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serenity prayer as a pointer towards true 
Grace: 
  

God grant me the serenity 
to accept the things I cannot change; 

the courage to change the things I can; 
and the wisdom to know the difference. 

 
 

 
 
For me, this prayer holds the quintessence 
of the paradox that we humans must forever 
try to resolve.  We must do what we can to 
create our desired outcome, while 
constantly surrendering to the Divine will as 
life unfolds in often-unexpected ways.    
 
 
 

Things We Can Change 
 
Get Educated!  There is a whole language 
that pertains to labor, birthing and all the 
possible medical interventions.  There will 
not be time to learn it during labor and 
delivery.  A quick way to get an overview is 
to watch Ricki Lake’s powerful 
documentary, The Business of Being Born.  
Some classic books to read include: Birth As 
An American Rite of Passage, Immaculate 
Deception, or Misconceptions.  For insight 
into natural birthing, Ina May Gaskin’s 
books lead the way. (For a more extensive 
bibliography please visit my website at: 
www.loriopal.com/resources) 
 
I am not a fear monger, but I must speak the 
truth as I see it: our medical system does not 
honor the needs of mother and baby.  In my 
office, I hear over and over, how victimized 

women feel by their birthing 
experiences.   It is very easy to become 
overwhelmed and disempowered as the 
cascade of medical interventions takes 
on a life of its own. 
 
There will be important decisions along 
the way, ones that can dramatically alter 
the journey and the outcome.  Women 
need help in understanding the options 
and it is possible at times that we may 
not be able to advocate for ourselves.  
This is why I believe hiring a birth 
Doula is one of the best preventative self
-care measures that it is possible to take.  
A wise woman, the Doula who is outside 
of the medical system, takes on the 
mother’s agenda and provides a calming, 
knowledgeable presence while supplying 
emotional, psychological and physical 
support.   My first birth would have 
become a cesarean section without the 
amazing support that our Doula provided 
us for over 24 hours of hospital labor. 
 
We can consciously impact the birth 
experience by: 
 

Becoming educated about labor and 
birthing 
Advocating for personal wishes 
Writing up birth preferences    
Selecting a trusted health care 
provider    
Asking questions along the way 
Choosing the labor team wisely 
Considering the benefits of having a 
Doula 
Laboring at home as long as 
possible 
Planning for postpartum support 

 
Things We Cannot Change 

 
Labor and Birthing are inevitably 
intense.  There is pain and at some point 
a mother recognizes that she is not in 
control of what is happening.   So while 
many things cannot be changed, how 
they are held in the mind can, itself, 
transform everything. 
 
 

Please Continue Reading on Page 4 
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My personal passion and interest in labor 
and birthing comes directly from my own 
tumultuous journey into motherhood.  
Birthing is one of life’s few truly initiatory 
experiences.  It can be deeply traumatic, 
extremely empowering, or most often some 
strange jumble of both.    
 
I wish to empower women to proactively 
create the birthing experience they desire 
for themselves. This requires deeply trusting 
themselves and feeling competent to 
advocate for their own wishes.  I will make 
suggestions to help reduce any “self-created 
trauma” while affirming it is never too late 
to heal painful residues lingering from past 
birthing ordeals. 
 
We live in a country where natural labor 
and birthing has become completely 
“medicalized”.  Women have forgotten how 
to trust their bodies.  There is much fear and 
misinformation about birthing and the 
womanly art of midwifery is all but silenced 
within hospitals.  Most people now expect 
that a “normal” labor and birthing will 
include many medical interventions and 
may end in a cesarean section.  In my 
opinion it will benefit us all to become 
much better educated consumers in this 
regard.  Without consciousness we risk 
leaving our babies, our birthing experience 
and ourselves in the hands of our current 
medical establishment.   
   
