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a b s t r a c t

Background: there is something extraordinary in the lived experience of being there at the time of birth.
Yet the meaning and significance of this special time, named Kairos time in this paper, have received little
attention.
Aim: to describe the lived-experience of Kairos time at birth and surface its meaning.
Methodology: this is an interpretive hermeneutic phenomenology study informed by the writings of
Heidegger and Gadamer. 14 in-depth interviews with mothers, birth partners, midwives and obste-
tricians were transcribed and stories from the data were hermeneutically analysed.
Findings: there is a time, like no other, at the moment of birth that is widely known and valued. This
paper reveals and names this phenomenon Kairos time. This is a felt-time that is lineal, process and cyclic
time and more. Kairos time describes an existential temporal experience that is rich in significant sacred
meaning; a time of emergent insight rarely spoken about in practice yet touches everyone present. The
notion of Kairos time in relation to the moment of birth is introduced as a reminder of something
significant that matters.
Key conclusions: Kairos time is revealed as a moment in and beyond time. It has a temporal enigmatic
mystery involving spiritual connectedness. Kairos time is a time of knowing and remembrance of our
shared natality. In this time life is disclosed as extraordinary and beyond everyday personal and
professional concerns. It is all this and more.
Implications: Kairos time at birth is precious and powerful yet vulnerable. It needs to be safeguarded to
ensure its presence continues to emerge. This means maternity care providers and others at birth need to
shelter and protect Kairos time from the sometimes harsh realities of birth and the potentially insensitive
ways of being there at the moments of birth. Those who find themselves at birth need to pause and allow
the profundity of its meaning to surface and inspire their actions.

& 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction

When people talk about the experience of a baby being born
there is a shared knowing. It is often communicated beyond
words, with meaningful eye contact, tears, smiles, nods, affirma-
tive sounds. At times birth may be less than optimal yet birth
always appears to invoke powerful experiences whether they are
of joy or sorrow. Each person may be drawn back into their own
memories of a special time at birth; a time commonly expressed as
powerful, transformative and compelling. Despite the power of
this experience, little attention to the significance of this moment

is evident in the literature. Yet there are hints of something
extraordinary. The words of a midwife in Doherty's study (2010,
p. 100) announce this time, ‘The awe of birth has never dimin-
ished…the spirituality of the moment, the tears in my eyes, and
the lump in my throat’ (Doherty, 2010, p. 100). Leboyer (1975/
1991) referred to the time at birth as ‘a matter of a moment
a unique one’ (p. 99) and Gaskin (2011) described this time at birth
as sacred requiring reverence. In this paper we name such a
moment Kairos time and through stories from those at birth this
notion is explored and described.

Non-rational or indeterminate and intuitively felt experiences
at birth remain unexplainable yet paradoxically are perhaps
the most meaningful and important. There is growing concern
that something of importance is being covered up, forgotten
and ignored at birth within western maternity systems that
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are structured according to technocratic and biomedical under-
standings (McAra-Couper et al., 2010). How a society interprets
birth is fundamental to how a society functions (McIntosh, 2012).
Bartlett (2001) warned that emphasising ‘safety’ over ‘sacred’
would reduce the experience of birth to something secular.
However non-rational aspects of birth are not necessarily opposi-
tional to the rational critical-thinking and decision-making often
required at birth (Klassen, 2001). The thesis of this paper is not
that modern maternity technocracy and medicalisation is lacking
or privative. The purpose of this paper is to turn attention to non-
dichotomous unifying experiences at the time of birth. It is a call to
be mindful of this precious time in ways that safeguard and shelter
something of existential value that needs honouring.

The notion of Kairos time emerged from hermeneutic phenom-
enological research exploring the lived experience of joy at birth
(Crowther, 2013, 2014; Crowther et al., 2014b). One of the major
themes arising from interpretation of the lived experience of joy at
birth is felt-time. The notion of Kairos emerged from interpreta-
tion of felt-time or temporal experiences at the moment of birth.
Kairos time has been explored previously in relation to the crisis of
unwarranted pregnancies (Ayres, 2008), it is now introduced in
relation to experiences of felt-time at the moment of birth. This
paper brings awareness to Kairos at birth and discusses possible
implications of ignoring and forgetting this unique felt-time.

