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Susan Grossman FINDING COMFORT AFTER A MISCARRIAGE When I miscarried during my sixth week of pregnancy, I felt a great sense of pain and loss. As a committed Jew who lives her life around the Jewish calendar and steeped in Jewish ritual, I naturally sought to find comfort in Jewish prayer and ritual. However I felt myself abandoned by the tradition with which I normally feel so much at home. There are no traditional prayers to recite over a miscarriage. There is no funeral or mourning ritual to follow. After suffering a miscarriage. a woman does not even routinely recite the prayer, said after coming safely through a dangerous experience. birkat ha-gomel, something all women can do after giving birth.

The rabbis who shaped our traditions certainly were aware of the frequent occurrence of miscarriages. Material about miscarriages can be found in the Bible, the Talmud, and in later codes. Yet that material is generally concerned with causality and culpability. For example, according to the text in Exod. 21:22:

When men fight, and one of them pushes a pregnant woman, and a rniscarriage results, but no other damage (to the woman) ensues, the one responsible shall be fined according as the woman's husband may exact from him, the payment to be based on reckoning (as the judges determine).

This source shows no concern for the sense of loss experienced by the woman. Similarly, Talmudic and later rabbis were most often concerned with determining whether a miscarriage—caused by accident or induced to save the mother—should be considered murder and bc punished as such and whether a fetus is considered a human being1. Such material laid the foundation for contemporary discussions on Judaism's attitude toward abortion and the rightful priority placed on protecting the woman's life and well-being. However, they do little to help the woman searching the tradition for sources from which to develop a compassionate ritual for mourning the unintentional loss of a fetus.

Why is there no such liturgy or ritual in the normative tradition? The answer only partially lies in the high probability of miscarriage and infant mortality in the premodern world and in the consequent fact that a fetus—or even an infant that dies before reaching thirty days old—is not defined as a person according to Jewish law, and the laws of mourning therefore do not apply to it.

I believe the answer more completely lies in the fact that our traditions were framed by men and consequently reflect male perspectives and concerns.
From my own experience, and that of a random anecdotal sampling. I have found that men and women react very differently to a miscarriage.2

For the husband, the miscarriage represents a loss from which he is somewhat distanced, a loss of something expected but not experienced. For the modern man these expectations may focus around the ideas of fatherhood. the financial concerns of having a larger family, and the joy of helping to bring into the world a new life, one's mark on the world, one's little bit of immortality. Certainly in earlier times the man would look forward to having an extra hand to contribute to the support of the household in the family business or farm. Removed somewhat from the experience of pregnancy, the husband's primary concern during a miscarriage is probably (and justifiably) for the health and speedy recovery of his wife, rather than for what she is carrying, which seems foreign to him.
For the woman, however, the loss is immediate. She can feel the embryo stirring inside her. Even in those first weeks, I was aware of the changes occurring in my body as it became adjusted to carrying this new life. Thanks to modern science, images of what the embryo looks like in each stage of pregnancy are printed in most prenatal books. I could therefore visualize my growing fetus inside my womb. I sent it love on the emotional level, just as on the physical level I expressed my love by slowing down my hectic schedule and taking better care of myself for its sake so that it would receive the nutrients it needed. If a woman suffers a miscarriage during her first pregnancy, especially if it is a much desired pregnancy and the woman feels she is nearing the end of her childbearing years, her fears about ever being able to have children are strengthened as well.

Until I had suffered a miscarriage, I had never understood what had motivated European women to seek all those amulets arrayed on exhibit in thc Israel Museum in Jerusalem—amulets against the Evil Eye and the much maligned Lilith, amulets calling on various angels for protection of the mother and unborn child. Now I understand. The feeling of helplessness is overwhelming during and after a miscarriage. The actual miscarriage is terrifying. As the body begins to bleed uncontrollably, one fears—at least a little—for one's own health. and life. After recovering physically, one is often left without answers to that fundamental question: Why did it happen? Even modern science often cannot point to a cause, so as to reassure the mother it will not happen again, although friends and scientific statistics both assure her that the next pregnancy should come to term and bring forth a healthy child.

My strong feelings led me to seek in liturgy a way to turn to God in my pain and fear and sense of helplessness, to seek comfort in the protection of God s grace. Yet, I found no prayer in the standard prayer books of any of the movements that seemed to meet my needs. If such prayers exist in the Yiddish tehinot literature (see Berger, p. 73ff), they are nor easily, accessible.

Below is the meditation I composed for myself to introduce my recitation of birkat ha-gomel after receiving an aliyah during the Torah reading in the synagogue. I found that, while not obligatory, the recitation of birkat ha-gomel after a miscarriage should be encouraged, because a miscarriage does pose a danger to a woman’s health.3
If a woman is uncomfortable with such a public statement, she may prefer to recite the prayer in a smaller group, for example, among ten friends invited to her home,4 or she may wish to recite this meditation following immersion in the mikveh after the miscarriage.

I translated the prayer so as to avoid gender specific God language, and I adjusted the Hebrew of the congregational response to refer to a woman. However, I leave the entire reformulation of the Hebrew to others (see Daum, p. 188).

