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1

Introduction

When I was asked to write a book about birth, I hesitated— being a 
guy, of course. But then ideas and people and stories and wonder-
ment flashed through my head. As a writer, I’ve never had such an 
adventure in researching and writing: the privilege of hearing so many 
extraordinary, wonderful, and tragic stories; stumbling upon so many 
startling realizations; and gaining a renewed sense of the glory that 
is God and the marvel that is my life and yours. Moms, midwives, 
doctors, theologians, novelists, bloggers, and even children have stag-
gered me with their wisdom, experiences, and griefs.

All life transitions inevitably define us, shatter our illusions, or 
confirm our deepest convictions. But not everyone gets to graduate or 
marry or retire. We all die, yes, but you can reflect on your death only 
in advance— or it’s someone else’s death you grieve. Being born: now 
that’s everybody’s experience. We were all born. And what transition 
could ever be as astounding, risky, gleeful, downright mystifying, and 
yet entirely natural as birth? And where might we discern the mystery 
of God’s grace, mercy, and purpose more profoundly than in the real 
miracle and yet mundane commonplace that is birth?

Pediatrician Mark Sloan, in his informative, fascinating, and funny 
book Birth Day, explains how stunning this greatest of all our transi-
tions in life actually is: “There is no time in life, not even the moment 
of death, that can compare to the human body’s transformation in the 
first five minutes outside the womb. Birth is about radical, creative, 
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2 I n t r o d u c t i o n

life- affirming change. It is about adaptation on a nearly unbelievable 
scale. Abrupt, rapid- fire transitions are the order of the day: dark to 
light, warm to cold, wet to dry.”1 Skin color morphs from blue to 
purple to pink or brown in just moments. Desperately, the child does 
what she must, what she hasn’t been taught, and what she needs to 
survive the next minute: she breathes.

And there’s a cry, the first of many to come in a lifetime of crying 
out in pain, despair, or even joy. This cry is the most welcomed, elic-
iting from those who hear it not concern but relief. Anthropologist 
Wenda Trevathan calls the first cry “the birth cry”: “This cry, quali-
tatively different from all others he will make, initiates interaction, 
and is the first vocal statement, ‘I exist!’”2

Your being born makes other people nearly drunk with delight or 
jittery with worry. Never will you be the subject of so many “oohs” 
and “ahhs,” or maybe panic or tearful laughter. Never again will you 
be the object of such focused attention. You are never more loved 
than in the moment of birth. You are never closer to God than in the 
moment of birth. You are never more like God.

Typical and Exceptional

You are never more like all the other hundred billion people who have 
ever lived on earth than in the moment of birth. And you have never 
been more unique, more you, more like the proverbial snowflake or 
fingerprint. No one has ever shared the peculiar twists and turns of 
your DNA, even if you are a so- called identical twin. As the geneticist 
Adam Rutherford points out, “You are both typical and exceptional.”3

Typical and exceptional theologically: you, like every person ever 
born, including those born while you’ve been reading this page, are 
mysteriously, invisibly, but indelibly imprinted with the image of God. 
And yet even that image, the one God planted deep within you, is 
exceptional. God’s relationship with you (even if you’ve not been 
attentive to it) has its peculiarities. God’s unfathomable genius can 
handle all this endless particularity. God is unfailingly attentive at 
every moment to each one of us special, but garden- variety, human 
persons.
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3

Science and theology know you are special. But the stories! When 
I began research on this book, I started asking moms to tell me their 
birth stories. Each one, without exception, would get a little wide- 
eyed and begin by saying, “Well, my story is unique . . .” I thought, 
“Yeah, yeah.” But indeed. Each story really is unusual. And never 
brief. Ask a mom about the birth of her child, and you’d best settle 
in; it’ll take a while. In Anna Karenina, it took Tolstoy three chap-
ters to narrate the birth of a son to Kitty Shcherbatsky, and entirely 
from the perspective of Levin, the dad, who was fretting outside the 
door; he wasn’t even in the room! Tolstoy movingly rendered the 
distortion in the sense of time, the disbelief at the casual attitude of 
those who aren’t suffering, and the terror, and then the awe, that are 
part of childbirth. But what unfolded in there for Kitty? What range 
of sensation and emotion did she endure? How many pages would 
that story require?