Literature review

The purpose of reviewing the literature in hermeneutic
research is to make the phenomenon more visible, opening
dialogue with the reader and provoke thinking while remaining
attuned to unexpected possibilities (Smythe and Spence, 2012).
The complexity and uncertainty in literature reviewing is an
endless hermeneutic process that unfolds concurrently through-
out the research project (Boell and Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2010). In
dwelling with a wide range of both classic and new writing, our
quest was to stay attuned to the phenomenon of interest and to
consider how other authors drew us into common or new
thinking. Other readers become dialogic partners bringing their
own horizons of understanding to the phenomenon. A more
extensive hermeneutic literature review with a detailed descrip-
tion of the review process has been published previously
(Crowther et al., 2014a). What follows is for the purpose of offering
foci of thinking that will later be gathered together to articulate
the nature of Kairos at birth.

Lineal time and birth

Lineal time at birth is a forward movement of measured time
according to which protocols, procedures and structured tasks are
performed along a predetermined trajectory. In the pursuit of
change we move from one time to another creating a drive that
propels us forward. As Heidegger (1992) argues it is this drive that
allows for temporal succession (Heidegger, 1992). The cultural and
historical rise of biomedical models of childbirth in western
nations has led to conceptions of time at birth as measurable
(McCourt, 2009). It is these contemporary drives in western
maternity care that manifests structured, organised and managed
lineal time. For example, the precise time of birth must be
documented for resuscitation purposes (NICE, 2007). Lineal time
in modern western maternity services has become deeply
embedded exerting authoritative power (Downe and Dykes,
2009). This mirrors an industrial vision of birth that seeks control
through fixed timed parameters paying little or no attention to the
experiential felt-time at birth.

Cyclical time or process time and birth

Cyclic or process time is connected to the seasons, reproductive
functioning and moon cycles that flow endlessly. Natural cyclic
time has a before and after, such as before and after a sunrise.
Cyclical processes around birth have also been named maialogical
time (Kahn, 1989; Dykes, 2007). Maialogical cyclic time describes
dialogic, reciprocal synchronised being together; a time of mutual-
ity and interconnectedness that reveals the relationships between
self and other after birth. Walsh (2009) argues that it is lineal time
rather than process or cyclic time that dictates modern maternity.
Yet time at birth is both lineal and cyclic, there is also felt-time.

Felt-time and birth

To temporalise time is to feel and live time. Heidegger argues
that time temporalises itself rather than time ‘is’ or ‘is not’
something definable (Heidegger, 1927/1962). Felt time is a time
that is lived through and lived in (Vagle, 2014). van Manen (1990,
2014b) describes lived time as felt experience unlike that of clock
or lineal time when time feels to be passing at a different pace. For
example, waiting for the neonatologist to arrive to assist an unwell
newborn or a mother waiting for a sonographer's appointment to
tell her all is well with her unborn child may ‘feel’ far longer than
the moving hands on the clock. Time is an ontological phenom-
enon and thus can never be fully understood. Felt-time as
described here fails to describe human temporal experience at
birth completely. There is more to the experience of time at birth
than the above descriptions together.

Kairos time and birth

Kairos is an ancient Greek notion that is beginning to be
examined more closely in recent years (Murchadha, 2012).
Kairological time describes time qualitatively beyond the lineal
and cyclic. This is a unique felt-time, an invitation to enter into
new ways of being. According to Heidegger, Kairos time provides
fullness of being drawing past and future into unity. Kairos has no
fixed place fromwhich time began or will end. In Kairos time there
is no contrived hierarchy or process; this is a moment of arriving
in a profound felt ‘now’. This is not ‘the momentary now of time…
but is the eternal now’ (Heidegger, 1992, p. 45). Kairos cannot be
ordered, foreseen and articulated in chronological language as
used to describe lineal and cyclic time (Murchadha, 2012). For
example chronological or clock time during birth is adopted to
describe the step by step measures of time to full dilation, birth,
and birth of the placenta.

Conversely Kairological time is a shared experience that finds us
unexpectedly confronted by an enigmatic mystery; a time that
designates the right moment, an opportune or critical moment
(Kazenshe, 2004). This is a moment of life altering possibilities. The
moment of birth is likewise a critical and auspicious felt-time.
Labour and birth can involve overcoming many hurdles requiring
extreme effort and surrender to natural forces. Kairos, too, has been
described as a ‘passing instant when an opening appears which
must be driven through with force if success is to be achieved’
(White, 1987, p. 13). Kairos cannot be grasped, it is fleeting and can
slip away in an instant. Van Manen (2014a) describes Kairos time as
an evanescent moment of sudden seeing which strikes us gifting a
moment of grace, meaningful insights and knowing.

