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completion of this work.



Chapter 1

Spiritual and psychological healing after 
abortion

"I don't feel scared any more...I do believe that 
I can be forgiven. Isn't that great? A miracle at 
last!"

Key Points
• Many women and families grieve deeply after an abortion, as 

with other pregnancy losses.

• Grief, which is not openly acknowledged, publicly mourned, 
or socially supported can become disenfranchised and 
complicated.

• Healing has many dimensions—physical, social, psychological, 
and spiritual.

• Each person heals in her own way and on a unique timeline.

• There are many resources and supports available to those 
seeking healing after abortion.

• Forgiveness is an essential step in healing after abortion.

• Many people find it helpful to memorialize and name the child.
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Introduction

In this book we explore current research and personal stories about the 
impact of abortion on women and families. While there are similarities 
that can be statistically analyzed, each woman's experience of abortion is 
unique. Her reaction to her pregnancy, the reaction of those around her, 
her sense of herself and her purpose in life, her social situation, support 
offered to her or criticism, or conflict, judgment and coercion to abort will 
all influence whether she continues her pregnancy, or has an abortion.1 
These same factors influence her response after the abortion. Many 
women experience grief for the lost child. This grief may manifest itself in 
symptoms of depression, anxiety, anger, coldness, a resort to non-medical 
drugs, and suicidal thoughts. Abortion can be traumatic and feelings of 
grief can be suppressed for many years before resurfacing. However, some 
women can experience healing after abortion. In this chapter we explore 
that phenomenon of healing. We recognize too that not only women, but 
also fathers, siblings, grandparents, extended family and friends may 
grieve after an abortion.

Healing occurs on many levels. Physical healing is generally short term. 
Immediate complications that should be reported to a physician include 
excessive bleeding, fever and infection. Long-term complications arising 
from abortion have also been identified, and are discussed in Section II. 
Psychological and spiritual healing is often more complex and is related to 
the way that abortion has affected a particular woman. The decision to abort 
may involve friends, the father, and the woman's family, which means that 
healing of these relationships may be a necessary component of overall 
healing from an abortion. Because abortion involves a death, women often 
seek religious consolation and spiritual healing. A re-examination of moral 
and religious beliefs also occurs because abortion results from deliberate 
human action. There is no specific timeline for healing, which can occur at 
different times and in different ways throughout a woman's life.

Healing After Pregnancy Loss

Grief after abortion is like grief after other pregnancy losses. Unlike the 
loss of an older child or adult, loss during pregnancy is the loss of a child

1 Cozzarelli C, Sumer N and Major B. Mental models of attachment and coping with 
abortion. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 1998 February; 74(2): 453-67.
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that the parents, family and friends have not seen or touched. The grief 
felt, however, is very real. The Perinatal Bereavement Services of Ontario 
explains:

When a pregnancy ends with miscarriage, ectopic 
pregnancy, medical termination, stillbirth or neonatal 
death, the parents may experience anger, hopelessness, 
lowered self esteem and other feelings. It is healthy and 
helpful to allow the parents to feel, name and express 
their emotions. Holding in feelings may cause delayed 
grief reactions. The shared grief felt by parents, families 
and friends will be expressed in different ways. No two 
people grieve alike.2

2 Pregnancy and Infant Loss Awareness Network (PAIL Network). Pregnancy and 
infant loss: about us. PAIL Network 2012. www.pailnetwork.ca .
3 Speckhard A and Rue V. Complicated mourning: dynamics of impacted post 
abortion. Pre- and Peri-natal Psychology Journal 1993; 8(1): 5-32.
4 Ibid., p. 16.
5 This is the current position of the American Psychological Association (APA).

Those grieving the loss of a pregnancy may find support among family, 
friends and professionals. Some take part in individual or group therapy, 
and online support is available. Support is also offered during subsequent 
pregnancies as women continue to heal from previous losses during later 
pregnancies.

Healing After Induced Abortion

Healing after induced abortion has both similarities to healing after 
miscarriage or stillbirth, and unique aspects. It is normal to grieve after 
an abortion, and to grieve the lost child. This grief is personal and each 
person experiences it differently and will take a different path to healing 
and finding peace.

Grief after abortion, however, is often disenfranchised, because the loss 
is not openly acknowledged, publicly mourned, or socially supported.3 
Because abortion carries a social stigma, those who grieve from it perceive 
little or no support from friends and family for their feelings of loss. They 
feel equally unable to express their desire to grieve to those who supported 
their choice, for fear (if not the actual experience) of being told there is 
nothing to grieve.4 The prevailing view of abortion as a psychologically 
benign procedure5 and the fierce political controversy surrounding it mean

http://www.pailnetwork.ca
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that the grief of those who have suffered abortion is often unacknowledged 
or dismissed. This disenfranchisement of grief can further complicate it.6 
Complicated grief occurs when the painful emotions of sorrow, numbness, 
guilt and anger following a loss are long lasting and do not resolve in 
acceptance of the loss. Instead they continue to debilitate and interfere 
with the life of the grieving person.7 Openly acknowledging the loss that 
occurs with abortion and the grief accompanying that loss is the first step 
in healing.

