrees. The slow cure is alwagstirest, and spiritual maladies, like those &f th
body, while they are apt to come on horseback amess, tend to depart slowly and on foote
warned that slow progress may discourage somegewhé sense of immediate purification causes
others to leave their physician too soon and risldapse. Like St. Francis De Sales, we must bengat
ministers, neither rushing them to a sense of imatedhealing nor letting them despair at slow
progress.

It is critical to train as many priests as possifolaunderstand the problem of abortion. As a
confessor, he will be confronted with the penitehb has been involved in an abortion. His response
to her can bring her back to the merciful embradc@ad or drive her to despair. Some of these [wiest
will feel called to be part of a formal network,capting referrals from the diocesan ministry, bt a
priests as confessors, are likely to encountertaimor Usually about 10% of the priests in a dieces
become part of the active referral network. Thexpegienced or unprepared priest can do grave
spiritual harm by telling her that she has comrdittee unforgivable sin, that she is damned andggoin
to hell or in some cases, by seeming to dismisséhieusness of the offense. He is the gateway toack
the Church for her.The Catechism of the Church in section 1465 says thalvhen he celebrates the
sacrament of Penance, the priest is fulfilling thenistry of the Good Shepherd who seeks the lost
sheep, of the Good Samaritan who binds up wourfdfieoFather who awaits the prodigal son and
welcomes him on his return, and of the just andantigl judge whose judgment is both just and
merciful. The priest is the sign and the instrumehGod’s merciful love for the sinnerHe must
understand her pain and her shame. He must unadeérdta need for a reasonable penance. A bishop
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from an Eastern European country recently sharedlismay in finding out that some priests in his
country impose on women who confess abortion, ampes of 7 years without the Eucharist. This
denies her the very grace she needs to heal. Fhivarsh public and punitive sort of penance atid w
not bring her to the Church, but will drive her gwa

Over the years since the founding of the minidttyave spoken to thousands of women in the
United States and other countries. Women tell he they are drawn to the Church and the
sacraments, and at the same time, they are afraipproach, inhibited by their shame and guilt layd
a perception that the Church is unforgiving. Thenaa who has chosen abortion believes that she has
committed the unforgivable sin, the sin that Godl mot forgive, the sin that flies in the face diet
Creator by destroying a life God created. Womeneshi@at they have a desperate need to make sense
of this experience in light of their spiritualityubare terrified to approach the confessional &ar fof
retribution and shame. They were frightened thatGhurch, through the priest, would affirm thatythe
were indeed unforgivable. The strong pro-life staiwé the Church heightened their fear. As God
continued to call them, some overcame their fedy tm encounter a priest who chastised them or
excused them. Many speak of returning to confess amd over, trying to rid themselves of the guilt
they felt, sometimes to be told by an unenlightepedst that they were crazy and should find a
psychiatrist or that they couldn’t be forgiven. Apelt they persevered, knowing that they needed to
encounter God to be healed. Men, who are the fenggartners, share that they don’t know where to
go with their pain. They’'ve been told it is a worigaissue. They've been told they have not right to
feel pain. They speak of how a homily that mergtbmen and abortion or a talk on a retreat or a
newspaper article, opened their eyes to the fatthiblp is available for them.

Priests need to recognize the power of their niegcto speak the prophetic truth about
abortion, but also to proclaim the message of ihgamercy and forgiveness. In preaching the priest
does not always have to directly address the isfabortion, but he can often include abortion when
speaking about God’s love and mercy and the powethe Sacrament of Confession. Priests
sometimes express a reluctance to speak aboutiabdcause they are afraid that they will hurt
people in the congregation with harsh words. Hawethere are many ways to speak about abortion
and making a point of always including the inforimatthat abortion hurts everyone and that God’s
mercy is available for all who come seeking it, &kt possible for people to hear the message. Some
priests have found that reading a letter writterabyoman or man about their abortion pain and the
peace they found through God’s mercy can be a wérldeay to begin speaking about healing after
abortion.

Abortion is still a reserved sin in some countri€he priest must approach the Bishop for
permission to forgive the sin or the woman is gerthe Bishop. Confessors have shared that this may
be a question of undue burden and that women sgekisolution simply do not return, convinced the
Bishop will refuse. In places wheRroject Rachehas been implemented around the world, Bishops
have granted general faculties to the priests &y ttan grant absolution to her. In training the
confessors, it is important to review Canon Lawitapertains to excommunication for the sin of
abortion. There are misconceptions about whataweréally says and the confessor needs to be @ble t
address these questions with the penitent. It igomant to also recognize that the question of
excommunication may apply to others involved in #i®rtion decision, such as her parents of the
father of the child if they force the abortion.

Project Rachels a powerful evangelization tool, making it p&ésifor those who have left the
Church to return. The outreach invites those wigocatturally Catholic and not catechized to apphoac
the Church and learn more about Catholicism whéedp cared for with compassion and wisdom.
Project Rachel is also available to help those wdme from a different faith tradition or no traditi at
all to experience the love and mercy of God throtigise who care about her. This in turn often opens
the door for her to consider coming into the Cath@hurch. Men who resolve their abortion loss



through the love and mercy of the church also eogbtheir faith in a dynamic way. There are many
converts because of the ministryRrbject Rachel.