Kairos at birth signals a moment of common significance
beyond individual everydayness. Kairos time includes Dyke's
(2007) maialogical time yet it is more than this interpretation of
time alone. The interrelated nature of people and environment at
birth suggests the time is special and shared (Bergum, 2007).
However there is also the transpersonal and spiritual experiences
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at birth which continually appear in the literature (Lahood, 2007;
Doherty, 2010; Hall, 2010; Linhares, 2012). Ordinary life somehow
transforms into the extraordinary at the moment of birth, ‘…the
experience can seem too strange, awesome or wondrous to put
into words…described variously as mysterious, sacred, spiritual
and intuitive’ (Parratt and Fahy, 2008, p. 38). More than maialo-
gical time Kairos is a moment of surfacing hidden meanings
beyond thinking. Kairos emerges between past and future, beyond
cycles of time, notions of finite and infinite in a felt moment of
insight (Murchadha, 2012). The power of Kairos appears to trans-
form and bring forth knowing beyond everyday preoccupations.
The invisible mysteriousness of life seemingly peeps through in
that moment.

This paper argues that the actual moment of birth is an
extraordinary felt-time which points to hidden meanings
embedded in the experience. Time at birth in the literature
glimpses spiritual connectedness and sacred meanings; this
paper seeks to extend such insights.

Methodology/methods

The research was motivated by desire to uncover meaning in
around the experience of being at that moment of birth. It was
informed principally by Heidegger's [1889–1976] phenomenology
and Gadamer's [1900–2002] philosophical hermeneutics. Follow-
ing ethical approval from AUTEC (Auckland University of Technol-
ogy Ethics Committee) and informed consent, 14 unstructured
hour long interviews collected data from four mothers, three birth
partners (two fathers and one grandmother), four midwives
(working across primary and secondary services) and three obste-
tricians (across private and public services). Participants were
purposefully selected through word of mouth and snow-ball
technique. Inclusion was a willingness to participate, presence at
a birth within the previous two years and no prior or contempor-
ary professional connection to the researchers. All participants
were from the Auckland and Northland regions of New Zealand.
They represented a variety of practice areas and population.
Participants were free to leave the study at any time and counsel-
ling was made available should anyone become distressed and/or
require further support.

Participant recruitment was not dependent on demographic
diversity. The purpose was not to compare difference but rather to
bring various voices to the study and thereby fuse differing
horizons of understanding (Gadamer, 1960/1975). This required
vigilance to stay true and orientated to the phenomenon and not
privilege certain voices and interpretations over others. Interviews
were conducted by the principle investigator. The recorded inter-
views were transcribed and crafted into stories describing lived-
experience. These stories were crafted directly from the verbatim
transcriptions. The crafted stories were returned to participants to
ensure their experiences were not misrepresented in the process.
These crafted stories helped to foreground the meaning structures
of the phenomenon making the incomprehensible and hidden
more visible (Seidman, 1998; Caelli, 2001; van Manen, 1990,
2014b; Vagle, 2014). Analysis was a continued process of discus-
sions and writing cycles amongst the three authors of this paper. It
is the ongoing revealing and interpreting that lies hidden in stories
of lived-experience which distinguishes the Heideggerian style of
phenomenology. Interpretive analysis and subsequent discussion
drew upon a variety of literature.

Pre-understandings

The world of birth is always and already one of shared mean-
ings. Hermeneutic research recognises that researchers always

have concerns and matters that they care about. As a doctoral
student, Susan was called to this study following personal and
professional experiences at birth over many years. As midwife of
more than 20 years in a variety of settings attention to her pre-
understandings, judgements and those of others was essential
(Smythe et al., 2008). Practice and teaching experiences across
different cultural contexts and an interest in the spiritual aspects
of life further informed her pre-understandings. She understood
and felt birth to be a shared experience and more than the
biomedical interpretation that pervaded midwifery education,
health policy and practice. It was these pre-understandings that
incited the questioning that inspired this study.