Having a child: What else can make you feel so special and impor-
tant? And yet it’s something billions of women have pulled off suc-
cessfully. Even Neanderthals experienced birth. The Australopithecus 
Lucy, one of the most sensational archaeological finds ever, was some 
prehominid’s child. Right now, human moms, chimpanzee moms, 
and dolphin moms are having children. People, cows, and bugs are 
being born. Such a lovely solidarity with others and all of creation. 
An individual being born: hardly a microscopic blip on the radar of 
all that transpires on our planet, much less in the universe. And yet, as 
Thoreau quite rightly puts it, “Every child begins the world again.”4

Abiding Astonishment

To understand the value of birth, imagine our world as a world with 
no children. P. D. James did just this in her dystopian novel, The 
Children of  Men— which envisions the world in the future, with no 
children being born anywhere due to mass infertility. This civiliza-
tion without children turned cruel, despairing, and violent. Part of 
people’s outrage was over the failure to figure out the cause: “We 
are humiliated at the very heart of our faith in ourselves. For all our 

I n t r o d u c t i o n
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4 I n t r o d u c t i o n

knowledge, our intelligence, our power, we can no longer do what 
the animals do without thought.”5

For all our ingenuity and scientific advancement, there will always 
be some residual astonishment and the sense that life’s origin eludes 
our control. When it comes to what we might call the amazement 
factor— awe, wonder, a summons to reverence— nothing can match 
birth. When I asked a recently retired obstetrician how he felt about 
his life’s work of delivering babies, he blushed, got a little teary, and 
fumbled to say how mystifying and wonderful each birth had been. 
I’m not generally at a loss for words, but after our first child was 
born, when I attempted to report the news to my mother- in- law in 
the waiting room, I gasped; nothing but an unintelligible stammer 
came out.

Our best wordsmiths help but still fall short. Carl Sandburg: “A 
baby is God’s opinion that life should go on.”6 William Wordsworth: 
“A child, more than all other gifts earth can offer, brings hope with 
it, and forward looking thoughts.”7 Celeste Ng, in Little Fires Every-
where, a novel whose plot features most of the themes we’ll cover 
in this book (birth, infertility, adoption, abortion, surrogacy, and 
death), penned these words:

To a parent, your child wasn’t just a person: your child was a place, a 
kind of Narnia, a vast eternal place where the present you were living 
and the past you remembered and the future you longed for all existed 
at once. You could see it every time you looked at her: layered in her 
face was the baby she’d been and the child she’d become and the adult 
she would grow up to be, and you saw them all simultaneously, like 
a 3-D image. It made your head spin. It was a place you could take 
refuge, if you knew how to get in. And each time you left it, each time 
your child passed out of your sight, you feared you might never be 
able to return to that place again.8

Awe. Mystery. Remembering and reflecting on birth will take us to 
a place of dumbfounded wonder. We modern, practical, controlled, 
fearful, and often superficial people need to go there, and maybe 
linger a while.

Stone Age people or medieval people or even my great- grandparents 
had to have been utterly puzzled and awed by the mystery and miracle 
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5

that is birth. Today we may have even better cause to be stunned, since 
we know more about the mind- boggling anatomical complexities that 
somehow happen in the womb. We now have stunning photography 
of fetuses in utero. Before that, the best glimpse of pre- birth life could 

FIGURE 1 . Studies of the Foetus in the Womb, c. 1511, by Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519)
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6 I n t r o d u c t i o n

be the ink and red chalk drawing of a fetus in the womb, which the 
dazzler Leonardo da Vinci concocted back in 1510 (see fig. 1)— an 
anatomically detailed, artistically ingenious presentation that Walter 
Isaacson described as “purely divine. . . . It captures the human condi-
tion with a spiritual beauty that is at once unnerving and ennobling. 
We can see ourselves embodied in the wonder of creation: innocent, 
miraculous, mysterious.”9

Seeing ourselves— and seeing God: I hope you will join me in the 
adventure I’ve been on while researching and writing. I’ve come to 
understand me— what and where I once was, and where others have 
been too— and the fragility, resilience, normalcy, and miracle that is 
life. And of course, how God is there with us. The psalmist traveled 
back in time and down in size to recall the glory of being:

