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The Return 
Some scientists have proposed 
that when a woman has a baby, 
she gets not just a son or a daugh-
ter, but a gift of cells that stays 
behind and protects her for the 
rest of her life. That's because a 
baby's cells linger in its mom's 
body for decades and – like stem 
cells – may help to repair dam-
age when she gets sick. It's such 
an enticing idea that even the sci-
entists who came up with the idea 
worry that it may be too beauti-
ful to be true. [NPR, Morning 
Edition, Feb. 8, 2006] 

“Twice I heard it on the radio, 
and stopped what I was doing to 
listen,” wrote Barbara Crafton in 
her Almost-Daily eMo, “each time 
with a peace inside that I have not 
known before... 

“Decades after, some of the babies’ 
cells live within us still... apply-
ing their reproductive powers to 
replace cells killed by disease. 
They may rush to the place where 
disease has invaded to help us fight it. 

“It is true of all babies, not just 
live births. Stillborn babies’ cells 
live on in their mothers. Miscarried 
babies, aborted babies. All of them, 
no matter how many there were: 
at a cellular level, they still are.” 

Scientists are investigating three 
hypotheses. According to the 
Good Hypothesis, cells of the ba-
bies stay in the mom to protect her 
for the rest of her life. The Bad Hy-
pothesis suggests that those cells 
gather at inflammation sites, con-
tributing to mom’s autoimmune 

diseases. The Bystander Hypoth-
esis says the cells do nothing. All 
three remain in contention. None 
has been disproved. 

It’s a theory, a hunch in search 
of hard data. The big question 
noted in the National Public Ra-
dio story is, “Can scientists find 
evidence that fetal cells are ac-
tually doing repairs when mom 
is stricken?” 

If controversial stem cells can 
restore health to others, Robert 
Krulwich suggests on the NPR 
web site, why can’t fetal cells be-
come healthy heart cells for 
mom’s bad heart? Why can’t they 
become lung cells for bad lungs? 
Why can’t these fetal cells be the 
ultimate human repairers? 

According to an August 2005 ar-
ticle at www.newscientist.com, “It 
now seems that ... stray stem cells 
from a growing fetus can colonise 
the brains of mothers during preg-
nancy, at least in mice. If the find-
ing is repeated in humans, the 
medical implications could be pro-
found. 

“Initial results suggest that the 
fetal cells are summoned to repair 
damage to the mother's brain. If 

this is confirmed, it could open up 
new, safer avenues of treatment for 
brain damage caused by strokes 
and Alzheimer's disease. 

“This is a long way off, but there 
are good reasons for thinking that 
fetal stem cells could one day act 
as a bespoke brain repair kit. It is 
already well known that during 
pregnancy a small number of fetal 
stem cells stray across the placenta 
and into the mother's blood-
stream... They can survive for de-
cades in tissues such as skin, liver 
and spleen, where they have been 
shown to repair damage. 

“Nature's ploy to ‘treat mother’ 
makes evolutionary sense, too, 
because the fetus has a better 
chance of survival if the mother 
is fit and healthy both during and 
after pregnancy.” 

Is this army of protective cells, 
gifts from a mother’s children, a 
far-fetched idea, too beautiful to be 
true? 

I’ll be watching the research 
journals for further news on this 
research that fascinates, touches 
and entices me. 

Thank you, Mother Crafton, for 
picking up on it. 

For this my son was dead, and is now alive. 
He was lost, and now is found. 
And they began to celebrate. Luke 15:24 

Canon Bill Lewellis has been communication minister for the 
Diocese of Bethlehem since 1986. 
The Rev. Barbara Crafton’s Almost-Daily eMos are accessible at 
www.geraniumfarm.org and posted on “Bethlehem of Pa.” 
The NPR story may be accessed at 
www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=5195551. 


