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The Catholic Church has always blessed and encouraged large families- they are the most visible sign of God’s bountiful Love.  That is why a deliberate choice by Catholic couples to limit family size for frivolous reasons is an anti sign. For those who have serious reasons to postpone or limit the number of children the Church permits the use of Natural Family Planning.  
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We would like to begin this dissertation on Openness to Life with an excerpt from an article we found on the internet: "The Domestic Church: Forever open to life" by Katie Sciba i: 
"In every Catholic wedding, a couple makes vows to be faithful, total, exclusive, and fruitful. That’s right – Catholics make a sacred vow that they’ll accept children from God in their union; and while there are certainly just reasons to postpone pregnancy in marriage, we’re encouraged to welcome little souls into our families apart from society’s message that kids are a messy inconvenience (Catechism of the Catholic Church 2367-2368). To commit to the vows on your wedding day is to accept the whole personhood of your spouse and to give your entire self in return. For this reason, the Catholic Church teaches that contraception is wrong because it places a condition on the covenant made with God and your spouse; a condition that says, I accept all of you, except your fertility. I accept God’s plan for us, except if He wants to bless us with children (CCC 2370). Don’t worry, this doesn’t mean we need mindlessly* have baby after baby after baby; God gifted us with reason to prayerfully discern the growth of our families and we are free to employ Natural Family Planning for the achievement or deferral of pregnancy (CCC 2370). At this point, it’s obvious that remaining open to more children is not some rosy ideal for affluent, peaceful families – this is a hardcore challenge not for the faint of soul. It takes courageous faith in God’s providence and grace because, let’s be real, parenting isn’t the most comfortable job out there and I can think of a hundred vacations I’d like to take, a nicer car to drive, or more hours to sleep at night. For Andrew and me, wrangling small children tests our mettle hour by hour with tantrums from toddlers and infant insomnia; and truly, the thought of starting over with another new baby some day is exhausting. But we ask for the grace to be open, always open, to what God will ask of our family, knowing the value of one life is incomparable to anything else." 
*"mindlessly": this word used by the author of the article does not in any way imply that couples who seem to have one child after the other are not putting their mind and heart into parenting.  This refers to how a cynical world disparagingly refers to such families who generously cooperate with God to accept all the children He gives them and who trust in His Providence to raise their family.

At this point we would like to share with you our own testimony:

Vally: Anna and I have been married for 32 years and have been blessed with 5 lovely children: first a girl, Nadisha, 31, then a boy, Nimish, 28,  then two more boys: Amish, 23 years and Avinash, 22 years and then our little girl, Shaheen who is 17 years old.  We have been teaching Natural Family Planning (NFP) for about 20 years now and started practicing it about 2 years before that. One of the reasons I found NFP so appealing is that it was one more thing we could do together just like our involvement as a couple in the Marriage Encounter Movement and this was an enjoyable way to be even more intimate with each other. It brought us closer to each other and moreover we experienced a freedom from fear of pregnancy and a freedom to love each other and respect each other as persons.   

When we were 5 years into our marriage, we had 2 children and were struggling financially. We didn’t want any more children for a while till our financial position improved, so we somehow managed to avoid conception with our own brand of NFP – which was basically Calendar Rhythm combined with use of withdrawal and mutual masturbation when we or rather, I, didn’t want to abstain during Anna’s fertile time.

Anna: In the early years of our marriage I found it very difficult to talk to Vally about sex. Vally would bring home some books on the subject from St. Pauls bookshop for me to read. The topics I would read up were about the “positions” in love making and about issues like masturbation, withdrawal, etc. Vally had decided to accept what he had been told at the Marriage Preparation programme that anything between married people is OK as long as both partners didn't mind. Sometimes I would tell him I was uncomfortable about the rightness of what we were doing. But how could I make excuses every time? Not one of these books that we read supported my suspicions. Hence I just tossed them aside feeling very uncomfortable about the whole issue. Besides I was never sure of whether I was really infertile at what I guessed were the infertile times. I had very real fears of getting pregnant again. I had to give in sometimes but I wouldn't feel like a part of the act. I used to say things like: "Do it quickly and let me sleep", "I am tired", etc. After we did our Marriage Encounter (ME) Weekend I was able to talk a little more about sex and also able to tell Vally what I disliked in our love making. As a ME team couple we had to do a whole sharing on sex. But even after that I couldn't tell him everything because nowhere had I read that these acts were morally wrong.
Vally: We were merely pulling along before the Marriage Encounter Weekend but that experience was very encouraging to us -- we knew we could grow -- we saw the vision of an intimate and responsible marriage before us. We became a team couple for Marriage Encounter in 1990, moved to Goa in 1992 and helped to start Engaged Encounter in Goa in 1997. 

