A REFLECTION ON THE IMPACT OF PROJECT RACHEL-FR. JIM HEWES


One of the gifts of my being involved in Project Rachel as a priest has been a deeper appreciation for the Sacrament of Reconciliation. The early church developed what was called “Single Penance” or the Rite of Penitents. As the first baptism was done with water after the assurance of conversion, the second “baptism” was done with tears, which reflected one’s re-conversion. The church supported the penitents’ conversion (which took time) because it required the assistance of the community. It was not done as a “quick act” or accomplished by oneself. There were phases in the process of reconciliation, which culminated with the penitents being admitted back to Eucharist on Holy Thursday. In time, there was a loss of a sense of the communal dimension of reconciliation, and also of the importance of an ongoing process of conversion in this practice. “Getting absolution” became an end in itself. People would then try things such as whispering a more shameful sin, hoping the priest wouldn’t notice it or waiting till a foreign priest came to their parish who knew very little English or going to a priest who had a reputation of being easy, etc. 

Vatican II, then looking at the practice of the early church, wanted to restore a communal sense for the Sacrament of Penance. Also in this renewal of the sacrament, penance was now undertaken to continue the process of conversion. The New Rite of Penance is not seen as much as a juridical procedure but a way of healing (“Just as the wound of sin is varied and multiple in the life of individuals and of the community, so to the healing which penance provides is varied….. The Sacrament of Penance reveals the heart of the Father”-Rite of Reconciliation # 7) 

In talking with a number of priests over the years, they have shared with me that when some people speak to them about having procured an abortion, the penitents still feel guilty, even if they have been absolved from this in the Sacrament of Reconciliation numerous times.  There was uneasiness that there was something lacking, that something more was needed for these very wounded people of our Church.  Why is this? 
What I discovered is that the Sacrament of Reconciliation is presented as one of the steps of healing in the process of Project Rachel. In the process of Project Rachel, the person has gone through several steps, before he or she celebrates the Sacrament of Reconciliation. The Sacrament of Reconciliation is one part of this wonderful healing process that Project Rachel puts forth. Before the Sacrament of Reconciliation is celebrated, the person has already named the child, written a letter to his/her child, and even encountered a sense of the child through the “Healing of Memories” or “Prayer for Inner Healing.”  So before my understanding of the Project Rachel process, when people confessed, they were confessing more of a “concept of an abortion.” When the woman (or man) confesses as one of the steps of the process of Project Rachel, she confesses that she has taken the life of her unborn son “John” or her unborn daughter “Elizabeth.” It is for this reason that I am confident that once a person celebrates the Sacrament of Reconciliation in the context of the healing steps of Project Rachel, they will no longer need to confess an abortion over and over again. Someone once said that the greatest affirmation of the reality of unborn is the sense of a grieving mother. These grieving mothers (and fathers) will not only receive the grace of forgiveness, but the grace of healing and a sense of closure as well. 
This is why my own ministry as a confessor has been greatly enhanced by knowing about Project Rachel. In fact, being involved in Project Rachel these past twelve years is probably one of the most transforming experiences of grace that I have witnessed in my thirty-four years of being a priest. Many other priests who have gone through the training of Project Rachel in our Diocese have remarked what a profound experience this ministry has been for them. For now, should hurting people come to confession who have had an abortion, they can be invited to pray about continuing their healing journey by contacting someone from Project Rachel (888-972-2435). We can now confidently offer this invitation because we know the wonderful experience of God’s healing and love awaits them, in this amazing grace-filled process called Project Rachel. More about this process will be presented Monday at 7pm at Guardian Angels Church. 