This prayer is one of a number of new liturgies being composed by women rabbis, cantors, scholars, and lay people to encompass female perspectives and concerns within our liturgy (see Frymer-Kensky, p; 290). This is consistent with the history of Jewish liturgical development, which saw periods of liturgical creativity in which no one standardized version became dominant for many generations.5 The process of creating is itself healing, though. As for the multiplicity of prayers, which I hope we will see bloom forth on all aspects of a woman's life—the happy times as well as the sad—all these are for the sake of heaven and seek to serve the work of the living God in this world by granting us comfort and filling us with ideals for just action.

Meditation After a Miscarriage 

<Hebrew Text>

"Ke-tzitz yatza va-yimal, va-yivrah ka-tzel ve lo ya'amod.... Im harutzim yamav

mispar hadashav itakh hukav asita ve-lo ya'avor”.

“He blossoms like a flower and withers; he vanishes like a shadow and does not endure" (Job 14:2).

Seeing his days are determined, the number of his months are with You, You set him limits that he could not pass.' (on Job 14: 5).

<Hebrew Text>

O God, I commend back to Your safe keeping the potential life entrusted to me for so short a time.

For first pregnancies terminated before 40 days:

<Hebrew Text>

Not yet having reached 40 days of life, this fetus did not open my womb, it was not my bakhor.7 still I grieve its passing out of the protection of my body.

For first pregnancies terminated after 40 days:
<Hebrew Text>

having reached _____ weeks, this fetus was my bakhor, opening my womb. I grieve its passing out of the protection of my body.

If not first pregnancy:

<Hebrew Text>

Having reached _____ weeks, this fetus would have been my (number) child. I grieve its passing out of the protection of my body.

<Hebrew Text>

"Yada'ta et ledet ya'alei sala, holell ayalot tishmor."

“You know when the wild goats of the rock give birth, You mark when the hinds calve' (on Job 39 :1 ).

<Hebrew Text>

You created the miracle of birth and the wonder of the body that cares for mother and child.

<Hebrew Text>

Dayyan Ha.Emet. Righteous Judge, You care for Your creatures even when such care tastes bitter.

Who are we to understand Your ways, to know what future would have lain ahead for myself and my child had it come to term?

<Hebrew Text>

"Akh bsar(ah) ale(ha) yikh’av, ve-nafsh(ah) ale(ha) te'eval."

"But her flesh upon her shall have pain and her soul within her shall mourn, (adapted from Job 14:22).

<Hebrew Text>

Ha Rahaman, O Merciful One, heal my body and my soul; heal my womb so that I may carry to term a healthy soul, that I may come to sing Your praises as a happy mother surrounded by her children in the courtyards of a Jerusalem at peace.

Recite birkat ha-gomel:

<Hebrew Text>

Barukh Atah Adonai Eloheinu Melekh ha-olam ha-gomel Ie-hayavim tovot she g'malani kol tov.

Blessed are You, Almighty God, Sovereign of the Universe, Who bestows kindness on the undeserving, and has shown me every kindness.

Congregation responds:

<Hebrew Text>

Mi she-g'malekh kol tov. Hu yigmalekh kol tov Sela. Amen.

May the One who has shown you every kindness, ever show kindness to you. sela. Amen.

Notes

I. For example. TB Sanh. 57b. 72b. cf. TB BK 83a. For a fuller discussion, see David Feldman, Birth Control in Jewish Law ( New York : New York University Press, 1968 ). 2 s 3 - S 7. The Talmud does mention miscarriages in other contexts. e.g.. TB Pes. 3a, on sacrifices required after a miscarriage, but such material is still not concerned with the woman's perception of the event, largely because rabbinic literature is seldom concerned with the woman’s perspective.

2. I would like to express my appreciation to my husband. David Boder. and my friends, colleagues and professors who shared their experiences and wisdom with me. A number of good books are available to help in recovering from a miscarriage. One I found particularly helpful is Sherokee Ilse and Linda Hammer 8urns. Miscarriage: A Shattered Dream (available from Wintergreen Press, P.O.B. 165. Long Lake. MN S53561. which also includes a detailed bibliography of other related works.

3. This in consultation with Rabbi Joel Roth, head of the Law and Standards Committee of the Rabbinical Assembly, the halakhic decision-making body for the Conservative Movement. As of this writing, the Committee had Just accepted a teshuvah (rabbinic opinion) on appropriate rituals for marking a miscarriage.

4. Orthodox women may choose to attend a vvomen's prayer group, or to invite any number of women and one man. (See Mishnah Berurah: Birkhot Hodaot 219:3, and Haut, p `45.)

5. For example. this is one of the themes discussed by Lawrence Hoffman, Canonization of the Synagogue Service (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1979). Samples of other liturgies about miscarriages can be forwarded to the Resource Library of the Jewish Women’s Resource Center. National Council of Jewish Women, New York Section, 9 East 69th Strect. New York, NY.

6. Translated into the Hebrew by Yael. Ari. and Monty Penkower.

7. First born. The fetus of a first pregnancy miscarried after the fortieth day from conception rather than the first day of the previous period, as modem doctors count the age of the fetus) would be considered the first born. A subsequent child born to the mother would not have a pidyon ha-ben, redemption of the first born, in which a token amount is given to a kohen to redeem the child of Israelites from being consecrated to God's service.

• Exampies ot Rosh Hodesh and Simhat bat ceremonies are available from the National Jewish Women's Resource Center at the National Council of Jewish Women, New York Section. at 9 E. 69lh Street, New York. NY.