Declaration of preconceived understandings at the beginning
and throughout the research process contribute to the conditions
of emerging interpretation and are a positive attribute of the
methodology (Gadamer, 1976; Heidegger, 1927/1962). How inter-
pretations emerged and fused provides evidence of trustworthi-
ness of the method (Koch, 1996; Rolfe, 2006). Therefore an audit
trail of the research process was maintained which included
research field notes, email communications, conversations with
colleagues and recorded discussions with research supervisors.

Analysis

The purpose of hermeneutic analysis is to uncover meanings
from the richly descriptive gathered stories of being-there at birth.
This involved an iterative process of moving between details of
specific stories and the data as a whole. As the process of writing
and re-writing, using mind maps, reviewing concurrent literature
and through discussions with supervisors and colleagues, plausi-
ble interpretations surfaced and themes became named and
renamed. It was a process that demanded engaged openness and
vigilance so that the emerging insights from the data maintained
their contextual uniqueness. Yet paradoxically, at the same time,
the findings began to reveal something profoundly universal and
essential to the phenomenon. However, any notions of an essential
and universal nature cannot to be construed as fixed, final and
constant. A claim to a final summation would have contradicted
the ontological nature of the lived experience (Heidegger, 1927/
1962). Congruent with hermeneutic phenomenology, the conclu-
sions reached were therefore interpretations that are ‘on-the-way’
because no phenomenon can be fully revealed (Gadamer, 1976).
There will always be more that awaits uncovering.

Findings

The following stories reveal how Kairos time at birth is
experienced and begin to surface unspoken meanings related to
remembrance of our shared natality wherever and however birth
happens.

Kairos time at birth

In the context of birth, Kairos time is an indeterminate moment
in which something special happens. Amy (mother) describes this
felt-time as an unrepeatable experience:

There is a great joy and laughter. It was very timeless precious-
ness that touched me to my core that I will not get back. It was
like a powerful moment that is somehow sacred. You could
only go along with it and surrender. Birth was the end and this
is the beginning. They're not one and the same.

Amy speaks of surrender to powerful forces at play that altered
the experience of time at birth. The feeling of repeating cycles or
moving from past to present to future are revealed as an eternal
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‘now’ moment. There is a timeless quality at birth that is ‘Neither
merely the present not merely the past nor merely the future, nor
indeed all these reckoned together’ (Heidegger, 1995, p. 148).
There is something about Kairos at birth that completes and
makes whole something extraordinary.

Anehera (midwife) describes a feeling of spiritual otherness:

Birth is not just a medical event or a purely biological event. I
don't believe and feel that it's solely up to us. There is the
mystical going on. That's not always what I feel in that moment,
but that feeling keeps me true to why I became a midwife.

Anahera attunes to something mystical that points to a love for
life and hope of new tomorrows. Being at birth is special time in
which the world lights up suddenly revealing a wholeness. A time
which penetrates deeply into the knowing of life bringing remem-
brance of what has always been there but taken-for-granted. For
Marie (midwife) birth is a sacrament:

In that split second it was an expression and sacrament of the
present moment. When they met their baby it was a sacrament
to me; a sign of God's presence tied up with that wonder thing
welcoming that baby. Birth is God's invitation to be part of
creation, who has invited those there in that moment to be part
of the creation of this universe in the form of this baby. Being
there is privileged [weeps]

Marie's story speaks of a timeless spiritual moment glimpsed in
the silences and spaces between and within words. Marie is
brought to tears as she reflects on being at birth over several
decades of practice. There is a sense of being connected to some-
thing mysterious, something holy that suggests divine presence.

Karl (father) narrates how being there at his son's birth is a
miraculous time like no other:

The moment is the miracle; it is a miracle of the universe to
produce my son. The birth of our baby is a cosmic event. My son's
birth was so obviously extraordinary that it shocked me out of not
seeing everything as miraculous; I was shocked out of my every-
day experience and feeling. His birth was so novel, so obviously
miraculous that it allowedme to tap into the feeling of wow. Being
at his birth last week reminded me that life is mystical.

There is a suddenness constitutive of the experience that
shocks Karl out of his everydayness. Birth is experienced as a
spiritually deeply felt moment that acts as catalyst for change.
Although clock time is part of the experience, it is the personal,
lived felt-time that Karl describes. He experiences a sense of
disconnection and suspension of time. He finds himself in Kairos
time. Yet birth does not always unfold easily. The following stories
show that measuring lineal time at birth is not necessarily
detrimental to the experience of Kairos time.