Even the darkness is not dark to you,
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
For you did form my inward parts,
You knit me together in my mother’s womb.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
You know me right well;
My frame was not hidden from you,
When I was being made in secret, . . .
Your eyes beheld my unformed substance. (Ps. 139:12–16)

My dream is that this book will lure you into such a posture of stam-
mering praise and awestruck self- awareness.
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PART 1

OUR  
MYSTERIOUS 

BEGINNING
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9

O N E

In My Mother’s Womb

God’s knitting: Is that how I got into my mother’s womb in the winter 
of 1954? Is that how you got started? What made the psalmist pon-
der his own past, when he was a microscopic next- to- nothing, and 
chalk it up to God? “You knit me together in my mother’s womb” 
(Ps. 139:13). We can say he was inspired, of course. But it’s compli-
cated, isn’t it? Read novels, watch movies, or listen to your friends or 
your own life: how you took up residence in utero is a mix of falling 
in love, testosterone, estrogen, the chance of timing, the proverbial 
backseat. When and how were you conceived?

My parents were “trying.” My own first daughter was a bit of an 
accident. Lisa and I had just gotten married and moved and taken 
new jobs— and somehow hadn’t gotten around to talking about hav-
ing children yet. Not long after what must have been conception, we 
both got a series of immunizations in a clinic with sternly worded 
signs threatening pregnant women with dire consequences. When the 
gynecologist gave us the news, I didn’t feel joy so much as numbness. 
We weren’t “ready” (whatever that means). We’ve always called our 
daughter “the most loved unwanted child in history.”

The theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar speaks of “the terrible acci-
dentalness of sexual causation,” which may elicit a “reserved awe on the 
incomprehensible linking of God’s creative act with the accidental gen-
eration of nature. God did not, so to speak, will him unconditionally; 
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instead, God connected his own creative act in the light with quite dark 
and blind co- causes.”1 Your parents: co- causers! Maybe Forrest Gump’s 
words at Jenny’s grave fit: “I don’t know if Momma was right or if it’s 
Lieutenant Dan. I don’t know if we each have a destiny, or if we’re all 
just floating around accidental- like on a breeze, but I think maybe it’s 
both. Maybe both is happening at the same time.”2

God made me. God made my daughter. God made you. But then 
you have to say God made all the accidental ones, and you have to 
grapple (as we will later) with God apparently not planting a little 
one in the womb of the woman desperately eager to become a mom. 
God made me and you, and Jesus in Mary’s womb; and God made 
that scandalous child in Bathsheba’s womb; and God made those with 
health challenges we’ll ponder later on. When God made the universe, 
circumstances were put in place for mammals to come into being with 
this peculiar potential for male sperm to invade female space to create 
life. How odd of God to knit you and me together in this quirky mix 
of creation, good intentions, luck, surprise, and delight!

You Really Are Special

The biology of God’s knitting is dumbfounding. You and I began 
as a miracle, a microscopic merger, an outright freak of nature that 
happens more than four times every second worldwide. Twenty or 
more were conceived while you read that last sentence. You might 
blush if you ponder the sexual act that spawned you. But let’s zoom 
in on that moment and what happened: an ovary released an egg, 
which sailed through the fallopian tube like a wide receiver running 
downfield ready to catch a ball if  thrown. Sperm, exiting your fa-
ther’s testicles, swam upstream through the vagina into the uterus. 
One out of a spurt of millions of sperm met up with that waiting 
egg. As Adam Rutherford explains, “On contact, that winning sperm 
released a chemical that dissolved the egg’s reluctant membrane, left 
its whiplash tail behind, and burrowed in.”3 This penetration, unseen, 
initiated the transformation of the egg into an embryo, which found 
its way to the lining of the uterus, coalesced there, and cell division 
commenced at a rapid pace.

O u r  M y s t e r i o u s  B e g i n n i n g 
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We know things the psalmist never imagined. The chromosomes in 
the sperm and egg are shuffled, producing a deck never seen before, 
never to be seen again. You think you are a complicated, complex 
person? You have no idea. Your genome, the totality of your DNA, 
has something like three billion coded letters. Each massive batch is 
utterly unique, even though over one hundred billion people have been 
conceived and born on earth. Even if you are an identical twin, you’re 
still peculiar. The instructions built into these genes are, at that mo-
ment of conception, already directing how you will be constructed, 
how tall you’ll be, the color of your eyes, your proclivity to disease.

