
BIRTH AND REBIRTH 

What canst thou say? 
You will say, Christ saith this, and the apostles say this: but what canst thou say? Art thou a child of Light 
and hast thou walked in the Light, and what thou speakest, is it inwardly from God?          George Fox 
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SHOULDER TO SHOULDER 
by Terri Mittenthal 

It was my privilege and joy to work as a labor and 
delivery nurse for a decade. What could be a better job 
than helping to bring forth miracles every day? No matter 
what the circumstances: first baby, sixth baby, preemie, 
sick mom, or sick baby, when that first breath was taken 
it always moved me at my core. 

I was more than delighted when my daughter Sara 
and her husband Todd asked me to be with them for the 
birth of their child. They lived a plane trip away, so I 
planned to arrive two weeks before the due date (my 
children were all early) and try not to drive them crazy 
before she went into labor. 

They wanted to do everything they could to make 
sure the baby had a good start. They read everything they 
could find about pregnancy and birth. They both got in 
the best physical shape possible before they even tried to 
conceive. They interviewed pediatricians. Sara took pre-
natal water aerobics. They talked to friends who were 
parents, practiced their breathing, made a birth plan. A 
wonderful midwife would help them have the home-type 
delivery they wanted, but they would have it in a hospital, 
just in case the baby was not as prepared as they were. 

She was not. At 33 weeks gestation (seven weeks 
ahead of schedule) she decided she wanted to be born. 
Sara called me to say she was in the hospital because her 
water had broken, but she didn't think there was any 
reason for me to rush down there. I was on the next plane. 

What had been planned as a low-risk, no-intervention 
delivery was now back to the drawing board. IV drugs 
were given to stop labor and prevent infection, the baby 
was monitored constantly, and Sara was on complete bed 
rest. The idea of laboring at home in her shower until 
close to delivery was forgotten. Her midwife still came to 
see her, but now the neonatologist too. Chances of 
emergency caesarean section and a premature baby with 
significant problems were not small. 

We waited. We prayed. People we didn't even know 
prayed. People prayed who we didn't even know prayed. 
We listened to Bach and Miles Davis and books on tape. 
We ate hospital food, played gin rummy, and narrowed 
the baby name list down to three. We would see who she 
was when she got there. We listened to her heart beat and 
cheered every normal blood test report. We passed the 
weeks, the days, the hours. Finally it was time. 

She had made it to 35 weeks, the magic number 
chosen by the neonatologist. The drugs were turned off 
and labor began. We turned the lights down low, put 
ocean waves on the CD player, and filled the room with 
the smell of lavender. Sara and Todd ignored the fetal 
monitor and IV tubing and went right on with the type of 
labor they wanted. We massaged her back and legs, 
talked her through contractions, and gave her sips of 
juice. In just a few hours, guided by the midwife, it was 
time to push the baby out to greet us. 

I held one of Sara's legs and Todd held the other as 
she worked to do this last part of what would be a 
beginning. I looked at Sara's shining face as she pushed, 
and behind her head there appeared, standing shoulder to 
shoulder, all of the generations that had come before her. 
My eyes then dropped to the tiny head as it made itself 
visible, and there, fanning out from that pink crown, were 
all the generations yet to be. It was a gathered birth. Life 
flowed through. Uma was born, and with her the 
knowledge that we are indeed not alone. 
Ω Terri Mittenthal is a member of the Urbana-Champaign 
Meeting, IL. Uma is Hindi for Mother Goddess.  
 

 

 

From the Editor: 
Lloyd Lee Wilson has said God sometimes chooses 

someone without qualifications so as to make it clear Who 
really is in charge. When Linda Lee suggested the theme 
of Birth and Rebirth, I thought, “I’m glad she has that 
issue, because I’ve never given birth and I’m too aware of 
the travail part of rebirth.”  Then Linda asked to step down 
from editing WCTS, and the Lady Without a Resume 
became editor. I had no idea what would happen. Yet there 
has emerged a clear sense of this issue as bursting with 
life—new life, life spent in the birth canal, life in travail, 
life experienced by wide-eyed children. Over it broods the 
spirit of God, loving each precious life. I took care of the 
commas, but God is, indeed, editor in chief for an issue 
close to Her heart. 

Mariellen Gilpin, Editor for this issue 
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BIRTH AND GRACE  
by Carolyn Wilbur Treadway 
Reprinted from The Friendly Woman, 5:2, Spring 1981 

In November 1972, I was nine months pregnant with 
our second child. All was well within me and without. 
This baby was planned and much wanted. The pregnancy 
had gone well, we were quite prepared for natural 
childbirth, and both my husband and I were eagerly 
anticipating the forthcoming childbirth and new family 
life that the birth would bring. About a week before my 
due date, obstetrical exam revealed I was ready to go into 
labor. New life was imminently forthcoming for me and 
my family. I knew that we were poised on the brink of 
change and newness from which there was no escaping 
and no going back. Regardless of the outcome of my 
labor, whether our baby was perfect or stillborn, my life 
was about to change, forevermore. I would never be the 
same again, nor would our marriage or our family. Time 
shifted—the future was intersecting the now. 

