Infertility is a very private and individualized kind of anguish. It can occur in a cycle with miscarriage, stillbirth, medical procedures, adoption, simple failure to conceive, or a decision not to have children; it can also end with the birth of one's own biological child.

Likewise, pregnancy losses take various forms, and are experienced in diverse ways. Some miscarriages—particularly for people who are young, healthy, fertile, and in the earliest stages of pregnancy—may be understood as a "correction of nature," rather than a tragic loss. No authority can "permit" or "require" grief. Moreover, there is no reason to expect that a woman's initial response and grieving process will necessarily match those of her partner. In fact, significant conflict between partners in the nature and timing of their reactions is itself another factor in how couples experience, and heal from, their loss.

This chapter speaks to those women and men who feel the need to mark and mourn infertility, miscarriage, and stillbirth. Those who are largely at peace with their circumstances and choices will have little, if any, use for liturgical intervention in this area.

Traditional Jewish responses to infertility and pregnancy loss are problematic and even inadequate for many Jews today. This is so in part because of technological advances. Many contemporary Jews who suffer miscarriage, even early in a pregnancy, have seen an ultrasound "picture" of their fetus. And our increased expectations of pre- and neo-natal care make their limitations in individual cases all the more devastating. Jews of our generation hope and struggle for fertility—sometimes for years—in circumstances that would have been final and decisive for earlier generations. As a result, our generation has greater need for a continuing liturgical response.

It is not just the state of modern medicine, but also the tradition itself that creates a dilemma for Jews who suffer infertility and pregnancy loss. The great value placed on children in the Jewish tradition becomes painful for infertile couples precisely because they, too, value children. Moreover, "barrenness" has significant negative biblical associations. It is a punishment for certain sexual crimes (Leviticus 20:20-21). It is also seen, for the most part, as a woman's failing, a woman's sorrow, and a basis for competition among women. Think of Sarah in relation to Abraham and Hagar (Genesis 16, 21), Rachel in relation to Jacob and Leah (Genesis 29:31-30:25), Hannah in relation to Elkhanah and Peninah (I Samuel 1-2:10). Barrenness is frequently used in the prophetic writings as a metaphor for Israel's exile, defeat, and disgrace. It also contravenes the first biblical commandment: "Be fruitful and multiply" (Genesis 1:28). According to many Rabbinic interpretations, a man who was married for ten years to a wife who did not conceive had to divorce her and/or take another wife, in order to pursue the commandment of fertility (BT Yevamot 64a).4

The fact that great figures like Isaac, Samuel, and Samson were born to "barren mothers"—whose "delivery from" infertility showed the hand of God at work—may eventually become a comfort to those who, despite early difficulties, are able to conceive and bring a child to term.2 Formerly infertile couples often identify with biblical heroines and feel that God has answered their prayers. However, the image of the barren mother is of no comfort to those who remain infertile. In fact, one could infer from the biblical stories that couples who cannot have biological children are not righteous enough—or the children who might have been born to them, not heroic enough—to merit divine intervention.

The traditional Jewish response to miscarriage and stillbirth can be equally problematic. Ritual acknowledgment of losses during pregnancy and up until a baby is thirty-one days old is severely limited under Jewish law, because babies younger than one month—and certainly fetuses—are not accorded full human status. This is not simple insensitivity on the part of the Rabbis. There were reasons for it in their time (high rates of pregnancy loss and infant mortality), and there continue to be reasons today (mourning rites for a fetus imply a stance on life's beginnings and on abortion that many women and most feminists are not willing to take). The motivation of the law was largely to spare women pain. However, the result today is that many Jews are left without a communally sanctioned way of mourning what feels like a death in the family.

Traditionally, there are no mourning or burial rites for a fetus less than five months old. A fetus up to forty days old is considered, by law, "merely water" (BT Yevamot 69b). And, in fact, many women who miscarry this early in a pregnancy do not even realize that they are pregnant. Fetuses three months old and up are counted as "babies" in a few technical ways.3 However, there is no precedent for burial of a fetus before it has "a human shape," a criterion that has been interpreted by some as corresponding with the fifth month.4 It is customary to bury older fetuses, as well as stillborns and babies under a month old, either in family plots or together with other fetuses and young babies, on the outskirts of the cemetery. No formal service is held for fetuses.

Many of the mourning customs and procedures are omitted for stillborns and sometimes newborns who live less than a full thirty days. For a stillborn, we wash the body ritually, bury it in a box or casket, recite El Maleh Rahamim (memorial prayer asking God to guard and keep in peace the departed soul), and give the baby a Hebrew name at a graveside funeral service, which parents are encouraged to attend. However, parents neither rend their garments in mourning nor perform Tzidduk Hadin (proclamation of God's justice in the face of tragedy), which is shortened or eliminated for babies who die anytime within the first year of life. Many rabbis encourage parents to say Kaddish (mourner's prayer) at graveside, but it is not required, and a few rabbis forbid it. It has long been customary to circumcise stillborn and infant boys who die without being circumcised. The optional circumcision is performed during ritual washing before burial, without blessings or ceremony.

If a baby is born alive and dies before reaching the age of one month, many contemporary rabbis either allow or require full burial and mourning rites. Jewish law favors full rites particularly if the baby has reached full term. Recently, the Conservative movement legitimated the position that all burial and mourning rites are proper for infants who die within their first thirty days.5 Whatever one's stance on the legalities, the Mishnah sets an unmistakable example with regard to compassion: "A one day old infant who dies is, to his father and mother, like a full bridegroom" (Mishnah Niddah 5:3).

The authors in this chapter do not address the technical and legal issues summarized here. Instead, they provide Jewish ways of grieving and of acknowledging human pain. Though some, particularly Rabbi Amy Eilberg, make use of burial and mourning rites, none equates pregnancy loss with death. Many of the writings on stillbirth and miscarriage may be suitable or adaptable for abortion, particularly if abortion is medically indicated. However, voluntary termination of a pregnancy is an issue in its own right, and will be taken up in Chapter Six.

Rabbi Lynn Gottlieb provides a response to infertility that not only mourns the loss of a possibility and a dream, but also celebrates the creative powers that women own and exercise, regardless of their fertility. The structure she devises is flexible enough to express and heal the range of feelings that infertile people, with various life circumstances, may experience. Her ritual is also useful for fertile women or men who decide not to have children. Prayers by Rabbis Nina Beth Cardin and Sandy Eisenberg Sasso put words to the private pain of couples who have difficulty conceiving or suffer miscarriage or stillbirth. In the poem "Hold Me Now," Rabbi Vicki Hollander lays bare her vulnerability and draws strength from her faith in God and growth, following a miscarriage. Rabbi Eilberg draws on Psalms and traditional mourning customs in the creation of a full ritual response to miscarriage and stillbirth. The last paragraph of her ritual can also be adapted for use as a mi sheberakh (blessing recited on one's behalf) for the synagogue, if the family wishes acknowledgement and support from the larger community. Although infertility is suffered privately, infertile couples may wish to be sustained in community, and the community has an obligation to rally, and help them through their painful passage.

