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It is a great pleasure for me to speak to you today, and I should like to take this opportunity to thank you, Judith and Susan, for arranging the conference.

Three years ago I wrote a book about the spiritual aspect of birth.  Then I began to inquire into the prenatal experiences of the child.  I became a member of the ISPPM and attended the APPPAH congresses in LA and Moscow.  I learnt a lot there.  In particular, I noticed that the discoveries made by the researchers led me to conclude that the prenatal child is already having faith experiences.  Finally I asked myself: How does this fit with the Bible and Christian tradition?  I should like to present these findings to you now.

I have divided my presentation into the following sections: 

1. Which Christian tradition can we link this with? 

2. What are the child’s basic, elementary experiences? 

3. How can we relate this to the Christian religion? 

1. Which tradition can we link this with?

So my theme is: Can we say that the child has its first transcendental experiences whilst still inside its mother’s body?  Or, to put it another way: How does the child lying in the womb sense that God is touching it? – that is, what we would traditionally describe as having a transcendental experience.

In the Christian faith tradition it was never possible to link the womb with the presence of the Divine.  On the contrary: the woman’s body and in particular the blood were regarded as impure, even dangerous.  The pregnancy of the Virgin Mary with her son Jesus is no exception, since she is held in high regard as a vessel for the Son of God only by association with the dogma of the Immaculate Conception and the Virgin Birth.
 

There are two reasons for this: 

1. The devaluation of the female body and of sexuality in the Christian tradition.  Influenced by Greek philosophers, in the second to fourth centuries the Church Fathers described woman as the “gate by which sin entered the world”.

2. The concept of the Divine – that is, the image of God.  This is crucial if we are exploring the child’s first transcendental experience within its mother’s body.  God was regarded as a judge who would impose punishment as well as being the merciful Lord and Father.  Here the translation of the original Hebrew text of the Old Testament into Greek, known as the Septuagint (LXX), has had an enduring effect.  In this the name of God “Yahweh, I am who I am
” is translated as Lord, thereby introducing the hierarchical concept of God.

This painting by Konrad Witz, which dates from 1450 AD, shows this male interpretation very clearly.
  On the left-hand side of the picture we see the Trinity of God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, depicted as an image of authority and power.  In contrast, on the right – somewhat in the background – we see the origin of the Christian faith: Jesus in his mother’s belly and Elizabeth who is pregnant with John the Baptist.  
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Nowadays we no longer ask, “What power rules over me?”  but “What power works in me?”  This was the image of God held by the Christian mystics.  In this Christian tradition it was said that God lives in the heart of men and women.  So the mystic poet Angelus Silesius (1624-1677) wrote:

 “The Godhead is my sap; what in me greens and flowers

It is the Holy Ghost who all the growth empowers.”
 

However, we are not talking here about the heart but about the womb.  I said that in the formative thinking of western theology it was not permitted to believe or accept that God was present in the woman’s body, in the womb.

But there are always exceptions!  Here I want to tell you about six that I have found:  

1.1. The Bible: God functions within the mother’s body

In Psalm 139 God says that he has formed a human being within the mother’s body.  And Samson, DeuteroIsaiah, Jeremiah, John the Baptist, Jesus and St Paul are all chosen by God whilst they were still in the womb.
  Eve says: “With the help of God I have brought forth Cain.”
  And even before his birth, John the Baptist recognises that Jesus has been conceived within Mary – a gift from the Holy Spirit.
 

Here it is necessary to add that there are some translations – such as the Good News Bible of 1994 –  that avoid the word “womb”.  For example, in Genesis chapter 49 verse 25 the original text says “With blessings of the breasts and the womb” but the Good News Bible says, “Blessings of many cattle and children.”   It is therefore important to read the original text or a reliable modern translation. 

1.2. Hildegard of Bingen: The Spirit of God within the prenatal child  

In the 11th century Hildegard of Bingen – Benedictine nun, theologian, visionary, composer, physician and natural scientist – had a series of visions, in many of which she saw the womb as a symbol of the Divine.  In one of these visions (which were painted at a later date) she saw a child in the mother’s body with the Holy Spirit flowing through it.
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At the foot of the painting we see a woman who is about to give birth to her child; at the top there is a geometric shape representing God.  From here a channel leads down into the child’s heart: this is the power of the Holy Spirit.  It flows into all the child’s limbs and into its heart.  Doesn’t this remind you of the placenta and umbilical cord?  