Many such feelings grew within me, each connecting 
with another and then another until I felt involved in the 
interconnectedness of the universe. This week of my life 
was truly incredible, phenomenal, mysterious, inexplic-
able, and extremely powerful. I shall never forget it. I 
hope I can express some of it for you also to share and 
claim your own such experiences and how they have 
changed your life forevermore. 

This week was not of my doing; it was far beyond 
me, encompassing me and carrying me along tenderly yet 
with unbelievable strength. I came more and more to 
know that whatever the next days’ imminent changes 
would bring, I would be able to handle it and handle it 
well. I was deeply aware of my own energy and strength. 
As I looked at my huge abdomen so bursting with life, I 
felt like Mother Earth or some goddess of fertility, giving 
myself and others vibrations of positive energy. I was 
radiant, aglow; maybe the light within was showing 
through. All of this is hard to put into words years later. 
Perhaps it can simply be said that I was more fully alive 
than I had ever been before. I knew it; others knew it. 
Everything I did that week was full of meaning and 
power. What came somehow from within me went 
outward on and on like ripples in a pond affecting others 
who affected others who in turn affected others. This 
occurred whether I was cleaning my house, playing with 
our toddler, practicing childbirth exercises, talking with a 
neighbor or meditating. The new life I felt within was 
without, everywhere in life. 

When I did give birth, the experience was 
magnificent for me and my husband and gave us a lovely, 
healthy nine-pound daughter. My body and my spirit had 
never been so powerful as in those hours when I was 
helping her down my birth canal. Never before had I been 
so able to take control while yielding control…going 
along with what was clearly so far beyond “me.”  I 
viewed this birthing as a peak experience and realized the 

week before had been equally as much so. The week and 
the birthing itself complemented each other to make a 
whole greater than the sum of the parts. The richness of 
this new life burst forth from the verdant soil within and 
around me at particular points, but this life was and is 
growing within me and you all of the time. Sometimes we 
are open to it and sometimes we are not. When we do 
experience that bursting through of new life within us, it 
seems miraculous, even though the seeds for such growth 
are there all along. 

Years later, after spiritual journeying and theological 
study, I found words to name this experience in another 
way. Now I would call that week in 1972 a time of “walk-
ing in the Light.” Many of us know, or have experienced, 
what it means to be in the Light, to be filled with the 
presence and power of God, which does make all things 
anew. Some of us will resonate with this more than others 
and all of us will have difficulty describing what being in 
the Light, or experiencing Grace means, for it is beyond 
words. Once experienced, however, it has become a part 
of my reality, reminding me like a beacon that what is, is, 
and what can happen once can happen again. Since 1972, 
I have experienced being in the Light several times. 
Fortunately, it does not take giving birth to be there, but 
the birthing led me to see what had been there all along. 
For that particular miracle of Grace, I am profoundly 
grateful. 

Birthing, growing, aging, dying are all parts of a 
cosmic whole. The process in the Light that I went though 
in giving birth is equally available to us throughout the 
life cycle and even in our dying. May we all be open to 
the Light as we traverse our roads of precious life, and 
realize that as we travel, we are all deeply linked together 
by the Something beyond any of us, supporting and 
empowering us all. 
Ω Carolyn W. Treadway is a pastoral counselor in her own 
private practice, Connections. The Light supported and empow-
ered her in each of the three unique and precious times she 
gave birth.  
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PETTING THE MOTHS 
by Brenda Koenig 
After a painting by Nora Sturges 
 
I can’t tell where 
we are, some lush landscape 
of impossible hills and emerald pastures— 
in the foreground we see moths with giant luminescent wings 
scattered, hanging 
from the clothesline, for example.  
In the lower left corner, they are feeding 
from garden gourds in a ghostly frozen frenzy. 
 
What seems strange isn’t this swarm 
of extraordinary creatures, but the stiffness 
of a woman standing, legs together, 
right-center of a house, and the awkward 
way she has lifted her entire arm, salute style, 
to pet this one single moth, poised on a branch. 
 

If you follow 
the path she is on, you lose her tracks, you wonder 
how she could have hopped so stiffly over  
the green glowing hobbit knobs to end up in such an unlikely 
spot:  her office attire pins her in place, there  
under the twisted branch, and she will not be moved.  
 

What I can remember from the hospital’s NICU: 
the most fantastic of creatures, the tiniest 
baby: He had translucent skin, 
his entomologistic bones sticking 
out from under bubble wrap. He glowed  
under the heating lamp. 
 

I was listening to the ventilator’s rasp, now and then 
the pulse oximeter would alarm—I’d push the pause button 
 

and a woman in uniform  
would open the portal while  
the baby flailed to ward off 
contact. 
 

How long would it go on? This unusual touching, 
how painful it must be— 
the baby so on edge, every sensation threatening 
to rupture his fragile brain cells— 
 

In the painting, the beloved moth 
seems affronted, poised to fly off, 
the woman still standing there, as always 
her duty to touch, destroy, rebuild 
  
this fertile landscape so even we who can do nothing 
but watch 
know it will never be the same again. 
 

Ω Brenda Koenig attends Urbana-Champaign meeting, IL. She 
has spent three years processing the trauma of her premature 
son's six-month stay in the NICU. She survived by maintaining 
a distanced, detached state of mind. She says her poetry is a 
working-out of her desire for grounding.  
 
