Neonatal Death
Susan Knightly
Wrestling with the Angel: Jewish Insights on Death and Mourning, Jack Riemer Ed. Schocken, 1995
I had been diagnosed with cervical cancer. One day, during my fifth month of pregnancy, I was taking a short walk and sneezed. Immediately, I knew the baby was in trouble. I got back to the apartment and called 911. When we got to the hospital, I went into labor. Fifteen hours later, I gave birth to Joshua, ten inches long and one pound, who died during the descent through the birth canal.

This was our third miscarriage in thirteen months. It's amazing how much bonding occurs in those first months. We had been feeling the baby kicking for about four weeks. Leonard would come home and "kiss" the baby. Of course, from the minute you hear you're pregnant, you endow the baby with a personality. We already imagined the baby playing the cello and fingerpainting! What people really don't realize is that very early on, you have this kind of bonding with the baby. From the moment we conceived, I felt I was inviting a soul into my body.

"Please, can I hold the baby?" After I gave birth, I wanted to hold Joshua. We had a wonderful nurse who was very empathetic. She brought the baby to us, dressed in a diaper, a shirt, and a blanket, and I got to hold him. He was a beautiful little boy; he had my husband's features. The doctors were just blown away by this; they couldn't cope with it. They were completely unavailable to me emotionally. Fortunately, the nurse stayed five hours past the end of her shift to be with us.

When I held the baby, the reality of this loss hit Leonard. For him, it had been very exciting to anticipate the baby, but obviously it wasn't the same as it was for me. But when he saw me holding the baby, it became clear that this was a real person, this was his son, this was a life. It gave him license to grieve.

The hospital gave us two choices concerning what to do with the baby; we could leave the baby there for research purposes or bury him in a mass grave. We wanted neither. I'm a convert to Judaism and Leonard grew up in a traditional Jewish home. So we called our rabbi to ask about the protocol. "There is no protocol," he replied. We decided to have a Jewish burial. We made several midnight calls to Jewish funeral homes and found one that was very understanding. In fact, they offered their services for no charge at all. They recommended a cemetery near us in Brooklyn that had a section for premature babies and small children.

Just before the funeral home came for the baby, we decided to say Kaddish in the hospital. We prepared the body ourselves. Leonard wanted the baby buried in his bar mitzvah tallit, so we wrapped him in it, along with some baby's breath and a small rose. Then we said Kaddish.

We arranged a time for a graveside service, alerted our close friends and synagogue community, and two days later held a funeral service for Joshua. The rabbi said a few of the traditional prayers, and Leonard and I each read eulogies we had prepared that let our friends hear what this process was like for us and described our hopes and feelings about Joshua. We had asked our friends to bring readings they felt would speak to the moment, and several of them read poems and shared a few words. We each shoveled earth into the grave until it was completely filled. It was quite beautiful and an important moment of closure for us.

Then we sat shivah. Friends arranged meals for us, each night we had a minyan service, and we were surrounded by community. It was crucial for us not to be alone. We had to give ourselves permission to grieve. We knew if we did not experience our feelings now, we would later, and it wouldn't be healthy. The ritual allowed us to cry, and saying Kaddish enabled us to focus on our grief.

There were friends of ours who had grown up in traditional Jewish homes who were skeptical of our sitting shivah. But once they saw how this was allowing us to deal with our grief, they understood how important it was to have the community around us. There is a real emphasis in our community, particularly among women, on re-creating the ritual to speak to us. We had conversations about what we were doing throughout the shivah, and I think that helped people understand.

Every step along the way has been hard. Leaving the hospital was very hard, burying the baby was very hard, the end of shivah was very hard. But each step has been a bit of closure for us. For several weeks, someone from the bikkur holim committee of the synagogue made sure that someone came to the house at lunch. I also get a call almost daily from the National Jewish Women's Organization Pregnancy Loss Peer Support Network. Every day, I got to tell the story. The telling of the story allowed us to talk our way out of the shock.

Today, our grief continues, but we feel very whole, very healed. I can't help but compare how I feel now to how I felt after my two earlier miscarriages, when I had no permission to grieve over my loss. I was very ill for weeks afterward. After this experience of expressing my feelings, rather than feeling ravaged and destroyed, I feel cleansed. I've even recovered physically very well.

I'll tell you something even more amazing. My mother had suffered from depression for many, many years and as a child I never knew why. When this happened to me, she said, "You know, when you were three years old, you had to leave me for six weeks. I lost a baby. It was a premature baby who lived only two days. My greatest regret is I never got to hold that baby. Every time you graduated, every time you had a date, every step you took of initiation into anything, I thought about that baby." Of course, I knew she was sad about something, but I never knew why. She was so thankful that I had so much support. She said to me, "Thank God you're Jewish and you have something to get you through this."

Sarah Knightly is a writer who lives in Brooklyn, New York.