1.3. Paracelsus: The Spirit of God in the womb

The physician and natural scientist Paracelsus (1493 – 1541) saw parallel processes in the creation of the world and the emergence of individual people.  He wrote, “Before Heaven and Earth were created, the Spirit of God hovered above the water.”  And then he drew parallels, continuing, “This water was the womb... These waters carried the Spirit of God which also lives within human beings,...   Thus the water became the womb of the world from which all creatures developed.”  Then Paracelsus deduced from this that the Spirit of God is also in the woman’s womb – he called it the matrix – where it hovers above the water: “For within the matrix is spirit that comes from the Lord and returns to Him.”
  For Paracelsus, the Spirit of God is also in the woman’s body.  

1.4. Hannah Arendt: Birth is an act of creation

It is a great leap to Hannah Arendt (1906 – 1975), who made her fundamental theological statement about birth in this sentence from her book Vita Activa: “Because of the uniqueness with which the act of birth is endowed, it is as if God’s act of creation is repeated and confirmed over again in every human being.”
  For her, birth is the miracle that gives us reason to hope because it makes new things possible: “It is this faith in and hope for the world that found perhaps its most glorious and most succinct expression in the few words with which the Gospels announced their ‘glad tidings’: ‘A child has been born unto us.’ ”
 
1.5. Feminist theologians 

In my book “Die Frau ist Mit-Schöpferin ...”
 (“The Woman is Co-Creator...”) I offer a theological interpretation of birth as an encounter with the Divine, an emotion from the primeval stream of life.  Other feminist theologians have followed up Hannah Arendt’s philosophy of natality by writing about birth as an existential experience.  It is to Andrea Günther that I owe the question about the earliest transcendental prenatal experience.
  Christiane Kohler-Weiss speaks directly of a theology of pregnancy: “A pregnant woman may experience and interpret her pregnancy as a religious experience.” 
   But she does not question the transcendental experience of the child.  It is true of all women theologians that they deem the body of the woman to be worthy of being a place in which God is present.  

1.6. Orthodox theology: The prenatal child and the grace of God 

The Greek Orthodox theologian Nikolaos G. Koios stands out from the succession of theologians who spurn the woman’s body, whilst still adhering firmly to the patriarchal image of God.  He describes the beginning of life from the Orthodox point of view: “The embryo is potentially a human being from the moment of fertilisation, when its genetic prospects are determined.  As a result, it also receives the possibility of participating in God’s grace.  It begins the process of psychosomatic completion.”
  In response my question is: How does the child perceive this grace? 

1.7. The new question

What is new nowadays is an understanding of the womb as a place and space of spiritual experience and the prenatal period of life as a time of spiritual experience, where God is present.  Here I am picking up on observations from prenatal psychology and medicine.

People who work in the fields of psychology and medicine on topics relating to the prenatal development of human beings point again and again to the need to comprehend the spiritual aspect of the event.

I am going to present those observations from research which in my opinion is theologically relevant.  Therefore you must forgive me for drawing conclusions that the authors often do not see themselves.  Religious experiences are psychological experiences.  Ludwig Janus refers to the womb as “the space for the soul of the unborn child”.  I am trying to interpret these experiences as foundations for faith, as the first transcendental experiences.  Here the word “soul” has an all-embracing meaning: it is a symbol of our psychosomatic experience, corporal memory, pre-linguistic emotions, meaningful experiences, creative designs, being joined in love with another person, identity, self and the ability to experience the transpersonal.  The soul is also that part of us which has religious needs.

Our female ancestors – our “fore-mothers” – used to say that they carried their children “beneath their hearts”.  That was their expression for this psychological experience of the mother and child.   But is not the soul a divine kernel within the human being?  I shall return to this question later.