  

THE MADONNA 
by Dorothy Neumann 
 

In the city of Bien Hua, not far from Saigon, 
Vietnam, lived a hard-working woman named Hoa. Hoa 
was a devout Catholic and mother of nine children. One 
day she was walking to early morning Mass when she 
heard a faint cry. She found a newborn baby lying next to 
a garbage can. The baby weighed only two pounds. 

Hoa picked up the baby girl and took her to church 
with her. After Mass she took the baby to her house, 
because she had decided to keep the baby and bring it up 
as her own child. But there were problems. Her husband 
said, “We have nine children to feed, clothe and educate. 
We can’t take care of another baby.”  He was very angry 
when Hoa continued to take care of the baby. He 
wouldn’t look at the baby and acted as if she weren’t in 
their home. 

Everyone could tell from looking at the baby that one 
of her parents was not Vietnamese. Probably an American 
soldier was her father. In those days Vietnamese people 
were prejudiced against anyone who wasn’t one hundred 
percent Vietnamese. Also, they were angry toward Amer-
icans because of the Vietnam War. It was probably this 
prejudice that caused the mother to abandon the baby. 

In addition to these problems, the baby vomited every 
time she was fed. Hoa completely changed the baby’s 
clothes and bedding, and sometimes Hoa’s clothes, every 
time the baby was fed. 

Besides caring for ten children, Hoa ran a store and 
restaurant, cleaned a four-bedroom apartment over the 
store, gardened, cared for nine (one for each child) pet 
pigs, and went to Mass every day. After the baby, Nga, 
was six months old, a neighbor helped out by caring for 
Nga occasionally. This was the first help Hoa had. 

When Nga was about one, her family realized she had 
musical talent and could sing beautifully. Then Hoa’s 
husband began to pick Nga up and play with her. At last 
she was accepted by everyone as a member of the family. 

But this wasn’t the only happy ending. In the early 
eighties the American government began letting Vietnam-
ese families with Amer-Asian children emigrate to the 
US. When Hoa and her husband applied, officials told 
Hoa the biological mother of the child must be in the 
family. Remembering those long days and nights of 
caring for Nga, Hoa solemnly swore that she had been 
pregnant with the baby. Her husband agreed it was true. 
A year later, the family arrived in the US, learned to 
speak English, found jobs, sent children and grand-
children to college. They have lived happy, productive 
lives. All because Hoa persevered in loving an unwanted 
baby. 
Ω Dorothy Neumann is a member of the Urbana-Champaign 
meeting, IL. She writes about her ESL students’ lives. 
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LAMBING TIME 
by James Baker 

Since we had sheep, the inside back porch of our 
house was constantly full of newborn lambs drying off so 
they would not freeze in the early spring-but-still-winter 
cold. The birth of my love for the 23rd Psalm took place 
watching my dad tenderly look after sheep. I had pet 
lambs which I bottle-fed when their mothers had not 
enough milk. 

The gut-level sacredness of birth was impressed upon 
me when I was old enough to help at lambing-time. I can 
still feel in my hands the experience of carefully reaching 
into a straining ewe's womb to 
straighten a partially-born 
lamb's front leg so she could 
complete the birth. Her relief 
and joy were apparent when she 
immediately got up to turn 
around and lick off her beloved 
new offspring. 
Ω James Baker is a member of 
Downers Grove, IL meet-ing 
and a frequent contributor to 
WCTS . 
 
Help us get the word out! Let 
WCTS know the contact 
information for Quaker 
electronic publications. Does 
your interest group, yearly 
meeting, quarterly meeting 
have an email list? Let us know 
and we’ll send an article about 
WCTS for publication.  
 

WAKE UP DIFFERENT 
by Christine O’Brien 

I have often been asked 
what I believe in. That is a hard 
thing for me to express in a 
word or two, so usually I say 
“compost.” Looking around me, 
I think all of this is passing. A 
flower is more ephemeral than a 
human is. A human is more 
ephemeral than a mountain. But 
all are changing every second. 
Life, death, rebirth are all 
happening all of the time. 
Everything is composting down 
here on the ground. Earth. Dirt. 
Food. When I eat, creatures, plants and microbes die so 
that I can live. This is part of a cycle that is sacred to me. 
I worry that many people have forgotten, or never knew, 
that most of our food comes from dirt. Dirt is where we 
usually end up when we die.  

I often hold in the Light an idea of my life and how it 
is unfolding as a metaphor, a poem, a phrase, a 
commandment marking a birth of a different life 
intention. Most of the thoughts stay with me as others 
arise. The first one I remember is from my childhood. I 
told myself over and over, for the future, “Don't forget, 
Christine, don't forget.” A decade ago a friend gave me 
the phrase “Wake up different.”  I love that idea! Re-birth 
to the extreme! Once, my metaphor was surfing, standing 
tall and calmly while the wind and waves passed. Then I 
got quite ill for some years and my thought was 
“Changing the world.” I appreciated that everything I did, 

no matter how small, 
was changing the 
world. Later my 
commandment was 
more demanding: 
“Right action.” 
Attempting to live 
this is a terrible and 
important challenge at 
which I do not always 
succeed. Just now, 
writing this, I've 
decided I need to 
“Lighten up.” A new 
intention is born! I 
know that many of us, 
maybe all of us, have 
the power to be re-
born at any time. As it 
says in the Letters of 
the Scattered 
Brotherhood, “You 
have within you the 
power to make your 
days brilliant.” 