Your DNA, by the way, was forged inside your grandmother— as 
the egg that you came from was made inside your mother’s ovaries 
while she was inside her mother.4 I never met my maternal grand-
mother, who died before I was born. We have a few grainy black- 
and- white photos of her; when I study them, it’s a bit mind- boggling 
to think I once resided inside this woman, Estelle Comer Marley.

Even more humbling, gratifying, and stupefying is the far larger 
genetic truth— that you descended (in the “great leap forward”) from 
a group of great apes that existed many thousands of years ago. And 
your ancestry extends even further back into the mysterious origins 
of life and the universe itself. The psalmist writes,

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,
 the moon and the stars that you have established;
what are human beings that you are mindful of them?  

(Ps. 8:3–4 NRSV)

Knowing that those stars were billions of years in the making, and 
that we are too, we have even greater cause than the psalmist to be 
dumbfounded.

Utterly Dependent

The fused zygote begins doubling in size every few hours as it settles 
into its new abode in the uterus. After a week, this complex marvel is 
one- tenth of one millimeter long. Barely there. But talk about a growth 
spurt: he’s twice as long in just one more week; she’s grown sixteenfold 

I n  M y  M o t h e r ’s  W o m b
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by week eight, when mom finally figures out she’s pregnant. From the 
fetus’s perspective, mom is a colossus, the child downright Lilliputian. 
Rapid development of the child’s fledgling organs and limbs continues 
for months until mom is showing. After a few more weeks, mom’s belly 
is quite obvious, continuing to expand until it sticks way out there, beau-
tifully if laughably. After a big meal we say, “My stomach might pop.” 
A pregnant woman’s looks and feels like it just might, but it never does.

The very early division, compression, and metamorphosis of cells is 
amazing. Mom, as host, is keeping this new, microscopic life alive with 
zero effort or awareness. The child isn’t exerting effort either. A fragile 
ecosystem somehow develops, and it actually works. The placenta, 
really just a temporary organ, provides oxygen and blood to the fetus, 
sharing nutrients from mom’s system, and transferring fetal waste back 
through mom’s body for disposal. Mom breathes, involuntarily, and 
her oxygen makes its way into her bloodstream. In its aquatic, squishy 
world, the baby can’t breathe, so the placenta functions as its lung.

The umbilical cord shares in these labors. We speak of “navel 
gazing,” with derisive connotations; but where better to look to con-
template the befuddling fact of existence? Mark Sloan, pondering 
what that belly button once was, points out that “it’s just been there 
collecting lint ever since. But there was a time when it was the center 
of my world, the sole port through which every molecule of food and 
oxygen that went into making me arrived.”5

I love the moment in the film The World according to Garp when 
Garp, despairing that no one is buying his novel, learns that Helen 
is pregnant. Moved to tears, sighs, and laughter, he climbs onto the 
bed, uncovers her belly, draws a face with a marker, and says, “He’s 
in here, right? It’s nice in there, I know.”6 How good of God at the 
very outset, before anybody knows you exist, to engulf you in such 
a nice, nurturing, free- of- charge, secret, and warm world of what 
can only be called grace.

A Glimpse into the Womb

When I took up residence in my mother’s womb, no one knew who 
or what or how I was until I came out. When it came time for me to 

O u r  M y s t e r i o u s  B e g i n n i n g 

_Howell_Birth_MB_djm.indd   24 1/9/20   2:03 PM

James C. Howell, Birth
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.



13

become a father, we were afforded a glimpse into the womb, but only 
by a kind of trickery: the ultrasound, developed to detect icebergs and 
submarines, provided not a straightforward snapshot but a grayish, 
grainy impression of a very real creature only a few inches tall. Parents 
see these images and become giddy, their wee one posing for the first 
of countless photos— though the child really has nowhere else to be.