The change of tempo of time at birth alters perception when
risk is evident as Marie (midwife) describes:

She wanted a water birth, and then a second seemed like a
minute as the shoulder dystocia occurred.

Marie speaks of being at the mercy of time as she focuses on
ensuring a safe outcome. An emergency is disrupting the time at
birth. In the face of possible fetal demise, seconds become
minutes, felt-time distorts what the clock says. Yet a timely
ordered approach to managing shoulder dystocia is essential to
preserve life and ensure that all at birth can enjoy the specialness
of those moments at birth.

The moment of birth remains significant following a lengthy
measured induction of labour and epidural for Cathy (mother):

It was like a powerful moment that is somehow sacred.

Amy (mother) speaks of the precious moment at birth of her
son following a transfer to hospital for a forceps delivery from a
planned home birth:

It is like having all your hands up in the air, it is to be witness to
the wonder and experience that spark of preciousness in
that moment

Cathy's and Amy's experience at that precious time leads to an
embodied feeling of celebration of their son's births. For these
mothers the time at birth remained potent and auspicious despite
unplanned intervention. The meeting with their newborn is
intimate and personal having no evident connection to chronolo-
gical time. Their infants are born at the optimal felt moment
disclosing the gathering of something astounding. In that moment
a shift occurs wherein previous worries vanish leaving a feeling
that all is well. Excitement and awestruck amazement is palpable
in their words. When participants find themselves in Kairos at
birth something extraordinary and overwhelming assails them.
Kairos brings forth further knowing.

Shared natality and Kairos time

Kairos time at birth is a conjoining of past, present and future
as Tui (grandmother) eloquently describes:

In that moment past and future collide. I'm very aware of all of
my ancestors being there. I'm also aware this baby is our future
in this little tiny being, that's struggling to breathe – this is our
future, this is an amazing feeling – as everything comes
together in that moment. There is a kind of spiritual fullness,
like being in gentleness. All of the past, all of the stuff that's
gone into making me, and all of the stuff that's coming out of
me is There! Right there! Like a potential. All is how it
should be.

For Tui being at birth is to be awed in reverence at the
conjoining of all time. She experiences an infant's birth as a shared
miracle projecting possibility into the world. Gray (2011) also
reports mothers connecting to a sense of an unknown past
stretching back in time. There is a sense of birth as journeying
into the future from a vast past that is revealed in the moment of
birth. There is gathering of others; seen and unseen, ancestors and
those yet to come in Kairos at birth.

Brenda (Obstetrician) similarly describes birth as symbolic of
this continuity:

It is more than the medical stuff to me; it's spiritual. There's no
laboratory you could cook that up in! This birth was a symbol
of the continuity of life giving value for our lives, giving
birth value

Brenda experiences this caesarean section birth as the possibi-
lity for newness, a life to be lived. For her birth is a remembrance
of our shared intergenerational natality, not material measurable
birth rate but an ontological aspect of life that has value.

Simone (midwife) speaks of being gifted the possibility of
arriving into the fullness of her being at the time of birth:

There is an interaction with something and sense of being full.
The birth exposed me to something else that doesn't happen
every day. It's an instinctive, embedded knowing; a momen-
tous event generation after generation of women having
birthed that doesn't change. Repetition and connection is all
part of the significance of it all.

There is a timeless space showing itself beyond boundaries in
Simone's story. Simone points to the primordial nature of birth
and how that is connected to all things within a referential whole.

S. Crowther et al. / Midwifery 31 (2015) 451–457454



Everything is part of a cyclic interconnected flow. Yet it is more
than the cycles of time. The physical process links to some
unknown beginning. Birth is something profoundly historical
stretching across all nations and communities throughout time.
Simone attunes to Kairos at birth out of time and out of history.
She does not fully understand what this is but she recognises
something of importance, just out of reach, that is touching her
ontologically.

For Carol (obstetrician) Kairos at birth is illuminated by joy that
thrills:

When this baby was out there was that happiness in the room. I
would say it's pretty universal.