I do not 
understand the 
mystery of death and I 
do not know what 
happens to these 
pieces of God in us. I 
do know the 
importance of waking 
up and appreciating 
that I am alive now; 
the importance of 
remembering all is 
change and one day I 
will not be here 

working on being Christine. 
ΩChristine O’Brien recently retired from being clerk of St. 
Pettersburg, FL  meeting for 24 years. She has been an activist 
since she was a teenager.  
 

TELL US YOUR STORIES! 
 

WCTS has a vision—we want to tell the world God 

is much more various and wonderful than our skeptical 

culture allows. We hope  to help Friends be  tender and 

open to the Spirit. We need your experience—it may be 

just what  someone  else  needs  to  know!  Please  stay  in 

touch  with  us—write  letters  and  share  your  stories. 

WCTS  is  here  to  strengthen  us  all  on  our  journeys. 

Please  let  us  know  how  your  journey  has  been 

transformed by your experience. 

When you write for WCTS, here are some things to 

keep  in  mind:  Articles  that  best  communicate  to  our 

readers  generally  focus  on  specific  events  and  are 

written  in  the  first  person.  There  is  a  special  richness 

when the writer goes beyond describing the experience 

and  tells  how  it  has  changed  her/his  attitude  and/or 

behavior.  However,  mystical  experiences  and 

contemplative  insights  may  transcend  editorial 

processes, so please consider  these guidelines as gentle 

assistance  rather  than  limitations.  In  general  we  shy 

away  from  articles  that  expound  on  theoretical  or 

theological  propositions. Write  for  us  as  frequently  as 

the Spirit moves,  though perhaps we will publish only 

one or two of your offerings in a given year.  

With  joyous  expectation  we  look  forward  to 

receiving  your  contribution  to  our  worship‐sharing 

group in print. 

The Editorial Team of WCTS 

Kathy Tapp, Pat McBee, Mariellen Gilpin, Judy Lumb 
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BEECH LEAVES 
by David Blair 

Every winter I pay attention to the leaves that still 
hang on the beech trees. They vary in color from bleached 
tan to a richer brown.  Sometimes they are dry and rattle 
in the wind. They may curl and point upwards one day, 
and on another, they hang limp.  

Why have they not fallen to the ground when all the 
other hardwoods, save a few red oaks, have released their 
leaves? I don’t know the answer to this, except that for 
some reason, it’s not time. The time will come in early 
spring. The swelling buds will loosen and then break the 
last connection between the dead leaves and the twig, and 
the leaves will fall. 

  Winter beech leaves still 
  hang on. As new leaves emerge, 
  last year’s will let go. 
The beech leaves teach me to be patient with myself. 

I hang on to some old thoughts, longings, stories long 
past their apparent usefulness. They persist in spite of the 
consciousness I bring to them. Why can’t I let go, no 
matter how hard I work at it?  

When a child loses a tooth, the empty space invites 
the new. Surrender creates a space for something new to 
be born. I know this deeply, and yet I struggle to let go of 
ideas and feelings that limit me, that hide my light. I 
make strides, and as soon as I think I’ve got it all handled, 
I’m brought back to earth:  Oh, there’s more work to do! 
More to let go! 

On a summer walk in 
1998, I experienced God’s 
love and forgiveness so 
powerfully that I can never 
doubt them, and I have 
connected again and again in 
many different places and ways to that love. However, I 
can still act as if my safety, peace and joy depend on 
other people. I can become a petulant child or a 
judgmental adolescent in an instant, and it’s always 
because someone else isn’t behaving in a way that makes 
that child safe or satisfies that adolescent. The adult 
knows better and usually intervenes in time to reassure 
my inner cast of characters—but not always. 

Two months ago, when I began writing this, I left it 
short, leaving space for something to come along. I won-
dered if the invitation to write about rebirth was also an 
invitation to experience it. I got an answer!  

My wife and I have a longstanding issue about “stuff” 
and “clutter”: she surrounds herself with things that have 
meaning to her; I yearn for more space and clarity in my 
surroundings. I have worked hard on this, developing a 
spaciousness and patience that sometimes surprise me, so 
different from the rage I felt seven years ago. I thought I 
was able to clearly say what impact clutter has on me and 
also able to say truly:  “I’m OK no matter what you do or 

don’t do. I take total responsibility for my own peace of 
mind.” 

At Christmas, I looked through the window of the 
jeweler’s store at the bracelet my wife had asked me for. I 
could not bring myself to buy it for her. My mind gave 
me many good reasons, and they boiled down to this:  
“You haven’t cleaned up the jewelry in our bedroom, and 
I won’t, I can’t give you more.” 

My wife suffered over Christmas because she had 
taken the risk of telling me what she really wanted and 
did not receive it. I felt justified in my stand, but I also 
felt unhappy. 

When I later looked honestly at this, I saw that my 
choice came from fear: “You will never change; I am not 
safe with this. I am scared, I am angry. Therefore, I will 
punish you by withholding this gift.”  

It was so painful to see this, to see myself withhold-
ing a gift of love—and to see that I punished myself as 
well as her. I separated myself from her and from my own 
loving self. I made my own suffering.  I felt humiliated to 
find myself acting again from fear, when I thought I had 
explored it so thoroughly, in my childhood and in my 
human condition, that it no longer had power over me. 