Post-abortion reconciliation always has criticsti€s within the Church have argued that post-
abortion healing ministry somehow sanctions the Birey say we do not need a special ministry for a
set group of sinners. Other critics express conabout the sort of Church we will become if we have
aborted parents in it. Those who support abortights and promote legalized abortion fiRdoject
Rachelto be a dangerous sort of outreach. The Churahdgsed of inducing guilt. In the United States
and Britain, abortion advocates, trying to courker work of healing within a faith-based setting ar
now providing outreaches to help women resolver tleellings about abortion while avoiding the hard
moral questions and human questions at the cotteegbain. Some critics try to dismiss the aftermath
of abortion by saying that it is caused by the GithChurch and the pro-life community. However,
non-Christian countries such as Japan and Taiwaa htial grief ceremonies to help alleviate the
guilt of abortion as well as to appease the spaiftshe aborted children. In Japan these ceremonies
began in the 1950’s.

The wounds are both spiritual and human. She edidévat she has committed the unforgivable
sin. That is the core of the spiritual wound. Sha mother who knows she is responsible for théhdsfa
her child; a child she never got to birth, to sed t hold. That is the core of the human wouretdrt
scientific findings indicate that mother’s carrylsdrom every child she ever conceives for mangrge
possibly the rest of her life. The phenomena isedamicrochimerism. She is biologically changed
whether she gives birth to the child or not. Sggigthich supports and promotes abortion, does not
acknowledge that abortion is a pregnancy loss. lalbeled a medical procedure. The process ofriggali
enables her to claim the truth of the experiende Bst a child and needs to grieve for that unique
human being.

The process of healing involves spiritual healingd ahuman grief. Forgiveness and
reconciliation are at the core of the healing. Btoes toward forgiveness of the others involvetien
abortion. She chooses to forgive these others twételp of God’s grace, but she may not ever lbee ab
to reconcile with these people because of distalost,connection or even death. Reconciliation is
about restoring relationships that have been dedgtyaged. She needs to experience reconciliatitm wi
God, her child and herself.

Practically speaking, the process of healing ingsltelling her story with all its pain and anger,
forgiving those responsible for and involved in dortion. This is an act of will on her part, ddne
concert with the grace of God, which empowers bedd this. Forgiveness has now been studied and
there in an understanding of the human processalleats us to move toward forgiving. In forgiving
those involved, she comes to understand that fengiss from God, from her child and for herself rhigh
be possible.

The caregiver will assist her in approaching Gotie Snust hear often of God’s love,
forgiveness and mercy so she can be led to ackaptdrgiveness and celebrate it in the Sacramient o
Reconciliation. She is often very afraid of Gode$@idges herself harshly. Introducing her to toeiess
of Jesus dealing with women in the Scriptures eanilifate her spiritual growth. These stories inlgu
the woman with the hemorrhage, the woman at thé thel woman who washes Jesus feet with her tears
and the woman caught in adultery.

The caregiver helps her to process her grief a®thenwho lost a unique child. She must put
closure on her relationship with the aborted chiddren which includes grieving her loss, deterfimin
the sex of her child/children and choosing a naameher child. She is invited to write a letter terh
child to speak the things her heart longs to sag. i$2eds to memorialize the dead child, establishin
new spiritual relationship with the child in liglhtf the Communion of Saints and having a Mass
celebrated for the child and the healing of theilfianin the healing experience God restores hentitie
as mother to her.



The final step in the process is forgiving hersé&hiis is often the most difficult part of the
process, especially if she has a history of abogeer life. In the abortion, she may have gone from
being the abused one to being the abuser. Inm@pshe is made aware that new life circumstan@gs m
remind her of the abortion; that her mother’s hbag been restored to her so at times she wiNgfier
her lost child, and that on-going sacramental pigition is critical to her spiritual well-beingh& is
helped to discern what activities to pursue théitallow her to have a positive impact on her wollde
assure her that we are always there if she neealgais.

Project Rachelhas had many effects beyond the healing of wonmh raen involved in
abortion. Bishops and priests tell me that they fimat the ministry reaffirms the priesthood. REesee
the healing power of the sacrament of Reconcilmtioa concrete way, when they personally expegenc
women and men being set free from the bondagenoarsi made new. The experience of caring for
women and men provides the clergy with a way akmbout abortion in a compassionate but truthful
manner. Many priests have shared with me thautirdahis ministry they personally rediscovered the
gift of their priesthood. Many have said to me ‘s what | was ordained to do—to set the captives
free!”

The ministry of post-abortion healing has chandesl face of the abortion debate in freeing
women and men to speak openly about the tragic ecuenices of abortion in their lives. The
acknowledgement of this reality has been named-Rwosttion Syndrome and is recognized around the
world now.The growing awareness of the impact afrabn on the broader culture is changing the
debate. It is the truth of their experience brdughthe public square that will set us all freenfr the
scourge of abortion in our world.Project Rachelopens the merciful arms of God through the
compassionate pastoral concern and care for thoseded by abortion. It has brought people to the
Church and back to the Church. It has healed iddals and enabled the restoration of families. yan
women have said to me “I regret my abortion withnay heart, but | would never have come to know
God in such a powerful and personal way. When Godifes you and restores you, you are changed
forever by God’s love.” Those who heal from abortioever become supportive of abortion. Many
become advocates for life, supporting other pregnemen who need care, praying for and supporting
healing ministries and engaging in activities theamote life. Some become activists, speaking out
about their abortion experience. Others quietly enakdifference in their families, parishes and the
world at large by a silent witness of love. Thoskowhave not resolved an abortion loss are often
advocates for abortion rights.

Project Rachels a desperately needed ministry in a world imeers the Culture of Death.
Through the ministry oProject Rachelthe foundation of the Culture of Life is beinglbuhrough the
people who know the lived truth of abortion and wdre restored through God’s gracious mercy and
love.



