
MOURNING SICKNESS 

How many of you remember Stevie Wonder's 1976 hit Isn't She Lovely, which celebrated the 
birth of his daughter Aisha? Words like lovely, precious and wonderful describe that magic 
moment of birth as each verse closes  "...but isn't she lovely made from love".   

However, one in five pregnancies ends in a miscarriage - yet commonplace, such a loss is 
emotionally paralysing. Many women and men feel reluctant to talk about this distressing 
and bewildering – but far from rare – experience. Those who lose a baby in pregnancy say, 
although they move on, they never entirely forget their loss.  

The death, no matter what the cause, circumstance (spontaneous or termination possibly a 
foetal abnormality), gestation or age brings a particularly difficult kind of grief. As health 
professionals we recognise this fact and we endeavour to aid the grieving process by being 
honest, supportive, sensitive and caring for all involved.  There is no right or wrong way to 
respond to a pregnancy loss.  

Regardless of how long the pregnancy, loss is real. Society fails to acknowledge the close 
bond that can form between parents, families and a new baby. Why is it so taboo, when men 
cry at losing/winning a rugby international, social media goes crazy with umpteen messages 
of condolences on the death of a pet. The death of a soap opera character/actor brings a 
national hysteria – yet so many stories I hear reflect the intangible nature of grieving for a 
miscarriage. The right to grieve that wanted child is denied, the baby that leaves a void and 
missed future plans?  Marking the grief is therapeutic and one size doesn’t fit all.  

As Lead Chaplain I believe that the death of a 
baby before or after birth is a devastating 
experience for parents and family. Our Loved 
and Lost Baby Service is an important part of 
the Health Board’s ongoing care and support. 
As a community we gather with parents and 
families to remember the special baby, to 
comfort one another in a gentle ceremony. We 
offer readings and music together with an 
opportunity to light a candle in memory, to 
write an inscription and to spend reflective 
time with others who share a similar journey. 

Clinical staff quote: “Pregnancy loss has considerable impact on parents, physically, 
emotionally and spiritually, altering their health and social wellbeing, and also carries 
implications for the woman’s long-term health in future pregnancies. A Service of 
Remembrance is an important and supportive experience for parents and families on their 
journey of bereavement.”  

For some it is an occasion to mark a recent loss and for others it may have happened a long 
time ago when perhaps it was not formally commemorated at the time. Last year a lady in 
her seventies reported having lost their daughter 32 years previously and this was their first 
chance to gather to remember their little girl.   

Another attendee says “I want to say a big thank you for the opportunity to come to this 
beautiful service and sincere thanks to all involved for the very big effort they have put into 
this...your care and compassion has meant so much …”   

Scripture confirms "Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all 
things. Love never ends". 1 Corinthians 13:7-8 and Christina Greer in Two Week Wait; 
Motherhood Lost and Found describes that the pain of miscarriage leaves such a trauma  
“Sometimes it's hard to see the rainbow when there's been endless days of rain.” 



If any one has been affected by this article or I can support clergy, individuals or families or 
suggest sources of assistance to those affected by miscarriage, stillbirth, neo-natal or child 
death then please do not hesitate to contact me:   

Euryl Howells, Senior Chaplain, Hywel Dda University Health Board, Glangwili General 
Hospital, Carmarthen, SA31 2AF  

(01267) 227563  

euryl.howells2@wales.nhs.uk 

Pastoral care during and after a miscarriage from a Chaplaincy Perspective  

As is the case with much of human sorrow, we respond to that which we have not 
personally experienced with some naivety. Yet the experience and grief behind 
miscarriage suffers from misunderstanding and ignorance and often not recognising 
that there has been the loss of an individual. Whilst no one can change what’s 
happened we should always care.  Many grieving parents have been shocked and 
deeply hurt at the responses of blithe sympathy, impatience, and even contempt to 
their bereavement, as though it were a sad inconvenience.  Unless we have walked 
through a miscarriage ourselves, or walked closely with those who have, many of us 
have no idea of the horror and myriad of pastoral implications that arise from losing 
an unborn child. 
 
We need to  

• Break the silence 
Part of the problem is the mythical silence that surrounds miscarriage 

• Provide support as a community (family, colleagues and church family)  
We should discourage the silence, couples can journey through their loss in a 
healthy and even in a ‘Godly’ way.  We need to give an informed and 
compassionate response.  This article is a reminder that the ‘church’ needs to 
effectively and appropriately pastor and recognise the pain of ‘processing’ this 
unique loss, to recognise the need for doctor time.  Why is this loss unique?  
As we shall see, the physical implications of miscarrying a baby, married with 
the emotional loss means miscarriage is, pastorally and maybe religiously 
complicated.  The therapy of ‘good to talk’ is so often not there, partly due to 
time pressures and largely by denying that a foetus is a ‘real’ person, even in 
the early weeks. 

• Remove the trite one-liners!   
Those who have been or are families of those who have suffered or are 
suffering a miscarriage as well as non Christians don’t want those pat 
answers.  For decades (centuries) women have been told ‘not to cry’.  Before 
the advent of the NHS my grandmother was given this unhelpful advice, and 
informed that she had enough other children anyway, she had 5 at that point!  
Even in her 80’s she recalled the attitude of the Doctor openly, which left an 
impression on me and to avoid the remarks that are meant to console.  
Saying nothing is better than being verbally negative.  Maureen Rank, the 
author of ‘Free to Grieve’ says it has been seen to be an ‘experience for which 
only minimal grieving is considered acceptable’.  She continues ‘women who 
lose pregnancies sometimes feel frightened, other times guilty, often 
confused, but nearly always alone.  