2. What elementary basic experiences does the child have?

The womb is not only what Barbara Findeisen calls the “school of life” in which we learn the “melody of life”: if the expression were not too pedagogical, we could also call it the “school of faith”.  Whilst in the past people thought that the child must feel as if it were in Paradise, swimming in the water, always well nourished as in the Land of Plenty, today we know that the child can also feel fear.  He or she experiences the ambivalence of both a feeling of security and one of abandonment, protection and limitation, as well as both violence and forces that are destructive or make it ill.  It feels the power of the evolvement of existence and strong growth.  He or she experiences the love of its mother and also that of its father.  Ideally, the father provides protection to both the mother and the unborn child.   Positive experiences during the prenatal period can enable self-confidence and trust in other people as well as in a divine power.

Negative experiences may arise if the womb rejects the child (an unwanted child) or if the mother and child are no longer able to communicate freely with one another.  These fundamental patterns will accompany the growing child throughout life as distrust of him- or herself and of others and as doubt in a divine power.  However, they may be balanced out by later positive experiences.  Often the mother is unable to protect the child because her own situation is so difficult.

What observations are being addressed here?  Life before birth is full of stimuli, full of events that shape the whole of our later life.  The tug-of-war, the ongoing exchange of nutrients, hormones and cells between the mother and the child, this dialogical manner of being – all shape the development and character of the child.  The physician and psychotherapist Ludwig Janus speaks of the “ground in which the soul is rooted, to which we constantly relate back”.
   Here, prenatal experiences are seen as the soil in which our tree of life grows and sets out a whole network of roots.  From this our tree of life draws the strength to grow, blossom and bring forth fruit.

What is meant by “transcendental experiences”?  They are experiences that surpass physical existence.  The word “transcendence” comes from the Latin “transcendere” – to rise above.  The child learns that it is woven into something that is greater than he or she is on their own.  Stanislav Grof calls them “transpersonal experiences”.  The description “spiritual experiences” would also fit if people were not already using the phrase in a trendy, inflationary manner.
Based on my current knowledge, I have identified six things that the child experiences which I would interpret as transcendental experiences:
2.1. The boundary between life and death

Firstly, from the point of conception onwards the child experiences situations which relate to the boundary between life and death.  I have adopted this idea from Franz Renggli, a psychotherapist from Basel.
  He lists four primeval dream situations: procreation can be a near-death experience; nidation – the implantation of the fertilised cell – is always a near-death experience; the time when the mother realises that she is pregnant may be the time when the child is aborted; and the child may experience birth as something perilous.

2.2. The Great Moving Force 

The child becomes aware that it is living in a protected and secure environment which at the same time is moving.  Ideally the womb is a warm, unlimited space which is both safe and protected and also liberating.  Gestating in the mother’s waters as though it were lying in a cradle, the child is happy, enjoying pleasurable sensations and happiness.  The child feels how much it is loved; it learns what love is.  The physician and trauma therapist Natascha Unfried writes: “ If the child takes with it what it learns from the pregnancy and the birth experience – being held, carried and understood, being protected from noise, brightness, cold and uncertainty, and being seen and welcomed – then it is not just the child’s body that is born but also its soul.”

The psychologist and therapist Bernd Oberhoff poses the question: “ ... during the pre-auditive phase, what sort of a being is the embryo that experiences the mother in whom and with whom it lives as a unified object?”
  And he describes this experience as “this first object of a relationship, diffuse and elemental, yet still impersonal, which we call ‘the Great Moving Force’ ...”

At the same time, if the mother is afraid, the child may experience fear.  This was shown by studies of children in the war years, which have only recently been published.  If the child senses danger as a result of the mother consuming alcohol or nicotine or experiencing violence, and if the child is not wanted by the mother, what grows in the child is primeval fear instead of self-confidence. 

2.3. The Great Voice

A third fundamental experience of the Great is the mother’s voice.  Bernd Oberhoff calls this the vox coelistis:  “Just as in church ritual and prayer one turns to a mighty God who is both distant and near, a God by whom one feels accepted and held safe, so the foetus feels itself to be lifted and held safe by the powerful person in which it is contained – a person whose voice sounds far off, as if coming from another world, and yet is so near.  The fact that this person commands a language makes her powerful; the fact that she speaks from a place which is beyond the uterine milieu makes her mythical and transcendent and allows her to appear to be equipped with magical and omnipotent powers.  The voice opens inner spaces in the foetus in which it experiences a new power as a result of a resonation with the vocal movements of the mother: the power of the emotions.”
 