6 Speckhard and Rue. See n. 3, p. 16.
Mayo Clinic. Complicated grief. December 2012. http://www.mayoclinic.com/ 

health/complicated-grief/DS01023.
8 Kersting A, Kroker K, Steinhard J, Ludorff K, Wesselmann U, Ohrmann P, Arolt V 
and Suslow T. Complicated grief after traumatic loss: a 14-month follow up study. European 
Archives of Psychiatry and Clinical Neuroscience 2007 December; 257(8): 437-43.

In certain situations, the risk of complicated grief may be particularly 
high. In one study of women who aborted after learning of an adverse 
prenatal diagnosis, 25 per cent became critically affected after the loss, 
while 13.7 per cent continued to experience complicated grief fourteen 
months after the abortion. Kersting recommended developing specific 
interventions and programs to prevent that grief.8 Increasingly, the 
medical and counselling communities are identifying women's need for 
assistance after abortion as more research shows the psychological risks, 
and as women seek help for themselves.

Healing—A Journey

An important part of grieving after abortion is for a woman to tell the story 
of her pregnancy and abortion. It can require great courage and strength 
for a woman to do this, and allow herself to feel the pain of grief. She may 
seek assistance when she is ready to tell her story, or she may need first 
to listen to others' stories and be assisted with other symptoms that she is 
experiencing, before being ready to share her own story. There are many 
organizations, individuals and online resources that offer assistance after 
an abortion. These services are available on both a short and long-term 
basis. It should be stressed that women who experience thoughts of suicide 
should immediately seek professional help. Psychotherapy can be helpful 
especially for women who are experiencing complicated grief or for those 
struggling with destructive behaviours, or severe anxiety or depression. 
Through individual counselling or group discussion women find support 
to explore their emotions, build support networks around them, and find

http://www.mayoclinic.com/
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forgiveness and peace. For some, the anonymity of visiting websites 
that offer online support is preferable, and this can also be a simple and 
convenient way to take the first step towards healing. Women may rely on 
a variety of forms of assistance at different stages of their healing journey. 
By telling the story of her abortion and beginning to explore her emotions 
about that event, a woman embarks on a journey that helps her to find 
peace, and decrease the suffering she may still be experiencing.

Abortion Recovery International (ARIN) is an international affiliate 
organization that connects abortion recovery centres, programs and services. 
Its affiliates must provide services that are "personal, confidential, non- 
judgmental and open to all."9 ARIN encourages individuals and families to 
seek out care that is confidential, does not pressure them to tell their story, 
provides a prompt response to inquiries, has no political component, is 
respectful and professional, and avoids "quick fixes." They provide referral 
to counselling services in both the United States and Canada.

9 Abortion Recovery International (ARIN). About us: principles of care. Abortion 
Recovery International: Restoring Lives and Relationships after Abortion. 2013. http:// 
www.abortionrecovery.org/aboutus/principlesofcare/tabid/247/Default.aspx.
10 www.optionline.org, or 1-800-712-HELP.

Some other major organizations that offer healing after abortion include:

• Lumina, which offers group therapy, retreats, referrals to professional 
therapists for one-on-one therapy, and a network of people who have 
experienced abortion. 

• Rachel's Vineyard, which offers weekend retreats and weekly support 
groups, in addition to training for mental health professionals.

• Ramah International, which promotes Christian post-abortion 
ministry and offers resources that can be used by recovery groups.

• Project Rachel, which provides post-abortion outreach through the 
Catholic Church, making local referrals to trained therapists, clergy, 
retreats and support groups.

Pregnancy resource centres and crisis pregnancy centres often host 
abortion support groups. These centres can be found locally or through 
Optionline.10

http://www.abortionrecovery.org/aboutus/principlesofcare/tabid/247/Default.aspx
http://www.optionline.org
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Online support is available through many websites, including Abortion 
Changes You (abortionchangesyou.org), which guides the reader through 
pathways to healing.

In addition, many books and self-help manuals have been written on 
this topic, designed to help the reader along her path to healing and to 
provide awareness to those providing support during the healing process.

Whether they receive support through group therapy or one-on- 
one therapy, online resources or print materials, women who have had 
abortions are encouraged to continue seeking healing using a variety of 
means until their symptoms lessen, their depression or anxiety eases up, 
their self-destructive behaviours end, and their relationships are restored.