I recall being amused and maybe a little grossed out when the 
excited technician smeared brownish jelly all over Lisa’s tummy. I 
wondered what we would see. I didn’t expect to hear anything— but 
then remembered it’s called an ultrasound. A swooshing sound began 
as the technician probed left and right— and then there she was, my 
daughter. “Do you see the head?” I said yes, but in all candor it was 
like deciphering a Rorschach inkblot— an apt image, as I would spend 
the next few decades wondering, “What is it?” The technician asked, 
“Do you see the heart?” I replied, “Not really.” This tiny creature, 
who would change our lives and the lives of so many, was hiding in 
there, alive and pulsating, not big enough yet for Lisa to be showing.

How sad, and yet understandable, that life in utero has gotten 
politicized and has become the fulcrum that determines elections 
and Supreme Court appointments. Both the wee one within and the 
mother housing the wee one are medical marvels. Surely both merit 
rights and protections and attention and immense love. So much heart 
stuff is at stake: the fetus’s minuscule heart beating just below and en-
tirely because of the beating of the mother’s far larger heart above.

No wonder heart is the word we use when we speak of love. When 
no one had ever met you, when the most visible you’d been was 
through that grainy ultrasound, you were loved; you were the cause 
of dreams, worry, and sometimes heartbreak. We think of newborns 
as dependent— and so they are. But if you want to see dependency, 
if you want an unrivaled portrayal of what grace and mercy are like, 
peer into the womb. Ponder that ultrasound snapshot or marvel at 
those startlingly beautiful photos somebody figured out how to take 
of intrauterine life. You were there. So was the person you love or the 
one who gets on your nerves. Tenderness and mercy must be required 
among us wonders of nature.

As if to ensure we’d have the most vivid image possible of what 
mercy is, God worked it out that the Hebrew language’s word that we 

I n  M y  M o t h e r ’s  W o m b
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translate “mercy” comes from the same root as the word for “womb.” 
Mercy is womb- like. We forever carry some dim recollection of how 
warm and embracing that mercy was. You’ll always crave a return 
to that mercy.

You’ll need that mercy, if  you’re a fetus or if you’re a grownup 
reading this book, for the journey ahead will be tougher than you 
realize. Gorillas, baboons, and chimpanzees have it easier. Not only 
do they not feel the anxieties that afflict us. Their birth is also more 
straightforward, a direct shot out of their mother’s womb. Human 
infants have those twists and turns, the possibility of going breech. 
Why are things so complicated for us? Is God still rankled about the 
apple? “I will greatly increase your pangs in childbearing” (Gen. 3:16 
NRSV). No matter how well obstetricians and midwives improve 
their craft, childbirth is still extremely difficult and painful for the 
mom— and for the equally helpless child inside.

Modern people scoff at the medieval notion that original sin is 
transmitted to each person in the womb (with the possible excep-
tions of Jesus and his mother). Understandably, theologians tried to 
reckon with the reality that every person inevitably and unfailingly 
is a sinner— and right out of the womb. Whether or not you’re fond 
of the notion of original sin, you realize our immense need for God’s 
mercy— not merely once you’re old enough to be accountable but 
from birth, even from conception forward. And as we fully under-
stand that all our human brokenness (whether it’s baldness, allergies, 
tendencies to depression or alcoholism, or mortality itself ) is right 
there at conception and in us always, we need not shrink back from 
the idea that we most certainly are, as the hymn puts it, “weak and 
wounded, sick and sore . . . bruised and mangled by the fall.”7

Called from the Womb

If God is fully present in utero, if God somehow knit us together, if 
God understands the complex realities of life in the womb and the 
daunting challenges of the journey ahead better than we do, then 
can we make sense of God’s will, of God’s desire for this fragile, 
latent person in the making? Is God merely rooting for survival? If 

O u r  M y s t e r i o u s  B e g i n n i n g 
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mom and dad are already harboring dreams for this child, then how 
much more will God already be envisioning a holy, faithful life for 
this disciple- to- be? We think of God’s calling as coming to attentive 
seekers, to young adults, or to those in midlife crisis. But in utero? 
Isaiah 49:5 teases out the idea that the prophet had been formed in 
the womb by God “to be his servant, to bring Jacob back to him” 
(NRSV). Jeremiah countered God’s call by saying “I am only a boy” 
(NRSV); but then on further reflection, he began to intuit that God 
had actually been calling him even in his mother’s womb (Jer. 1:4–10).