The Great Moving Force and the Great Voice are experiences of encounter and relationship.  It is quite certain that this is the experience of the divine power in us and not that of a hierarchical omnipotence over us – an experience of being interwoven with the cosmic powers.

2.4. Prodigious growth

Fourthly, the child experiences prodigious growth as an elementary power.  The child grows about 2 millimetres a day, from a few millimetres to over 50 centimetres – that is, 500 millimetres in less than 300 days – within the first key period, several times the size of its own body.  As the Chinese “I Ching” or “Book of Changes” describes it, the child grows “without haste or rest”.  (If I had continued to grow after my birth at the same rate as before, I would now weigh 6,000 kilos.)  Life before birth is shaped by a primeval force that spurs us on to growth and to the unfolding of our being.  The child constantly wants to grow beyond itself.   Growth also means self-transformation.  The child lives in a permanent threshold situation and is already processing this fact in its dreams.

2.5. The placenta – a source of strength

Fifthly, the child learns that it has a source of food and strength: the placenta.  It is not for nothing that there are many names for this valuable organ which is so important for life:  the ‘mother cake’, afterbirth, child’s bed, alter ego, the other me, my twin, the other half.  The placenta is the first object that the child encounters: it feels connected to the source from which it lives.  The external form of the placenta with its blood vessels to the umbilical cord is like that of a tree.  That is probably why we regard the tree of life as the seat of the divine and a symbol of the human being.
2.6. Light signals

I infer that there is a sixth transcendental experience from the observation that the child’s skin absorbs light signals.  People dream about themselves as a baby before birth in the form of light, fire or radiance.  This is a description of how the foetus’s skin feels.
   The psychotherapist Norbert Trentmann writes, “One can regard the fact that all the phenomena that incorporate the enthrallment of the unearthly or the miraculous point to this early period of time which is normally experienced in a projected form (religions, myths, fairy stories, etc) as a reference to the prenatal condition” 
  A Jewish legend says that all unborn children bear a light on their heads.  

2.7. The soul

I have already pointed out several times that what we are talking about here are psychological perceptions, and that is why I have asked the question “Is not the soul divine?”  There are reports of experiences that would lead us to think that the soul already exists at the point of conception.  For example: at the congress in Moscow, a psychotherapist from St Petersburg played tape recordings in which people under hypnosis reported on their conception, saying things like “Conception happened in love, without drinks, in a good comfortable atmosphere.”  But other people told of force being used and other negative experiences.
   Sometimes people also tell me personally about similar experiences.  That is why we can say that the gift of having psychological experiences is laid down in the prenatal child from the moment of conception.   

What is the soul?  I have tried to give an answer in what I have already said.  I have said that here the word “soul” has an all-embracing meaning: it is a symbol of our psychosomatic experience, corporal memory, pre-linguistic emotions, meaningful experience, creative designs, being joined in love with one another, identity, self and our capacity for transpersonal experience.  Our souls are also that part of us that has religious needs.

Whatever we may say about the origin and character of the soul depends on how we look at the world the world and on our religion.  In any case, we express two different ideas: 1. We essentially make observations that bring us to the conclusion that the soul exists – whether under hypnosis or at that first moment of eye contact with a newborn child in which it regards us from the depths of its soul.  2. We learn about something that is not at our own disposal: we experience the newborn child as a gift, because we certainly do not create the soul ourselves.

From this we can say that the soul has entered the child from the spiritual, divine world – the world of light and love.  The soul itself is “filled with transcendental experience” as Franz Renggli said to me in person.
  Or – as I would prefer to express it: The soul is connected to the primeval stream of life.  

