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It is winter and the earth in its infinite wisdom so clearly reminds us that life and 
death are inseparable.  Outside rain is falling and the trees are moving into their 
time of dormancy, so many plants dying back, and the light recedes making us 
more aware of the darkness and the unending circle of life.  
   
As a therapist I am impassioned about helping to bring to awareness those things 
frequently left unspoken.  Often clients share with me their life stories which 
have been waiting so, so very patiently, and which can only be spoken when 
there is a deep well of safety and the courage to open into the places of darkness 
within.  That darkness can feel untouchable, too overwhelming, until we have a 
sacred witness.  The stories of loss, regret, grief, fear and shame can be buried 
deep within until we know that truly these too will be welcomed and are 
valuable in bringing us into our deepest wholeness.   
 

That which haunts us will 
always find a way out. 

The wound will not heal unless 
given witness. 

The shadow that follows us 
is the way in. 

 
~Rumi 

 
Witnessing pregnancy and birthing, one must become aware that it is a truly 
miraculous event.  Awe is a natural response, yet sometimes we have become 
blind to the dark side of this amazing joy.  But the shadow side of loss is always 
there too, the signs are just much more subtle and the stories are not a topic of 
casual conversation.   
 
Finding or creating rituals is a way to honor and hold the transitions and losses 
that are an inevitable part of each of our lives.  Yvonne Rand has made part of 
her life work bringing to the west a tradition of honoring death from Japan.  The 
Jizo ceremony and ritual is particularly focused on acknowledging, supporting 
and grieving the deaths of fetuses and infants lost through miscarriage, abortion 
or stillbirths. 
 
Jizo Image 
 
The Japanese Buddhist culture has found a beautiful, inspiring and powerful 
offering, the Jizo statue, as a way to bring into consciousness the loss of these 
unborn beings.  The images of hundreds or thousands of the statuary decorated 
with handmade bibs and hats shows just how universal this experience is within 
life. 



Abortion 
 
This subject has moral or religious meaning for people, and therefore can become 
quite an emotionally heated topic.  No matter what one’s beliefs about abortion 
are there can be a way to leave space for the grief that comes for those who have 
experienced it without adding more guilt and shame into the mix. 
  
In truth there is no 100% effective birth control, other than abstinence from 
sexual intercourse.  Rape aside, even those mindfully using contraception can 
and do become pregnant.  And thus women become faced with one of life’s most 
momentous decisions, giving rise to the question, Am I prepared to become a mother 
now with all that it entails?  The answers will vary; there can be a loud emphatic 
Yes! a maybe, Let me get used to this, a clear No, or This timing feels off, I don’t feel 
prepared, or even I do not want to become a parent.  For many women it could mean 
the decision to become a single mother. 
 
Often there is a deep shame connected with making this decision.  It can be 
judged as a cold and heartless option, deemed selfish by some.  Even those who 
feel entirely certain that their decision to end a pregnancy is the right choice may 
still have a grief process and deeply feel the loss of their potential child.  So, even 
the choice of loss can cause bereavement.  Guilt and fear, can be projected into 
the future with versions of, I will be punished; what if this was my only chance to have 
a child. 
 
 
Miscarriage 
 
Imagine you and your partner have decided to become parents and discover you 
have been blessed by conceiving.  You are on top of the world, the excitement 
and joy you feel is incredible, your dream has come true; you spend endless 
hours imagining your future life with your child.  Then one day you see the 
spotting, the crimson red tears that your womb sheds makes it clear that you 
have lost the fragile life within.  
 
Statistically, on average, 20% of pregnancies will end in miscarriage.  This 
frequency increases with maternal age, the eggs that have been carried since 
before our own births become less and less viable for a healthy full term 
pregnancy.   The knowledge that a miscarriage most often means there was some 
type of chromosomal abnormality is seldom entirely comforting.  The grief and 
loss of the fetus is the death of the dream.  After experiencing this loss many are 
afraid that their wish for a child (or another child) will not be fulfilled. 
 
 
Infertility 
 
For those dealing with challenges in fertility, the great joy and anticipation of 
consciously inviting in a child can turn sour.  The months of trying to conceive 
have slowly turned into years.  The hope and joy become a torturous monthly 
cycle of watching for ovulation, sex that feels like a demand performance, and 



inevitably the deep fear breeds a gloomy shade of hopelessness and despair. The 
medical system, while offering help for many, cannot offer any 100% guarantees 
and in its attempts to facilitate, can be very physically invasive, objectifying and 
often extremely expensive.  Acupuncture and Mayan Womb Massage are two 
currently popular alternative supports for fertility. 
 
Unfortunately this experience can be very isolating.  There is fear of sharing these 
troubles, especially if all around bellies are swelling and babies are being born.  It 
is important to make room for the natural feelings that arise even if they are 
uncomfortable such as jealousy, anger and frustration.  It is important to figure 
out the best ways to support self-care, while finding some avenues of emotional 
support. 
 
 
Grief Needs Expression 
 
When the topic is death or loss very often the subject is quick to be changed.  
There is a common concern that this pain will make others uncomfortable, or 
sometimes it can just feel too heavy to talk about.  But in therapy there is plenty 
of time to slow things down and encouragement to see if there is more to the 
conversation that wants to happen in a safe non-judgmental setting.    
 
Yvonne Rand says, “If you cannot name your experience you cannot have real 
closure. . . People carry enormous, unrecognized grief for decades.”  The body 
remembers these events even if we have consciously forgotten.  Sometimes the 
anniversary of the loss will bring emotions or memories to the surface, calling 
out for our attention and compassion.    
 
In her many years of working on these with issues with clients Kluger-Bell 
found, “The emotional impact of any particular loss has to do with quality and 
degree of attachment to the unborn child: with what the pregnancy 
unconsciously signifies for the individual person.” 
 
There is no right or wrong way to deal with pain, grief and loss.  We must start 
exactly where we are and allow the words and feelings to emerge from the 
experience.  It is common at first to feel there are no words; this is a time for 
patience and a heartfelt invitation for everything to be witnessed.  It is important 
to talk about the feelings in order to allow the inner alchemy to transform the 
event.  Find a therapist, join a group, look for a public Jizo ceremony, or perform 
a personal ritual honoring the loss, and thus take responsibility for healing! 
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Lori E. Opal, MFT provides psychotherapy, consultation, and supervision in 
both San Francisco and Emeryville locations.  As a mother of two, Lori is 
passionate about helping women prepare psychologically and spiritually for 
pregnancy, labor/birthing, the transition into motherhood, and the ongoing joys 
and challenges of parenting.  Contact Lori at (415) 503-0522 or at 
www.loriopal.com. 
 
  