A fetus can detect sound at twenty- six weeks. Can it hear God? 
Does God call particular people, or all people, even in their moth-
ers’ wombs? What is calling anyhow? Is the divine call a voice out of 
nowhere? Isn’t each person’s sense of divine vocation a symphony of 
voices that call? Messages overheard from mom and dad, attributes 
and skills fostered in the womb and in later chance encounters, some 
church chatter and personal musings mixed in there: we process it 
all and infer that God is asking something of us. Frederick Buechner 
famously wrote that “the place God calls you to is the place where 
your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”8

Fascinating: the world’s deep hunger is out there, waiting for you 
to be born and notice; and your deep hunger is already there, fes-
tooned in your DNA, destined by the parents you happen to have and 
the place you’ll happen to live. What if mom and dad begin, during 
pregnancy, to ponder that this unseen child is already being called 
by God? And what if you and I reminisce a bit and puzzle over what 
we probably missed back then—and since!— that God is calling us, 
even in utero?

To follow that calling, and frankly just to survive, mountains of 
help will be needed— from God and from others. God has wired us 
to need and to help one another, to be interdependent; the proof is 
in the way God made mother and child with two- way, not one- way, 
dependence. Unseen processes are happening not just to the child 
in utero but also to the mother— beyond her expanding belly and 
dizzying bouts of discomfort. Mark Sloan explains that there are 
hormonal surges “that prepare a mother’s body for birth and breast- 
feeding,” and that these surges “also bathe her brain, subtly altering 
her behavior in ways that prepare her to take on the role of mother.” 
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Indeed, the nesting instinct is hormonal more than it is a learned be-
havior. These hormones flow from the fetus to the mother, as Sloan 
describes it: “The little dictator in the womb is making sure that he 
or she will be safe and healthy at birth, and that his mama will be 
there for him until he’s old enough to fend for himself.”9

Quite beyond this involuntary preparation for life after birth, mom 
and dad are out there nesting, studying, practicing, doing their best. 
Mom avoids caffeine and alcohol and eats as well as she can manage, 
allowing for nausea and occasional bizarre cravings. A conversation 
is going on between mom and child about smell and taste: the child, 
once out and growing up, tends to like the foods mom liked while 
pregnant and tends to dislike the smells she abhorred.

Worship in Utero

Unable to stray from mom, the child experiences everything mom 
does. The fetus hears and enjoys music, with bass tones penetrating 
the fluid world of the womb better than treble. The sounds of mom’s 
speech, her breathing, the thump thump thump of her heartbeat, 
the swirling of body fluids, dad’s voice, siblings hollering, honk-
ing horns, and television all are muffled, soft, and indistinct to the 
infant’s ears. I wonder if parents who observe sabbath, some quiet 
time of no stress or rushing around, might create a child with a taste 
for peace and quiet, better equipped to “be still and know that I am 
God” (Ps. 46:10).

After all, the child in the womb may already be a regular church 
attender. I pause every time I come face to face with an expectant 
mom in the communion line, and I am awed however briefly that I am 
serving not one but two. This hidden one is already being nourished 
by the body and blood of our Lord, who himself was nourished in his 
mother’s womb. Can the child inside hear my voice, even if muffled, 
saying, “This is the body of Christ, the bread of life, given for you”?

The womb is dark, but not entirely. There is some color in there, 
of lower wavelengths, violet, blue, dim, glowing. The human eye de-
velops surprisingly early. There’s not much to see yet, but just wait. If 
you think you were just a little blob of nebulous tissue, you couldn’t 
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be more mistaken: your eyes developed before your other body parts. 
Between the age of just three weeks (when mom doesn’t know you 
exist yet!) and ten weeks (about the time you pose for your ultra-
sound), your optic vesicles, optic cups, corneas, lenses, retinas, and 
eyelids are formed. Want to ponder a miracle? A few ectodermic cells, 
directed by the master control gene called Pax-6, are transformed with 
dizzying rapidity into the organ of organs now fixed just beneath 
your forehead.