That same day I turned a corner and chose not to 
dwell in guilt and shame but to feel compassion toward 
myself and to act in a different way: to let go of fear and 
move further into love. I feel the freedom to move deeper 
into who I really am. I have already acted on this promise 

to myself, and it feels 
wonderful. 

This is not the last 
time I will have the chance 
to be reborn. I will again 
find myself in a stuck 
place and know there is a 

deeper release waiting to happen, and that I am not 
entirely in control of the timing! I do my inner work, I 
pray for help, and I wait. In time, when I am truly ready 
inside, those old leaves will drop to the ground. They will 
feed the new, and then, after the growing season, more 
brown leaves will be waiting for me, inviting me to a 
deeper surrender. It is humbling and wonderful that I am 
given so many opportunities to die and be born again.  
Ω David Blair lives in rural New Hampshire and teaches in the 
public schools. He travels to Kosovo and Macedonia with the 
Karuna Center for Peacebuilding to facilitate conflict trans-
formation in communities torn apart by civil strife.  
 

ROOTED IN GOD  
by Jay Mittenthal 

This is a story of loss and rebirth of faith in God. The 
God I had trusted in childhood prayer became encrusted 
with unwelcome attributes: my mother told me God 
would punish me for things she didn't want me to do. 
Synagogue and Sunday School elaborated this image of a 
people. This was not a God of love for all the world. I 

Look inward often, with the desire that others should 
also scrutinize you and put you to the test….There is 
no resting place in this world. That has never existed 
for anybody, no matter how holy they became.  

Meister Eckhart 
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grew skeptical of seeking aid and comfort from this 
heavy-handed figure. I found room to grow in the 
knowledge of stars and planets, trees and insects—room 
for curiosity, joy in finding and solving puzzles, and 
approval for my knowledge at home and in school. Thus 
in my heart the love of God fell asleep as the love of 
science awakened. 

In college I majored in physics, then biophysics, as 
the mysteries of molecular biology entangled my imagi-
nation. With my study of evolution came a program: I 
would understand how it all evolved, and this knowledge 
would bring me peace and security. The further I pursued 
this goal, the more elusive it seemed. Knowledge was 
fragmentary and provisional. Nevertheless, I sought ful-
fillment in work and family for a quarter of a century. I 
was an agnostic. I prayed rarely, when in great distress, as 
when I was lost while hiking or when dealing with my 
brother's mental illness. 

Then came my wake-up call. My wife left me. My 
children went to college. Doing science was a grand 
entertainment, but its minutiae did not satisfy my desire 
for wholeness and belonging. I did not want to grow old 
as my parents had, hiding in despair behind a mask of 
affability.  

I thought of a colleague, an outstanding teacher who 
lived alone. At lunch I asked him, “How do you live?” He 
told me his story. Our dysfunctional families of origin 
were similar in many ways. He had become an alcoholic; 
AA had saved his life. In his hours outside the university 
he was mentor to about a dozen recovering alcoholics. I 
came to understand that I was addicted to control and 
approval, and that the Twelve Step process could help me 
to recover, as it has helped people with over 200 other 
addictions. My colleague agreed to be my mentor on this 
journey. Before we parted I asked, “How do you think 
about God?” He replied, “God is reality.” 

Thus began a rebirth that has continued for over a 
decade. New experiences of God are the foundation on 
which my recovery rests. Of the twelve steps, the second 
says, “Came to believe that a Power greater than 
ourselves could restore us to sanity.” The third says, 
“Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the 
care of God as we understood him.” Here was a 
challenge: how was I now to understand God? While I 
was jogging across the fields near home, I thought, “If 
God is reality, and reality becomes manifest through evo-
lution, God is the Big Process that subsumes all other 
processes.” As I looked at the garden around me I had a 
vision that affirmed this intuition: The flowers and 
grasses were like one frame in a time-lapse movie, in 
which I saw them emerge from the ground, grow, unfurl 
their leaves and petals. All was rooted and growing in 
God. 

As I worked the twelve steps I became aware how 
much about my thinking and behavior I had refused to see 
for many years. Guilt and sadness accompanied these 

insights. God as the Big Process was an idea, a comfort to 
the mind but not the heart. Jogging across the brown 
grasses of late summer, in distress I prayed, “Lord, make 
me a vessel of Thy peace.” It was so, and I wept in relief 
and gratitude. Now I knew and felt I was in God and God 
in me. 
Ω Jay Mittenthal is a convinced member of the Urbana-Cham-
paign Meeting, IL. He continues to work the Twelve Steps, to 
practice the teachings of A Course in Miracles, and to seek 
integration between his spiritual and scientific inquiries. 


REBIRTH, DEATH AND THE VOID 
by Linda Theresa 

…exhale, inhale, exhale, inhale…All that is within 
me leaves with the breath and becomes one with the 
cosmos. Then it pools back together, funneling into a 
mouth and throat—down into the tips of the toes. The 
casing is filled with my spirit. 

This tingling animation then begins to pull away from 
the fingertips and toes, into the chest and out the mouth, 
where once again it mingles with all life—indistinguish-
able from the rest. To find “me” would be more difficult 
than trying to separate the air so the smell of frying 
onions would be separate from the smell of green peppers 
or garlic frying in the same pan. One knows that onion 
smell is in the air, but where? 