Our birthing selections represent some of 
the most profoundly personal choices we 
will make in our lifetimes.  While I honor 
each woman’s unique birthing path, and 
recognize the vastly different beliefs 
reflected on the spectrum from home birth 
to planned cesarean, my focus here is on 
those women who aspire to a more natural 
birthing experience within a hospital setting.  
I start by holding a large question, how can 
women bring conscious birthing into 
hospital settings and have it supported? 
 

Holding the Paradox 
 
If I could only offer one suggestion to those 
who have yet to cross the threshold into 
Motherhood, it would be to hold Niebuhr’s 
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Continued From Page 2 
 
Mindful recommendations to alter the 
internal birthing experience: 
 

Create an environment that feels safe 
Trust the deep wisdom of the body 
Use prayers, visualizations and 
mantras as focal points 
Surrender to the birthing experience 
as it unfolds 
Let go of any ideas about how it 
should go 
Just be present with what is, in each 
moment, now. 

 
Lessons Learned 

 
My initiation into motherhood came with 
a high emotional price tag.  This is 
relevant because with hindsight I 
recognize that while there was 
unavoidable pain and trauma, my deepest 
grief was generated by the self-stories of 
failure that I had created.  I had not 
manifested the birthing of my dreams, in 
fact I had almost every intervention that I 
did not want.   It was humbling to realize 
I did not have the power to will into 
being the labor I wanted.   
 
In my second pregnancy, the best gift I 
gave to myself was the mindfulness- 

based birthing prep class, taught by Nancy 
Bardacke, “Mind in Labor”.   I left with the 
understanding that while there would be pain, 
what I could control was how I responded to 
the pain.  It was helpful to be reminded, ”Be 
in the moment, breathe into a contraction, 
and when it ends, let it go completely.  Do 
not go into the past (the previous contraction) 
or into the future (the next contraction).  
Simply rest into the moment that is pain 
free.”  
 
During my labor I focused on a quote from 
Adyashanti, “Just allow everything to be as it 
is,” as a form of prayer and a mantra.  I also 
visualized the powerful image of my cervix 
blossoming, which came from one of Ina 
May Gaskin’s books, along with the 
affirmation, “I am opening like a flower.”  I 
had found the courage to consciously 
surrender to the birthing process in such a 
deep way, that my second baby came very 
quickly, shocking even the hospital staff. 
  
Whatever the birthing experience, it does 
usher in a precious and new phase in life: 
Motherhood, and Motherhood is one of the 
most potent of spiritual paths.  The birth 
process, with its paradoxical mix of making 
informed choices, while surrendering to what 
one cannot control, is a deep taste of the 
unending mothering process to come.  
Surrender, trust and accept! ∞ 

 
Recommended Resources 

 
See my previous Motherhood article 
at: www.loriopal.com/shadows 
Nancy Bardacke’s classes at 
www.mindfulbirthing.org 
International Doula organization at 
www.dona.org 
Go to www.thebirthsurvey.com, if 
you have had a baby within the last 3 
years and would like to report your 
experience.  This is the best way to 
make important information available 
to others.  Tell your friends, pass it on! 

 
 
 

Lori E. Opal, MFT provides consulta-
tion, supervision, and psychotherapy in 
her San Francisco office. As a mother 
of two, Lori is passionate about helping 
women prepare psychologically and 
spiritually for pregnancy, labor and 
birthing, the transition into mother-
hood, and the ongoing joys and chal-
lenges of parenting. She can be reached 
a t  ( 4 1 5 )  5 0 3 - 0 5 2 2  a n d 
www.loriopal.com 

Every midwife knows 
That not until a mother’s womb softens from the pain of labor 
 Will a way unfold and the infant find that opening to be born. 
 Oh Friend!  There is a treasure in your heart, 
  It is heavy with child. 

       Listen.  All the Awakened ones, like  
trusted midwives, 

      Are saying, welcome this pain, 
 
   It opens the dark passage of Grace. 
 

~Rumi 
Translated by Michael Green 

From :  A New Illuminated Rumi:  One Song 