The joy of natality is a collective embodied experience. This
moment is beyond lineal and cyclic time as it is both these and
more. Attuning to Kairos is an ontological moment, an experience
of unified time rather than time that has demarcated distinctions.
There is just the feeling of ‘happiness in the room’. It is not just a
baby being born but others are being reborn into new relation-
ships. The time at birth invokes a gathering, makes community;
draws others nearer and authenticates a truly being-with unlike
most other experiences in life. John (father) describes the
moment:

It is an opportunity for us to grow closer together.

For John being at birth was an opportunity, a new beginning
that transformed relationships.

The moment at birth also traverses professional differences and
brings nearness to those gathered at birth. Brenda (obstetrician) is
touched in that moment:

I'm just moved because it's on those times where you just get
to be a bit more human and soak up the awe. I don't know
exactly what happened in that moment. I couldn't remove
myself from those beautiful experiences and enjoying it, it
seemed so special I was touched so closely.

Brenda is touched ontologically from beyond the dictates of
models of care, institutional practices, history, cultural norms and
professional discourses etc., which temporarily fade into unim-
portance. There is a sharing of smiles and hugs, tears and
celebration when a new human being arrives. The synchronising
social embodied experience resonates throughout at this Kairos
felt-time. Kairos at birth gestures shared mystery that can attune
those at birth joyfully. Birth inspires shared tenderness. It is an
opportunity to re-encounter how meaningful everyday life can be.
Stories of Kairos time at birth and the surfacing of shared natal
meaning has been presented. These findings reveal essential or
common qualities of Kairos time at birth; a moment in and beyond
time, a time of enigmatic mystery and a time of knowing and
remembrance (see Table 1).

Discussion

Grappling with how to articulate this special quality of time at
the moment of birth the notion of Kairos time emerged. Kairos
resonated with participant experiences at the moment of birth in
this study. It is a word which points to that which is beyond
language. The qualities inherent in this notion have begun to be
uncovered in this paper.

Interpretive analysis reveals how birth acts as a catalyst for
transition from a world of ‘me’ and ‘I’ [me-world] to an experience
of ‘us’ [we-world]. When we are not preoccupied with ourselves, a
sense of this unity assails us and we understand that we are
always and already in a world with others. To meet in Kairos at

birth is a remembrance of interconnected wholeness, shared
history and commonality. The moment of birth is experienced as
more than those physically in the room. There are often unex-
plainable numinous or spiritual experiences where participants
are confronted and gathered with unseen others. No one person is
the centre of the birth phenomenon; each is part and whole of the
experience. Kairos at birth reminds us of our shared responsibility
to a future that matters.

Within birth there is a transformative potential that connects and
builds upon history, as De Chardin (1955/2003) poetically suggests it
is like a: ‘…a trunk that plunges down into the abyss of an
unfathomable past, and whose branches rise somewhere ahead in
a future’ (p. 16). Birth is newness, a life of potential to be lived that is
actualising dreams yet to be dreamt and realised (Arendt, 1958). The
suddenness of Kairos for participants emerged like raw vulnerability
that brought them face to face with an enigmatic mystery at the
centre of their being; from where and to where is our origin? To be in
Kairos at birth is to be overwhelmed, confounded and rendered
speechless. Kairos can feel chaotic as our everyday felt-time time
changes. Kairos intensifies the possibility of numinous experiences at
birth and being touched by something holy. Science may help us
understand where and how we arrive physically but ‘…that we are
here remains mysterious…invites question and frustrates our
attempts to provide answers’ (O'Byrne, 2010, p. 20). As O'Donohue
(2012) states a ‘… baby is a creature fresh from eternity’ (p. 29) and
as such remains beyond our understanding.

Kairos at birth has been shown as a moment in and beyond
time, an enigmatic mystery and time of knowing and remem-
brance that transcends other limiting notions of time, place and
culture. Kairological time draws us to insightful reflection which
can surface novel and profound meanings about life (Van Manen,
2014a). Kairos at birth can carry us beyond constraints of struc-
tured processes and expected ways of doing things in modern
maternity systems. We find ourselves in a clearing or ontological
space where life is extraordinary and beyond everyday profes-
sional and personal concerns. Kairos feels like a rupture and
disconnection to lineal, process and cyclic time, it is more than
our everyday felt-time. It is also other than maialogical time which
is cyclic and process in nature. Kairos conflates into ‘the totality of
time’ (Heidegger, 1992, p. 45). Kairos is not a series of now-points
that began at some fixed historical moment ending in a conceptual
notion of eternity. It is a transcendental felt-time (Lemermeyer,
2007; Lahood, 2007). A time described as fluid, sudden, imminent
and timeless inclusive yet more than changing seasons, movement
of celestial bodies and clocks. It is a time, similar in quality to
Csíkszentmihályi's (1975) description of flow that is a ‘holistic
experience that people feel when they act with total involvement’
(p. 36). Yet is more than a flow experience.