Recently I found these verses from Echnaton’s Song of the Sun which dates from 1,350 years before Christ and was composed in Egypt.   I am amazed at how clearly they describe the presence of God in the mother’s body as a consoling wet nurse: 

You who cause seeds to develop in women, you who make “water” into people, you who keep the son alive in the body of his mother and pacify him so that his tears dry up – you wet-nurse within the woman’s body! – you who give breath to keep all creatures alive.  When the child emerges from his mother’s womb and takes a breath on the day of his birth, you cause him to open his mouth to its full extent and provide for his needs.
 

3. How can we relate this to religion? 

It is always helpful to approach religious topics with definite questions in mind.  But these questions also apply generally, in particular to the prenatal period of life.

· How do I gain access to the supporting forces of life?

· What carries me and holds me? 

· What feeds me so that I am able to develop?

· In what do I put my trust? 

· Where am I rooted?

· How do I find fullness of life?

Now I shall refer back once again to the transcendental experiences that I have already described, in order to place them in the context of the evidence of theology or religious studies. 

3.1. Oceanic feeling 

The expression “the Great Moving Force” is consistent with the idea of an “oceanic feeling” which the French author Romain Rolland used in a letter to Siegmund Freud.  Freud had criticised and rejected this religion and that image of God which he knew himself – that is to say, the religion of longing for an almighty Father who demands sacrifice and any dependence on Him.  Romain Rolland, on the other hand, counteracts this with the idea that for him the actual source of religious thought is the feeling of boundless and unlimited power which he called the “oceanic feeling” – or, to be more precise, the “oceanic sensation”.

But boundlessness can also be perceived as something dangerous because it threatens us with decline or the loss of our own identity.  Romain Rolland, on the other hand, experienced it as a rich and beneficial form of energy, a true subterranean source of religious energy, a free and vital upwelling.  We sense it as a feeling of being carried and lifted up.  It is both a dissolution of boundaries and a connectivity with the universe.

This same feeling was expressed by the mystic Gerhard Teerstegen (1750 AD) in a hymn in which he names the sea of love as the supporting foundation of being in terms of an oceanic feeling:  

Ich bete an die Macht der Liebe, 


I pray unto the power of love

die sich in Jesus offenbart; 



revealed in Jesus Christ;

Ich geb mich hin dem heilgen Triebe,

I surrender to the sacred drive

mit dem ich selbst geliebet ward;


with which I myself was loved;

ich will, anstatt an mich zu denken,

instead of thinking of myself

ins Meer der Liebe mich versenken.


I will immerse myself in the sea of love.

3.2. Human flourishing

Prodigious growth is a transcendental experience on the part of the child that affects not only the child’s body but also its mind and soul – a holistic process that produces new blossoms over and over again.  It produces the fundamental emotion of hope – hope for the good that lies ahead of us.  This can best be expressed by the image of flowering, known in the Anglo-American world as human flourishing
.  The abundance of all that the mother gives the child through her body is the foundation for the development of the being that drives her to this abundance. 

This “theology of flourishing” is instigated by Grace M. Jantzen, a philosopher of religion.  She can help us to find a theological language for the transcendental experiences of the unborn child.  A theology of flourishing and development of the being is the antithesis of the theology of sin and redemption.  Redemption theology assumes that God is the hierarchical “god over us”, whilst “... the metaphor of flourishing would lead instead to an idea of the divine source and ground, an imminent divine incarnated within us and between us. ... An imaginary of natality therefore suggests a symbolic of flourishing, of growth and fruition from an inner creative and healthy dynamic.”
 

Many Biblical texts also support this theology of flourishing.  The prophet Isaiah uses this symbolism for the thriving of the people of Israel.  In Chapter 44,  verses 2 to 5, Isaiah links transcendental experience within the mother’s womb to growth and flowering:

This is what the Lord says – he who made you,

who formed you in the womb, and who will help you:

Do not be afraid, O Jacob my servant,

Jeshurun, whom I have chosen.

For I will pour out water on the thirsty land,

and streams on the dry ground;

I will pour out my Spirit on your offspring,

and my blessing on your descendants.

They will spring up like grass in a meadow,

like poplar trees by flowing streams. (New International Version)

3.3. Jesus, the prenatal child and the special friend

The knowledge that the placenta is the source of strength without which life cannot exist is expressed in the guise of a special friend, a companion figure who constantly feeds and protects us.  We can observe how a cuddly toy is a special friend of this sort to small children.  As an inner representation it can then assume the form of an angel, an amulet or a familiar such as is found in fairy tales.