Then the me that smells of onions converges from 
nowhere and everywhere. “I” am reborn—recreated from 
the cosmos. For a short while frying onions exist. 

Effortlessly, a third dimension is born from the cyclic 
dying of “me.”  The stillness: where time and space cease 
to exist. No birth, rebirth. Nothing. Emptiness. The womb 
of life seems to wait for impregnation. 

In this place of nonexistence, there is no conscious-
ness called “me.” Awareness ceases. Hours later, the 
cosmos and I return to our dance, but “I” feel sure it never 
stopped and only seconds passed. The dissonance bothers 
me. Where was “I?” 

What is the place between each birthing? The pattern 
sings through all of life: Rising thought. Falling thought. 
No thought. One can feel the contractions that give birth 
to words in the mind. There is a fullness which desires to 
be expelled, and after it, the spasms become nothingness. 

The pattern repeats throughout. Sensations of 
emotion or pain well up like a bubbling fountain growing 
higher and higher—pulsating up to its limit, then pulsat-
ing back down until the pool is still. Each sensation is 
reborn slightly different. Thousands, maybe zillions, join 
in the dance. Death, Mystery, Rebirth…inhale, stillness, 
exhale, stillness… 
Ω Linda Theresa lives in Alamosa, CO. She would like to 
become a Quaker but is housebound.. 
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LIFE IN THE BIRTH CANAL 
by Janet Sawyer, as told to Gardiner Stillwell 

It took me a long time, about eighty years by my 
account, to be fully in this world. From earliest 
childhood, I was so shy that having to speak to someone 
made me desperately afraid and anxious. I shrank from 
people, and my self esteem shrank to almost nothing.  

The reason for this was a genetic quirk known only 
later as fructose intolerance, an inability to digest any-
thing, even peas or carrots, containing sugar. My smart 
mother found out by trial and error what I would or would 
not throw up, could or could not eat, but I stood out as an 
oddball. At birthday parties, for example, would come the 
question, “Janet, would you like some cake?” 

“No thank you,” (quaveringly). Everyone’s face 
would say, “My goodness! How strange! She doesn’t 
want any cake!” 

But things gradually happened to change me. My 
very un-shy husband-to-be got through to me—not at all 
impossible for him!—and we married and had six 
children. I had no trouble talking to them. God’s agent, 
Mother Nature, serving as midwife, was at work. 

Next came a real challenge: a neighbor lady asked 
whether I would be a den mother for the Cub Scouts. 
“Oh, no! I couldn’t possibly!” 

“I’ll help you.” 
“Oh... Oh... Well, maybe; well, all right.” 
Along with the den-mothering assignment came five 

little neighborhood boys, who visited us from time to 
time, delighted me, and gave me practice in talking to 
children other than my own. Den-mothering, in fact, 
worked out fine. So fine that the question arose: would I 
be a coach for den mothers? “Well, OK.” Next: would I 
be a coach for the coaches, and run or help to run the 
coaches’ meetings? Again: yes. 

And it was the same way with 4H work and the 
Homemakers Extension program, in which I became 
more and more deeply involved as the good Lord 
challenged me, involved me, and enabled me. 

The Homemakers were divided into units to whom 
leaders presented lessons provided by the University 
Home Economics Department. The leaders had to be 
prepared to give the lessons to their units. 

But the Helper had an even greater challenge in store 
for me. My husband, Alex, however un-shy, became 
afflicted with what we later learned was clinical 
depression, a dangerous condition in which one may 
succumb to total despair.  

We were all alone with this, except for the help of our 
Methodist minister, the excellent Dr. Plumb, whom we  
went to see when Alex was at his worst. There was no 
one in Champaign-Urbana at that time to treat depression, 
but Dr. Plumb steered us to a psychiatrist in Danville, 
saying, “I want you to make an appointment with Dr. 
Greenfield right now. Will you do that? There’s the 
telephone, and here’s the number.” The Helper added the 

good doctor to the good minister, and matters improved—
over the years. 

For me, the episode meant an increasing conviction 
that mental health problems were too much under wraps, 
too much stigmatized. So I wanted the Homemakers to 
have a lesson on mental illness—what symptoms to 
recognize and what help was available. They at first 
resisted: “Oh no, that’s not the kind of thing we talk about 
or admit to.” After a year, however, I managed to get 
them past fear and denial—mainly by telling my story 
and making the problem real and present. 

So I, of all people, was to prepare the lesson. A friend 
in the county mental health center helped. And then I 
presented the lesson to twenty-some unit leaders. 

I am aware that much of this does not sound very 
shy!  But my own feeling, now in a nursing home at age 
eighty-eight, is that I spent about eighty years in the birth 
canal. Looking back on those years, the Helper, year after 
year, was answering the prayer for daily reading attached 
to my refrigerator: “Lord, fill me with your presence and 
enable me to reach higher than I think is possible.” 

The Celestial Midwife had been steadily at work, 
calling always for another push: “Bear down, dear.” She 
had her way. Glory be to God! 
Ω Janet Sawyer has been a Methodist in Champaign, IL for 
over 55 years. She appreciates having survived emergency 
surgery in March, 2001, and whatever time she has left.  
 
