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RACHEL’S VINEYARD 
– THE IMPORTANCE OF THE BODY  

by Fr. Jeffrey Stephaniuk * 
 

“JOSEPH OF ARIMATHEA… WENT BOLDLY TO PILATE  
AND ASKED FOR THE BODY OF JESUS.”   Mark 15:43 

 
Rachel’s Vineyard of Saskatchewan, Canada held a retreat in April of 2022. As the priest 

on the team, a recurring theme for me throughout the weekend was the importance of one’s body. 
Explanations on grief work are given to the retreatants about breathing and oxygen, stretch breaks, 
and the need for water at those moments when an experience of grief wells up from within and is 
expressed.  

An explanation of Adoration and the Holy Eucharist centres on the body of Christ, “broken 
for you for the forgiveness of sins.” During the retreat there is a “re-membrance” of what has been 
dis-membered. Before the Mass of Entrustment on Sunday, one phrase in the facilitator’s notes of 
explanation is that as “the body of Christ we come together to pray for peace and healing.”  

I am conscious of my role [as a priest] representing the Church and also men, participating 
with a male voice literally and metaphorically in the Living Scripture exercises. Dr. Burke, too, 
explains the insights she has learned about the male body in the life of the retreatants, and her 
principle that the priest be at the retreat from start to completion: “Since so many have experienced 
abandonment by God as well as an abandonment by men who have dropped in and out of their 
lives, it can be a healing experience to have a priest remain with them as they progress through the 
work of the retreat.” 

The human body can attract or repel us. The Good Thief on the cross is attracted to Jesus’s 
voice and strength in his humiliation when he hears, “Father forgive them, they know not what 
they do.” The other thief chooses to reject the experience of Jesus’ body in his life, even when 
Christ’s crucified body is so close in proximity to him. One of the reasons I’m a Christian is the 
principle of “repentance as a way of salvation”, as is prayed in the Divine Liturgy. Ironically, those 
who dismiss abortion as “no big deal” are also the same ones who make a very big deal of saying 
to the pre-born that they have committed a sin and a crime for which there is no forgiveness. They 
can never be forgiven for being conceived, for becoming incarnate as a human body, at the wrong 
time in their mother’s life, or in the order of birth of siblings, or by an unworthy father. So, they 
must be put to death. What Russia is to Ukraine, the abortionist is to the pre-born in danger of 
being scheduled for an abortion: they hate their very existence, past, present, and future; there can 
be no accommodation for them in life.  

By contrast, through the work of the retreat, we “rejoice in the gift of forgiveness and 
reconciliation”, which is extended to the post-abortive woman when her grief issue includes an 
inability to forgive herself. As Dr. Burke writes, “by dealing with her losses, she might begin to 
recognize her inherent worth as a human being, and her desire for real dignity and love.”  
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While the culture of Jesus’ era understood pregnancy as being “with child” immediately 
after conception, we are at risk of pitting the pre-born as an abstraction against the plight of the 
mother who is considered very tangible and concrete. As the Rachel’s Vineyard retreat is 
experienced from Friday to Sunday, the body of the lost child progresses from an abstraction to a 
very real and also beloved body. For some, there is the realization that what has been lost is really 
who has been lost: my child; my daughter; my son; my parent’s grandchild; a human, possessing 
the same dignity as every other human being created in the image and likeness of God, as we will 
hear on Sunday during the memorial service. Getting to that insight intellectually, emotionally, 
psychologically, spiritually is a very real accomplishment, gift, and blessing from the Holy Spirit.  

The Gospel reading for the Sunday of our retreat recalls the courage of Joseph of Arimathea 
to ask for permission to bury the body of Jesus. During our retreat, we ask the participants for 
permission to bury to body of their lost child or children, symbolically and in a meaningful ritual. 
We also ask the retreatants for permission to resuscitate their own bodies and return to life. A 
common comment by the end of the retreat is that “you look so much younger now than you did 
when you first arrived on Friday.”  

The Lazarus exercise is the ritual, emotional, and spiritual work of acknowledging the parts 
of one’s body now dead from sin, and accepting the liberation and return to life in one’s offered 
by Christ. “Lazarus, come forth” represents this great hope. In the Divine Liturgy of St. John 
Chrysostom that is offered by me as a Ukrainian Catholic priest, the service ends with an 
exhortation, “Let us go forth in peace.” The Lazarus exercise is a symbolic exiting of one’s tomb, 
while going forth after the Mass of Entrustment means leaving both the womb of the retreat and 
the Divine Liturgy, born again as it were.  

In this manner we participate in Christ’s words, “unless a man be born of water and 
Spirit…” During the weekend, the water has been tears, many tears of bitterness and then tears of 
joy and freedom in the realization that “our tears show the love we have for our children.” Without 
dismissing this experience as “no big deal”, we seek to reach that point in which the words of the 
angel to Mary Magdalene are said to us, “the period for mourning has been completed. Do not cry, 
but instead proclaim the resurrection…” 

Fr. Jeffrey Stephaniuk, is a Ukrainian Catholic priest that lives in Canada.   
Article edited by John Keenan. May 9, 2022. 