• Please acknowledge it as a bereavement   
‘Disbelief’ sums up the reaction to the lack of understanding to a miscarriage.  
Most friends and family either ignore the issue or say the most unhelpful 



things that range from ‘you are feeling better now?’ and  ‘You do have two 
other children’ and ‘it just wasn’t meant to be’ to ‘maybe its God’s way of 
telling you not to have any more’  or ‘does it count if you lost it so early?’ This 
is not the hard heartless God I know, who knows ‘every hair of our head’.  So 
few carers is pastorally spot on.   

• Consider the physical matters of the loss   
To understand the ordeal means that we must understand that there is a 
physical process, which is unpleasant and painful - the bleeding can be 
horrific and traumatic and there will be clots and even human tissue to view 
and deal with.  Late losses of miscarriage and with stillbirth (after 20 weeks), 
some women will need to work through a physically painful labour to give birth 
to the baby that is already ‘at rest’.  Other implications include the dreaded 
postnatal depression ... but no baby.  In extreme circumstances after further 
treatment a hysterectomy is necessary.   

• Consider the holistic pain – body, mind and spirit   
The pains that result from miscarriage are many and profound.  There is the 
feeling of guilt and blame – many will fight with the thought that they killed 
their child, possibly by being too stressed! Eating the wrong food! Over 
exertion!.  This week I heard parents talk of the sense of their failure.  The 
emotional recovery takes far more time than the physical.   Sarah Fuller writes 
in her book Confessions of a Childless Mother, ‘My initial experience of 
complete blackness was confined to those first few days.  Yet the following 
months were still impossibly difficult.  Whilst coping externally perhaps, 
internally I was … “barely functioning:” I finally reached my first level “plateau” 
about eighteen months after the loss’.   
We also need to consider the theological questions plaguing the couple:  ‘Is 
God punishing us?  Is our baby in heaven? Will we ever meet our baby?  In 
addition, the loss of an unborn baby can put immense strain on the 
relationship.  Partners will grieve in different WAYS – Pastoral care will mostly 
focus on mum.  What of dad? They need support as individuals and as a 
couple. 

• Yes it’s okay to grieve  
One of the pastoral keys is to encourage grief, to give permission to be angry, 
to ask, to seek, to say how overwhelmed they are by it all.  Often its okay and 
expected of mum and dad to have these emotions but there will others 
involved - siblings, grandparents and other members of the family.  When a 
baby dies from miscarriage, society provides no real outlet of release, and 
even if there has been support initially, what happens at the due birth date, 
anniversaries, junctions such as starting school, coming of age 18?.   

• Consider what faith teaches; for the Christian we have ‘The Gospel’ 
People of faith MAY look to God for an answer.  The Christian response has 
and remains inadequate in the main. Life is a gift from God, we are made and 
created in his image, and all life is divine and precious.   Having been for too 
long hidden and unacknowledged we do need to recognise pregnancy loss as 
a real bereavement.  The starkness of death instead of life is something 
chaplains meet, and in my case almost daily.  It is always a privilege to be 
asked to meet the parents and any other members of the family.  In doing so it 
is more important to listen attentively to the ‘story’ that has led to this 
encounter and to hear about ‘the family’, their lost hopes.  As part of the multi-
disciplinary team we meet people of all faiths and no-faith, and in listening we 



look at any faith artefacts, jewellery, books possibly ‘Yoga’ exercises, faith 
books and any reference to God, the church, hoping that they may lead us to 
the next step.  Even to a devoted and practising Christian when a baby dies 
there are times when the prayer book does not meet the need.  Sensitive 
listening to the bereaved parents can lead a way to resolve the bewilderment 
a miscarriage can bring.  It is possible to pre-empt any request for christening 
by offering a service of naming and blessing, giving a special blessing card to 
mark the ‘ceremony’.  A blessing emphasises the closeness of the baby to 
God, the sanctity of a life that kicked in the mother’s womb and was seen on 
the screen of an ultrasound scan.  The life ended is therefore not dismissed 
as useless but offered a special spiritual status.  God can still bring strength 
and comfort and to feel near to Him rather than abandoned, that He and we 
as his minsters share the pain and uphold the despair.  The annual ‘Loved 
and Lost baby service’ is the opportunity for a group to acknowledge the loss 
of their babies publicly, and for the staff to be involved in a non-clinical 
capacity.  Sending a message to release a balloon is therapeutic and a gentle 
non-intrusive liturgy within a non-threatening environment can offer ‘healing’.  
One service of this type may be sufficient to some, others need to return 
regularly.  Personally I am encouraged by the journey some parent(s) make in 
a year and as how their personal lives have evolved, sometimes with an 
addition to their existing family. 

• To conclude  
An unborn child is not only a foetus or a “piece of tissue” to God, but is one of 
His children. Jeremiah 1:5 says that God knows us while we are still in the 
womb. Lamentations 3:33 tells us that God “does not enjoy hurting people or 
causing them sorrow.” Jesus promised to leave us with a gift of peace unlike 
any that the world can give (John 14:27). Circumstances may be difficult; the 
situation may look dire. But a child, no matter how short his/her life, is a 
blessing 
 

 

 

 

 

 