Forgiveness

Forgiveness is considered an essential part of healing after abortion. Many 
women have unresolved feelings of shame and guilt arising from the 
volitional nature of abortion. It can be painful to revisit and re-evaluate 
the decisions that they and the people around them made that led to the 
abortion. Both pro-abortion and anti-abortion women report that the act of 
forgiveness is a very important step in the healing process.11

11 Hess RF. Healing after abortion: a search for forgiveness. Journal of Christian 
Nursing 2009; 26(3): 154-8.
12 Wilson BK and Haynie L. Experiences of women who seek recovery assistance 
following an elective abortion: a grounded theory approach. DNS dissertation, Louisiana 
State University Health Sciences Center School of Nursing, 2004.

Christian Counselling

Christian counsellors assure women of God's mercy and forgiveness 
towards those who genuinely desire it. The woman must not only accept 
external forgiveness, but in turn forgive herself, as well as the other people 
involved in the abortion.12

Project Rachel, the Catholic Church's approach to healing after abortion, 
recommends that those who counsel women after abortion:

affirm her courage in seeking healing, acknowledging how difficult 
it can be to talk about decisions that evoke guilt and shame, and 
how difficult it is to reveal the painful emotional and behavioral

abortionchangesyou.org
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consequences of having made poor choices.13

13 United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB), Committee on Clergy, 
Consecrated Life, and Vocations. Project Rachel Ministry: a post-abortion resource manual for 
priests and Project Rachel leaders. Washington, DC: USCCB, 2009: p. 14.
14 Project Rachel Ministry. See n. 13, pp. 15-20.
15 Wilson JT. Mourning the unborn dead: American usage of Japanese Buddhist 
post-abortion rituals. PhD Dissertation [Unpublished], University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill, 2007. http://udini.proquest.com/view/mourning-the-unborn-dead-american- 
goid:304844080/.

Project Rachel lists other steps towards healing after abortion, which 
can include, in no particular order: recounting one's story, dissipating 
anger, forgiving others, understanding abortion and accepting it as the 
death of her child, grieving for the lost child, remembering or considering 
the child's sex, naming the child, beginning a new relationship with the 
child, surrendering her child to God, memorializing the child, assurance of 
God's mercy, and self-forgiveness.14

Japanese Buddhist “Mizuko"

Japanese Buddhist tradition includes the mizuko kuyo ritual for post­
pregnancy loss, which requires a full apology from the parents to make 
amends to an aborted child. Mizuko means water child, referring to a 
baby that was conceived and lived in the womb but was not born alive. 
"In contrast to the child in darkness because of an ordinary miscarriage or 
by natural death after being born, the child here discussed is in its present 
location because its parents took active steps to prevent it from being born 
alive in our world. If the parents merely carry out ordinary memorial rites 
but fail to make a full apology to their child, their mizuko will never be able 
to accept their act."15

Forgiveness allows a woman to restore her relationship with herself, 
the people around her, and her God. It can also allow her to begin a new 
relationship with the child she has lost, and continue the grieving process.

Memorializing The Child

In restoring their relationship with the child, women often find healing 
by writing a letter to their child, and naming him or her. Some choose to 
remember their aborted child in a more public way. In the United States 
there is a National Memorial for the Unborn where families can share their 
grief with others who have suffered a similar loss and name plaques are

http://udini.proquest.com/view/mourning-the-unborn-dead-american-goid:304844080/
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mounted to memorialize aborted babies.16 In Japan and Taiwan there are 
mourning rooms in temples and programs to help parents grieve and atone 
for abortions.17 Memorializing the child can help women and families to 
find peace after the loss from abortion.

16 National Memorial for the Unborn. 2010. http://www.memorialfortheunbom.org/ 
tabid/55/default.aspx.
17 Thom V. Project Rachel: Faith in action, a ministry of compassion and caring. In 
Post-abortion aftermath, ed. Mannion M, Kansas City, MO: Sheed and Ward, 1994:144-63.

Pregnancy loss, particularly if caused by a medical or surgical abortion, 
can be a very difficult experience. It is unique for each individual; hence, 
grieving and healing occur in different ways and on different timelines for 
each person. Healing and peace is attainable, and with appropriate assistance 
women are able to restore their relationships with themselves, their child, 
God and the people around them. Today there are more counsellors and 
programs available than ever before, and every day women are journeying 
towards healing after abortion. The remainder of this book reports the 
latest medical, psychological and sociological evidence about the effects 
of abortion, as well as the stories of many women who have experienced 
abortion first hand. The topic is controversial, and discussion of the 
research presented in the following chapters is often avoided, especially in 
North America. But the voices of women who have had abortions cannot 
be silenced. Attempting to deny their narratives will only hinder the 
healing process for these women and their families. While we document 
much bias in recent research, we do not promote any specific political or 
religious approach. Our aim is to share the stories accurately, to summarize 
research findings honestly, and to offer clarity and real hope to those who 
are suffering. Their emotional and spiritual agony is often acute, but so is 
the peace that can be found when it is recognized and women are helped 
on their journey towards healing.

http://www.memorialfortheunbom.org/
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