According to Murchadha (2012) in Kairos transformation of the
world or revolution is possible beyond our preconceived ideas and
expectations. In Kairos our world can suddenly seem otherwise
and different as different meaningful insights surface. This study
has surfaced the unfolding meaningful natal experience at birth.
Natality brings new hope and the potential for progress. It is the
ultimate creative act (Arendt, 1958; Bergson, 1998/1911). Arendt
speaks of natality as an innate human condition that lays bare our
nature as constant beginners of something new (Arendt, 1958). To
be attuned to our shared natality is to be ‘grounded in the present
moment, supported by the past that is arriving and the openness
of a future that is calling’ (Todnes and Galvin, 2010, p. 4). Those at
the time of birth are not limited to the present, they are projecting
towards the future from their collective pasts. Arguably Kairos at
birth beckons transformation and potential for revolution.

Although Kairos is an optimal temporal experience that is
absorbing, gratifying and enjoyable this may not be the case at
every birth. Although the birth of a baby is expected to be joyous
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and be a defining moment in women's and families' lives, it can
also be a time of sorrow, hardship, distress and fear of harm
(Sawyer et al., 2011). Yet even in times of breakdown at birth when
things go wrong the significance, mystery, wonder and transfor-
mative potential of birth remains (Thomson, 2011; Lupton and
Schmied, 2012; Crowther et al., 2014b). Kairos intensifies experi-
ence and can be a time of both joy and sorrow. Kairos is not a
polarity of opposite felt experience but a unification of experience
(Murchadha, 2012). Kairological moments are times of intense
transformation whether confronted by positive outcomes or when
catastrophe occurs opening us to joy and sorrow in the same
moment. The beauty of Kairos is that experience is whole in and of
itself and helps experiences to be integrated back into ‘normal’
time. Kairos can bring clarity even when birth is less than optimal.

However in some situations interventions may be injudiciously
applied increasing misery and trauma preventing openness to the
gifts of Kairos at birth. We would argue that making the space to
be touched and surprised by Kairos at birth prevents purely
technocratic interpretations of what birth ‘is’. We contend that
21st century maternity technology does not inform what birth ‘is’
in its wholeness. The time of birth is full of meaning and
existential significance. Technology used judiciously can assist in
holding birth safely when required and thus allow Kairos time at
birth to gift something extraordinary in the experience.

Birth, in all circumstances, is more profoundly significant and
uplifting than commonly spoken. Kairos at birth is not something
that can be controlled or consciously desired. To find oneself in
Kairos is an invitation into spiritually felt-time that reveals life as
mysterious. It is a time that can be experienced as sacred reflecting
differing beliefs and cosmologies. Something in Kairos gifts depth
of insight at birth that beckons reverence and respect. It is a
spiritual time that purposefully appeals to us, a time that mean-
ingfully inspires and claims us. Kairos gestures a new under-
standing of felt-time at birth that has not been explored. Naming
this felt experience allows for exploration of deeper experiential

and existential meaning around birth. However to name a phe-
nomenon is to risk stripping it of its fullness. Then again to name
the Kairos at birth is to begin safeguarding its continued
possibility.

Implications

Kairos time calls out to be sheltered and safeguarded at birth in
the turbulence of modern maternity care lest spiritual meaning be
hidden and lost. Kairos is a time to slow down, pause and feel the
significance at birth. Walsh (2009) argues that to savour and
appreciate the profundity of meaning we need to embrace slow
birth. Attuning to the presence of Kairos will assist in ensuring its
continuance. Articulating ontological experiences brings to the
fore new thinking on how we birth our descendants. This may
have yet unknown implications that are far reaching.