Jesus too can be this special friend.  By this I mean the entirety of His likeness, his teachings, his healings, his compassion for us human beings.  The psychotherapist Terence Dowling has a different point of view: “Jesus gives himself on the cross to be a new placenta, in order to heal the original injury by the old placenta with His flesh and blood.”
 
Jesus is also a person who was born like every other person and who had prenatal experiences in the womb of his mother Mary.  I also associate with this fact the words that Jesus spoke to his disciples when he ate with them for the last time – words that the Church repeats in every Eucharist.  I understand them in the sense of the words of a mother to her child: “This is my body, given for you; this is my blood, shed for you.”
  Jesus experienced these words within his mother Mary’s body.  The Professor of Catholic Liturgy Teresa Berger writes: “What the Eucharist ‘makes’, the body and blood of Christ, was first made not by a priest but by the body of a woman – not on an altar, but in a womb.”

3.4. Love that lays the foundations

A loving person will accept someone they love as they are, unconditionally.  Therefore the best thing for the prenatal child is to experience this love.  The Norwegian philosopher Arne Vetlesen writes: “A human being’s first experience… is that of being the recipient of unconditional support....  And it is thanks to this experience of having been the recipient that we develop the cognitive-emotional abilities of being a giver.”
  Today this sense of being affirmed is in danger from the start.  During the first few months of their life in the womb, many children experience ambivalence instead of this basic experience because their mothers (and fathers too) await the result of the ultrasound scan and are thus unconsciously saying, “We will say YES to you only when we have seen that you are not handicapped in any way!”

We have seen security and insecurity, inclination and disinclination, joy and fear, being accepted and being unwanted, love and loneliness, growth and stagnation, change and adherence.  In all these ambivalences the divine power is present in the child and the child is interwoven with the cosmos.  These roots of love, this primeval power of development, this source of strength are what lead us to have basic religious experiences.

The transcendental experience of the child is experienced as the “Whence?” of reliance on love, the “Whither?” of development from the primeval power, the “Where?” of the source and closeness of the special friend, the “Why?” of being touched.  They point to an answer and source that lies within and outside the child.  The prenatal child experiences the answers from the womb.  As he or she grows up, that child will then also be aware that he or she is interwoven into the cosmos and supported by the power of love.  But if the basic experiences are negative, the child will always carry a longing for these things within him or her.

3.5. The new image of God: love as the ground of being

The basis and precondition for our being able to accept love and pass it on is the love of our mother (and also of our father if he is present).  This all-embracing love is a transcendental experience.  “God is love, and whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him.”
  This sentence from the first Epistle of John (chapter 4, verse 16) in the New Testament shows how the mother’s love can be transferred to the Deity and then experienced transpersonally.  This is one of the central teachings of Jesus.  I will say it again using the name of God from the Old Testament:  The divine I-am-who-I-am is love; and whoever lives in love, lives in the divine I-am-who-I-am.

Now we can link the prenatal transcendental experiences to God.  Love and God are essentially identical, for God is love, just as an emerald is green.  The French philosopher Simone Weil wrote, “The Divine is created through love and for love. The Divine did not create anything except love itself and the means to love. The Divine created love in all its forms. The Divine created beings capable of love from all possible distances.”
 

Reading the Bible from the feminist point of view has shown that there are also female images of God.  In the original Hebrew text, the word for compassion is the same as the word for womb: rächäm.   We can therefore imagine our being in God in the same way as a child experiences being in the womb: cared for and fully protected.  

What I am trying to say here is summed up by the American psychotherapist James Hillmann.  I should like to end my talk with his words: “…the female ground is the embracing container, receiving, holding, and carrying.  It gives birth and nourishes and it encourages us to believe.  This ground welcomes us home to ourselves just as we are.  I do not know how better or how else we can prepare for the religious moment than by cultivating, giving inner culture to, our own unconscious femininity. For the religious moment to touch us at least the ground can be worked and opened, within the range of our individual human limits.”
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