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So Avram slept with Hagar, and she

conceived . . And Sarai cried out to Avram
. . . this is Humiliating!
(After Genesis 16:4-5)

I joined the infertility club at the end of my first year of rabbinic school. A lump at the base of my neck begat doctors' appointments, X-rays, and finally CT exams. Nine months of chemotherapy followed. It was a battle, and, like most battles, it ended in a draw. My cancer was defeated, but I was left sterile. My fertility had become a necessary casualty of an all-out medical war. What remained of my reproductive future sat under liquid nitrogen at a cryogenic storage lab in midtown Manhattan. The future was painful, and uncertain.
My wife joined the club as we prepared for our wedding. During our engagement, we attended another wedding in which the rabbi pressed the couple to "have lots of kids" in his remarks under the huppah (wedding canopy). We nearly cried during the ceremony. It was a moment of difficult learning for us. First, we suddenly appreciated how warm sentiments could feel painful to infertile couples like us. The clumsily offered "blessing" reminded us of our own shared fears that dreams of children might go unfulfilled. Secondly, we recognized that Jewish ritual held the potential to insult or embarrass us as an infertile couple. Did it have the capacity to heal and transform as well?

Our answer to this last question began, oddly enough, with a small revolt against the wedding liturgy. On our own wedding day, rabbi and friends were under orders not to mention children during the ceremony. At the badekken, the ceremony for veiling the bride, a traditional blessing is recited: "Our sister may your offspring grow into thousands of myriads!" (Gen. 24:60). These words are the blessing given to Rebecca before she went to meet her groom, Isaac. They are beautiful words, but in our ears they rang hollow. Be fruitful and multiply! Give us nachas! Give us grandchildren! If only it were so easy. We did not take it for granted that we would ever have children. Nor could we bear to recite a fertility blessing during our wedding ceremony. After my bride was veiled, I recited verses from the Song of Songs instead: "How beautiful you are my companion, how beautiful, with eyes like doves, that peck out from under your veil. Turn your eyes away, for they overwhelm me" (Song of Songs 1:15, 6:5). The revolt was a success. We had listened to the ritual blessing of the badekken, and appreciated its yearning for the future. But we had also spoken back and told it our needs: Do not shame us on the day of our wedding. The ritual listened to us, gave way, and eased our anxieties. A moment that would have been difficult and embarrassing had become transformed. At the badekken we felt tender reassurance and affirmation. We learned to trust that Jewish ritual could open doors to healing.

After two years of marriage, our first attempt to conceive a child by in vitro fertilization (IVF) was a success. We began the process naively, and came through with beginners' luck. Our son was born on the day of our wedding anniversary. Now three, he is challenging, inquisitive, and joyful. For all the pleasure that our son has brought to us, however, his birth was not enough to blunt our painful memories of the process of IVF. Our son's conception was worth the pain we suffered on the way, but this joyful outcome did not erase the anguish which we experienced as an integral part of his conception. It only made the anguish worthwhile.

The success of IVF is at best a half-truth, and at worst a contradiction in terms. Simply put, IVF is no picnic. It is invasive and disheartening. There is an element of despair

that is part and parcel of doing a cycle of IVF. The despair is not only physical, but spiritual as well. It dwells in the territory of frustrated dreams and dashed hopes. But its goal is life-affirming. There is no way to go through the process of IVF without being engulfed by these conflicting emotions. Hopes and dreams of creating a new life vie against paralyzing fears of failure. At its best, IVF is an invitation to spiritual whiplash.

Even a successful IVF offers bitter reminders about our inadequacy. We despair over needing this process in the first place. Why can't we get pregnant the normal way? Why can't we take off our clothes, get into bed, and make babies like everyone else? Making love is everything that a cycle of in vitro fertilization is not. Making love is intimate, while an IVF is awkwardly exposed. Making love is spontaneous, pleasurable, and free. Our IVF was regimented, painful, and costly. Making love offers mutuality. IVF reduced my partner to a maddening state of medically-dictated passivity. No decent sexual ethic would ever allow a woman to suffer the powerlessness or objectification which was forced upon my wife by our IVF protocols. For the duration of this process she became an object of the pokes, prods, and jabs of doctors and lab technicians. No wonder they call this "assisted reproduction."