COMING HOME 
by Beth Schobernd 

A colleague likes to reinvent herself every few years 
—new hairdo, new wardrobe, new job. It is something 
she purposely sets out to do, by her own design. While it 
certainly involves changes in outlook and behavior, rein-
vention is completely different from rebirth. Rebirth 
comes about through a transformative experience, an 
encounter with the Spirit, in which one is deeply affected 
and really has no choice but to look at life from a dif-
ferent perspective. At the same time rebirth is not the 
same as the common understanding of being born again, 
in which one encounters a single life-changing spiritual 
experience. Rebirth happens repeatedly, often at times of 
personal upheaval, but also at times when we least expect. 

I am not one who learns through “aha!” experiences. 
Rebirth for me typically involves a long period of 
gestation and labor, and the results are met with quiet if 
exhausted acceptance and pleasure. As I look back, I can 
see several times of rebirth in my own life—when I 
became a mother; when I achieved tenure; when I came 
to grips with my husband’s illness and what it would 
mean to us; when I came home to Quakerism. Coming 
home to Quakerism is what I will explore here. 

My family and I were sightseeing in downtown 
Philadelphia in the summer of 1983, and happened upon 
the Arch Street Meetinghouse. We purchased a 1972 
Philadelphia Yearly Meeting Faith and Practice and went 
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along our way. Faith and Practice led us to other Quaker 
writings, and eventually we visited meetings in Illinois—
the closest of these being 80 miles from our home. I was 
slow to warm up to this Quaker stuff. Having been raised 
in the Catholic Church, I was accustomed to singing, 
liturgy, noise, and found the silence awkward. The 
concept of that of God in everyone staggered me. Did 
God really dwell in me? And could I address God 
directly? The more time I spent around these people 
called Quakers, though, the more I liked them. They 
seemed to have a peace that I yearned for. I decided to 
give them a chance. 

I continued to read—George Fox, John Woolman, 
Robert Barclay, Thomas Kelly, Richard Foster—and 
found I already had much in common with Quakers. I 
found a name for my anti-war sentiments. I found vali-
dation for my opposition to the death penalty. I became 
acquainted with a whole group who wanted to live simply 
and peacefully. I experimented with silent worship, 
beginning with short periods and gradually increasing the 
time until I could sit for an hour or more. Centering was 
(and sometimes still is) a challenge, but the gifts during 
those times when I did find my center encouraged me to 
keep trying.  

Internalizing the concept of God within had the most 
profound effect. It never occurred to me God could live in 
me, be so much a part of me and everyone else. Once I 
accepted the idea God truly was always with me, my whole 
attitude changed. I had truly encountered the Spirit—my 
rebirth had begun. Accepting God was with me, in me, 
through everything I did gave me a new sense of confi-
dence. I could try, and even fail, and God would still be 
with me. Fear of the unknown and the hesitation I often 
experienced in the face of something new eventually did not 
carry the same threat. If I was fearful or hesitant, I now 
knew no matter what happened I was not alone. This new 
knowledge completely redefined my self-concept. My 
rebirth was the beginning of a faith-journey that has totally 
redirected my life.  

When I first read Thomas Kelly’s admonition to pray 
without ceasing, I couldn’t see how that was possible. My 
children were still small and there were very few oppor-
tunities for me to sit down, center, and pray. Once 
realizing God was with me always, I found I could pray 
while doing the dishes, loading the washing machine, 
taking a walk, shopping for groceries. Yes, there were 
interrupt-tions, but I could always pick up where I left 
off. This practice of frequent, if not unceasing, prayer 
helped to solidify my connection to the God within. 

My faith journey/rebirth has provided many valuable 
lessons along the way. I have learned patience when wor-
king with others. When dealing with other people means 
dealing also with that of God in them, it puts it in an 
entirely different light. I have learned even though God is 
with me, she will lag back and watch me fall if I try to 
outrun my Light, then come along after to pick me up and 

set me on my right path. I have seen when God hands me 
a burden I don’t think I can possibly bear, she also helps 
me carry it. I learn from every experience.  

I have been rewarded with a satisfaction in life I did 
not have before. I am surrounded by F/friends who have 
added richly to my life. I have a greater appreciation for 
God’s creation and its importance to my existence. The 
greatest reward from my rebirth into Quakerism has been 
the development of my faith foundation, which enables 
me to bear the unbearable, rejoice in the magnificent, 
endure the mundane, and marvel in the miniscule.  

Would I have come to this place in another faith 
tradition or as a product of maturity alone? Maybe, but I 
don’t think so. Before I came home to Quakerism, I 
explored several other religions and found nothing that 
encouraged the kind of personal relationship with God I 
have experienced among Friends.  
Ω Beth Schobernd is wife, mother, grandmother, librarian. She 
serves as recording clerk for Illinois Yearly Meeting.  
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DIGGING  
by Allison Randall 
Heavy digging going on in my heart. 
The Unseen Workman, with no regard 
 for the pain he is inflicting on me, 

digs with a pickaxe, 
 breaking up huge clumps of dirt, 
 pulverizing them mercilessly; 
The heavy swings of the pickaxe 
 shake me to my core. 
And sometimes 
       the earth of my heart 
       is sharply cut as with a spade’s edge, 
 and turned over vigorously 
         forcefully, 
         violently. 
The work is intermittent. 
Often 
 
I have peace. Then 
When I least expect it, 
     the harrowing work starts up abruptly, 
     catching my breath 
 in the resolute swing of the hoe. 
It hurts. 
 