The complexity of the eye, even way back then, startles. Ask your 
optometrist to describe it all to you. And consider this: if in those 
earliest weeks in the womb, the curvature of the lens, the shape of the 
retina or the blood vessels in the stalks differed by just a few percent-
age points, you would see nothing or only vague, blurry blotches. The 
eyes you’re using to read this book were fully crafted while you were 
in your mom. In that liquid, shadowy home, vague visual images were 
ticking into your brain receptors, beginning to soak up the wonders 
of creation you’d need dozens of lifetimes to absorb.

And your eyes were, in ratio to the rest of your body, almost comi-
cally huge, like the eyes of aliens in science fiction films. At fourteen 
weeks, in relation to the rest of your body, your eyes were four times 
as large as your eyes are now. A newborn’s eye is two- thirds as big as 
it will ever be, while the rest of the body will grow twentyfold. The 
eyes in utero: outsized orbs, getting ready to see. Leonardo da Vinci, 
who painted the most penetrating, brilliant eyes ever placed on can-
vas, called the eye “the window to the soul.”10 And Jesus spoke of the 
eye as “the lamp of the body” (Matt. 6:22). The lids are closed— as 
if in prayer. Mary Oliver once asked,

Do cats pray, while they sleep
 half- asleep in the sun?11

Do infants in utero pray? They might just be giving thanks for this 
miracle that arguably tops all others.

Jesus seemed hell- bent on people being able to see. He healed a 
man blind from birth, sparking ferocious rage from Jesus’s foes (John 
9). Jesus looked people in the eye, the eyes that God knit together 
in the womb, the windows to the soul that God had been looking 
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into always. And when the blind were healed, the first person they 
saw was Jesus. A newborn today may see Jesus first too, in mom and 
dad, the people who are the designated members of Christ’s Body 
to see and be seen.

Painful Squeezes

Finally, there is the discomfort and even pain undergone in utero. 
Pregnancy involves ever- escalating physical discomfort— for mom, 
of course, but for her child as well. It’s tight in there, and the push 
out into the world is excruciating for the wee one and for mom. I’m 
a bit embarrassed to realize that I caused my mother intense pain 
for days and weeks prior to, and then during, childbirth. “I bruise 
you, you bruise me,” as Art Garfunkel sang it— this hurting others 
and being hurt by them will persist, inevitably, through all of life.12

Think you’ve experienced some trauma, some tough situations? 
None probably match what you underwent in the hour of your birth. 
All that brutal mashing and shoving oddly saved your life. The violent 
spasms of the uterus not only push the baby out but also force the 
transfusion of blood from the placenta into the newborn.

With a playful imagination, Henri Nouwen pondered these pains 
that ferry us into life. In Our Greatest Gift, his thoughtful book about 
dying, he tells a story about fraternal twins talking with one another 
in the womb:

The sister said to the brother, “I believe there is life after birth.” Her 
brother protested vehemently, “No, no, this is all there is. This is a 
dark and cozy place, and we have nothing to do but cling to the cord 
that feeds us.” The little girl insisted, “There must be something more 
than this dark place. There must be something else, a place with 
light, where there is freedom to move.” Still she could not convince 
her twin brother.

After some silence, the sister said hesitantly, “I have something 
else to say, and I’m afraid you won’t like that either, but I think there 
is a Mother.” Her brother became furious. “A Mother!” he shouted. 
“What are you talking about? I have never seen a mother, and neither 
have you. Who put that idea in your head? As I told you, this place 
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is all we have. Why do you always want more? This is not such a bad 
place, after all. We have all we need, so let’s be content.”

The sister was quite overwhelmed by her brother’s response, and 
for a while didn’t dare say anything more. But she couldn’t let go of 
her thoughts, and since she had only her twin brother to speak to, she 
finally said, “Don’t you feel those squeezes once in a while? They’re 
quite unpleasant and sometimes even painful.” “Yes,” he answered, 
“What’s so special about that?” “Well,” the sister said, “I think that 
these squeezes are there to get us ready for another place, much more 
beautiful than this, where we will see our Mother face- to- face. Don’t 
you think that’s exciting?”

The brother didn’t answer. He was fed up with the foolish talk of 
his sister and felt that the best thing would be simply to ignore her 
and hope that she would leave him alone.13
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