Technology has saved us from infertility—but at great cost. The process of creating a life has become joyless and antiseptic. The ultimate irony is that our technology has stolen the wondrous quality of reproduction and transformed it into an experience fraught with sterility. Making love is a meaningful act, whether or not you become pregnant. Watching a doctor insert a catheter into your lover's womb is at best benign, and at worst a demeaning invasion. It is reproduction robbed of meaning, denuded of pleasure, and stripped of joy. An IVF procedure might give us a child, but, like most technology, it cannot restore our wholeness.

Our second attempt to become pregnant by IVF failed. That failure put us both through an emotional roller coaster ride. We careened between bitter mourning and saccharine denial. The spiritually eviscerating features of going through IVF became all the more apparent to us this time. After learning that we had failed to conceive, we waited weeks to get a ten-minute phone consultation with our doctor. Apparently, "god" was busy making other babies, and didn't have time in his schedule for us. He had no stake in

our personal loss. After all, we could always try again. His business office called promptly the next day to demand payment of an overlooked charge.

As we prepared for a third attempt to conceive, tough questions loomed large in my mind. Was it possible to do IVF without the emotional emptiness or spiritual anguish? Could Judaism help us create life in a more meaningful way? Two Jewish texts guided my thoughts, and led me towards answers.

The Talmud offers that "there are three partners to the creation of a life. Man, woman and the Holy One Blessed Be God" (Bavli, Niddah 31a). This text holds out a model of beautiful, passionate, and life-affirming sexuality. It describes a creative moment in which two individuals share love and concern for one another. That love is suffused and sanctified by God's presence. My reflections on this text pointed out exactly what was spiritually crushing about the

process of IVF. During both of our previous attempts to conceive there had, indeed, been three partners in creation: myself, my partner, and the doctor. We had become so focused on the medical setting and its attendant cast of characters that we had forgotten to include God as an essential third party in our conception. We had made the mistake of allowing the physician to become god. And he was not up to the task.

The second text which offered me guidance was the Iggeret HaKodesh, which I studied in the days leading up to our latest IVF procedure. Written in the thirteenth century, the Iggeret is a mystical text offering its initiates a path for sanctifying sexuality The author of the Iggeret presents an idea that opened doors of understanding for me. "One must sanctify one's self for the moment of intercourse." Intimacy may not be objectified. It must be infused with holiness. Time and time again, the author of the Iggeret cautions his readers not to become deceived by the physical aspect of sexuality. If so, they would lose sight of the transpersonal, spiritual moment that dwells within life-affirming sexuality. For the author of the Iggeret, physicality was positive but should be put into context, otherwise it became an end in itself, a distraction from holiness. For me and my wife, the physical trappings of our conception were unpleasant and obstructed our appreciation for the holiness of our attempt to create life. We tried to take the advice of the Iggeret, so perfect for couples going through an IVF: Make peace with the physical side of
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what you are doing, but do not let it obscure the spiritual importance of your actions. 

One final text helped us approach the moment of conception with better spirit. In the traditional wedding ceremony, seven blessings are chanted under the huppah to consecrate the bond between two partners. The fourth of these blessings acknowledges God's choice to form humanity in the Divine Image. This blessing goes even further by acknowledging that God has given human beings the power to create their own perpetuity. God no longer creates human beings—instead, the Holy One has bestowed that power upon men and women. Part of what makes any relationship holy, then, is the assertion that its partners become God-like, capable of creating new life. My wife and I drew upon that text as a blessing to sustain us in our own moment of creation.

With all of this as the backdrop, we approached the creation of a new life. On the day that our clinically fertilized embryos would be placed into my partner's womb, we arrived at the doctor's office and were sent to a small procedure room. After details and paper work, my wife lay down in the hospital bed and the medical staff left us alone. I stood at the foot of the bed and davened minchah, the afternoon prayer. Afterwards, we held hands, and talked about the life that we wanted to create. We invited God to send a soul that was compassionate, vivacious, and loving to animate the cells that would soon be slipped into my wife's body. We shifted our attention away from the fog of medical technology and stopped to appreciate the yearning call of creation which enveloped us. Finally, we said this blessing from the wedding ceremony together:

We stand in awe of Your blessings, our God, for creating man and woman in Your Image, and blessing them with the power to create new life. Bless you, God, for creating human life.

Our ritual closed with a kiss. Then the staff arrived in sterile scrubs. That was fine. This time, God had arrived first.

Postscript In the moment that God blessed our mother Sarah with conception, many others shared in her blessing, and conceived along with her. And many who were wounded found healing.

 
(Bereishit Rabbah 53)