The pain shoots deep into my heart, 
     but I feel the expectancy 
 that I have experienced in the springtimes 
      when I have prepared the soil 
 with hoe or spade or pickaxe, 
Readying the ground for planting. 
 
For what is this Gardener readying me? 
What will be planted in my heart? 
 
 
This searing pain 
     is as great as the exacting pains of childbirth 
          which have shaken my body, 
 pierced through my consciousness 
     during the labor 
 for the births of my children. 
Surely 
     The Divine Gardener is preparing my heart 
 For its own rebirth, 
And the severity of the pain 
Will eventually give way 
To the relief of birthing, 
and the joy and wonder of a new life, 
 a newborn heart. 
 
Ω Allison Randall is a member of Monadnock Meeting, NH.  
She acknowledges the presence of God as much as possible.  
_____________________________________________ 
 
 
 

 

 
New Team Member    New Address for WCTS 
We are pleased to announce that Margaret Willits 
of Sonora, CA, has joined the volunteer team that 
brings you WCTS.  Margaret is a botanist with 
the U. S. Forest Service, and a longtime Friend.  
She is now the treasurer/bookkeeper for WCTS 
and all subscription correspondence should be 
sent to WCTS c/o her address.  
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SOUL IMPRINT 
by Carol Roth 
I am running out of hiding places. My mother has found  
My favorite one behind the high-backed, cabbage-rose upholstered 
Sofa where I crouch with knees drawn up to make  
A resting place for the books that Daddy sneaks to me.  
She hates books, screams that learning is foolish and  
Only hard, hard work will get us out of the hell we are in  
Caused by him never making enough money and too many kids. 
 
Tonight, my three-year-old legs pump as I spurt for the  
Screen door and run like crazy into the back yard where the  
Tomato plants are tall. I am small; they will hide me until the sound  
Of the beer glasses shattering against the kitchen walls is over. 
I crouch down, shaking even though the summer air is warm and  
Peer up at the stars overhead, so huge and bright that I feel as 
Though I am being sucked into a column that is rising upwards. 
 
It wraps itself around me, this column, enfolds me and slowly, 
The shaking stops and I feel warmth seeping into my tiny body. 
My head tilts further backwards and suddenly, I know that I am not  
Alone in this craziness, that Someone is with me, holding me gently.  
Inside of me a chant begins and grows until it works its way up 
To my mouth and then my lips part to let it out in a whisper that only I  
And the tomato plants can hear: “I love God and God loves me.” 
 
Over and over again, I repeat it because I am unable to stop it. 
“I love God and God loves me. I love God and God loves me….” 
It is not clear to me why I am chanting it. I don’t know who this God 
Is for I am only little and no one has said this name to me before. 
But my heart knows that every syllable is truth, that what I am saying 
Will stay with me and save me, and I also know inside of me that 
It wasn’t like this before, that I was so pure…before this birth.  
Ω Carol Roth is a poet, a writer, and a person on a journey to reach 
the center of her soul.  
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UPCOMING ISSUES 
 
August 2003:  
CELEBRATION AND TRANSFORMATION 
EDITOR:  MARIELLEN GILPIN 
We're not soliciting new material for the August issue, 
because we have accumulated a store of material waiting 
for a theme. For this issue we'll bring you an interesting 
backlog miscellany of stories, poetry, and resources that 
attest to the presence of Spirit in our lives. 
 

November 2003: HEALING 
GUEST EDITOR: JUDY LUMB 
Healing may be accompanied by a sense of the presence 
of the Spirit. Sometimes the body isn't healed but the 
spirit is. Sometimes healing isn't about physical illness. 
Have you or someone you know been healed by prayer or 
other spiritual practice? Share your story of healing with 
readers of WCTS. DEADLINE:  AUGUST 15, 2003 
 

February 2004: ON BEING OPEN AND TENDER 
EDITORS: JENNIFER ELAM WITH PATRICIA MCBEE 
Sometimes when one's heart and soul are opened to 
Spirit, a sensitivity emerges that makes it difficult to  
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function in mainstream culture. Perhaps one is over-
whelmed by the stimuli of going to malls, or watching or 
reading the news is excruciatingly painful. How do we 
tenderly honor our openness and sensitivity? How do we 
open and close in ways that help us remain functional in 
our world? Please share with other readers of WCTS your 
experiences of being open and tender and your 
discoveries of how to be open without being 
overwhelmed.  
DEADLINE: NOVEMBER 15, 2003 
 

Please write for WCTS 
What Canst Thou Say is a worship sharing group in 
print. Its richness comes from the generous sharing of 
readers with one another. Articles of 350 to 1500 
words can be submitted by e-mail to m-gilpin 
@uiuc.edu. By submitting electronically you save your 
volunteer editors the work of retyping your manu-
script. If you cannot send by e-mail please send a disk 
in Microsoft Word or generic text format or your 
paper copy to WCTS, 818 W. Columbia, Champaign, 
IL 61820. Thanks! 
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