It is unclear whether professional presence at the time of birth
conceals Kairos, but it is certainly possible that health profes-
sionals may disrupt it. This paper calls those present at birth to
shelter Kairos time through their actions. Examples of not shelter-
ing include immediate attention to documentation, idle chatter,
clearing the room for the next woman on a busy labour suite,
changing shifts, knocking on doors and entry of unknown others.
Evidence has shown that midwives rushing in and out is dis-
ruptive (Huber and Sandall, 2009). Congruent with Hall's (2012)
thesis, this is a call back to the meaningfulness and art of practice.
Birth should not be hurried for fiscal or managerial reasons. It is a
time to feel awed and humbled; to be tender and compassionate in
ways that synchronise with the specialness of the event.

Although Cheyney (2011) reminds us to acknowledge the
‘celebratory over the clinical…’ (p. 535) the findings of this study
remind maternity care providers to pay closer attention to all of
birth. This study highlights the celebratory and meaningful qua-
lities at the time of birth that foster harmony. There may be an
uneasy alliance between Kairos time and institutional time yet this
is a call to embrace gentleness and humility. Kairos at birth cannot
be managed or created. Mindful, sensitive attention is required to
protect it from carelessness and brutishness. To be in Kairos is a
privilege, a moment of grace to be savoured that touches and
belongs to all. Kairos is a moment of vision, a unique non-
generalisable dream-like moment that suspends other forms of
time; a moment that is not reducible to quantitative observable
processes (Murchadha, 2012). For the most part it is a joyous time
that whispers in the corridors and rooms of our hospitals, birth
centres, communities, homes, midwifery and medical schools. This
paper simply asks those at birth to remember that Kairos at birth
is significant and needs to be safeguarded in every circumstance. It
is a message that needs conveying to families, health-care provi-
ders and emphasised through media.

Limitations and strengths

This study took place in New Zealand and represents experi-
ences from within one maternity system. Although possible
generalisation of this study can be challenged, transferability to
other regions is possible given the universal nature of natality.
Phenomenology gives voice to experiences and interpretations
without privileging one worldview over another. However many
voices were not included in this study; for example same sex
partners, non-gestational and surrogate mothers, adopting par-
ents, anaesthetists and paediatricians. The number of participants
may be lower than in other methodologies but this research was
not a quantifiable study that sought testing or formulation of
theories. It was an ontological project concerned with under-
standing lived-experience and surfacing hidden meaning.

Table 1
Qualities of Kairos time experienced at birth.

Kairos time at birth
Moment both in time and beyond time
Inclusive and more than lineal and cyclic/process time
An intensity of felt-time
An indeterminate time when tempo of time changes
Moments that are special, extraordinary, unrepeatable, exceptional
Time that is astounding, novel and precious
Unexpected time that is surprising, sudden, powerful, overwhelming
Time of amazement and exciting feelings
Time sacred in nature, spiritual, mysterious with potential for unseen
otherness
Significant and meaningful time
Gathering, connecting relational quality of time
Time that brings forth deep knowing and remembrance
Time that alters current and prior perceptions

Shared natality and Kairos time
Moment in time conjoining past, present and future
Profoundly historical yet out of history
Time that gestures unknown beginnings
Transformative time gesturing newness
Time of shared knowing and meaning
Shared embodied celebratory felt-time
Time of potential, possibilities and opportunities yet to unfold
Feeling of fullness, interconnectedness, wholeness and authentic being
together
Time connected to feelings of journeying and continuity traversing
generations
Time that gifts value to birth
A miraculous evocative shared felt-time invoking meaningful insights about
life
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Furthermore, the study represents a journey of thinking that is on
the way. It is not intended to provide final truth or single answer.

Conclusion

Something magical inheres within the experience of being at
the time of birth that remains hidden and unspoken. There are
unresolved and unanswered existential questions about what
birth ‘is’ and how ‘it’ is experienced and meaningfully interpreted.
The time at birth harbours an excess of meaning that is barely
recognised in westernised maternity services. There is a felt
experience at the moment of birth that is fluid and beyond other
definitions of time. Kairos at birth appears to be a common and
unifying experience that liberates those present from their every-
day world gesturing towards profound shared meaning. Words
alone will never fully convey the mysterious quality of Kairos at
birth. Perhaps Kairos can only be understood poetically. This paper
is a reminder to safeguard and shelter something of existential
value. It is a call to contemplate and remember who and how we
are collectively attuning at this unique and precious time.
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