But deep down inside I knew that I was using Anna to satisfy myself and it disturbed me. I did try to pick up some books from Catholic bookshops but never found any clear answers. Things came to a head when Anna got pregnant again when our third child was only 6 months. It was terribly embarrassing to face the questioning stares of our friends and relatives.  

When our 4th was about 2 years old, we helped to begin a Marriage Preparation Course called Engaged Encounter at which we had invited a couple to speak about their practice of NFP. God must have been working on his plan for us – though we didn’t see it of course.  But this Engaged Encounter weekend that we conducted in Goa was when we experienced a large dose of how God’s grace worked in our lives. We thought we were good Catholics: What could this couple teach us on NFP? We were quite content with our own brand of NFP: Anna had stopped voicing her misgivings after all these years.

To my surprise, I found the talk interesting. So after the talk I grabbed the book they were lending: The Art of NFP. Once I started reading I couldn’t put it down. The method was not as complicated as I thought at first. It appeared to have a clear scientific basis. I marvelled at how wonderfully Anna’s body was made. Reading further, I found out why Anna seemed to be uncomfortable participating in certain sexual behaviours.
I cried when I realized how I had been using her so selfishly.  

Anna: I was amazed when Vally told me what he had read. I suppressed the urge to say “I knew it” and rejoiced with him instead. We struggled to learn and practice the method from the book: cautiously at first till our confidence grew. It was difficult to abstain during my fertile time. He would keep the thermometer ready for me by shaking it down at night after noting the reading and marking it in the chart. He would also remind me to mark my mucus observations and do the interpretation. He never tried to induce me to make love during our fertile time when we had decided to abstain. Instead because of my hormones, I would try to induce him to make love but he surprised me how he firmly restrained himself, yet was so gentle and understanding and patient with me. When he touched me lovingly during the day, I did not get tense like I used to before. Seeing how Vally was so committed to practicing NFP, my love for him grew. And when we could make love during my infertile times, I could give myself joyfully to him even though I often did not feel like it. Even then Vally would be ever so patient with me to ensure that I enjoyed the experience as much as he did.  

I grew in my respect for Vally. Once we learnt NFP I was no longer afraid of getting pregnant. I learnt that we couples are blessed as we are co-creators with God. God is trusting us to bring future saints into the world. Not even the angels have been given this privilege. I felt a very great responsibility towards the upbringing of our children and so remaining at home and caring for them was not a burden anymore. We then heard a cassette where a mother of 5 who was pregnant with the 6th child was asked why she has so many children. She replied that her children are the only treasures she can take with her to Heaven. Thinking about this often helped me to carry on doing the most important job in the world, whether it was nursing a baby or caring for the older ones joyfully.

Vally: We fell in love with the beauty of the teaching of NFP. We applied to the Couple to Couple League for Natural Family Planning (CCL), USA and were accepted as a Trainee Teaching Couple. As part of our CCL training we were introduced to Pope John Paul II’s Theology of the Body (TOB). The vision of love, sexuality and marriage that the Pope expounds in his TOB is simply amazing. It helped me personally to deal with my lustful feelings

But we also learnt something that no one had ever told us: that even NFP is to be used for grave (serious) reasons (Humanae Vitae ii no. 10 & 16). We really struggled with that one: Weren't four children a serious enough reason? It was not an easy decision to stop using NFP. When we did, we conceived again. 10 weeks later, Anna suffered a miscarriage. We who had always thought that we could get children whenever we wanted to! A lesson learnt the hard way! Humbly we prayed again for God's will. 4 months later we conceived again. This time there were no problems. God blessed us again with Shaheen ‑ our fifth living child. Do children enrich a marriage? Is there something like "too many children''? Aren't children a gift of God?
As each new child came, it became more difficult to make ends meet. But God looked after us - somehow we got just enough money to keep going. After our 3rd child was born we took a major decision to home-school our children and though it saved money, that was not the reason for our decision. Rather, we wanted to take charge of educating our children, enjoying family life with them, seeing that they could go for daily Mass and growing up as good Catholics even if they did not become successful doctors, lawyers or engineers. Though we could afford a TV, we took a radical decision not to get one. We had a computer on which all of us watched a family movie, once a week. We also had a weekly Family Day - every family member including my parents had to put up one item - a song, mimicry, playing a musical instrument or a skit. The children took turns to compere! Once a week we had a Family Meeting - this was the time the children could bring up any complaints they had - about each other or about us or about discipline. Everyone got a fair hearing and we allowed them to negotiate any changes in family rules if it seemed reasonable.  When we had to go anywhere for ministry work, we simply packed up the children and drove off!

Anna: A while after we had Shaheen, our fifth child, we were open to having more children - though we continued charting, we didn't bother about which phase we were in when we wanted to make love. But after suffering about 3-4 early miscarriages, we began to understand that, maybe, God had other plans for our life. Still we kept on hoping - every time my period was delayed, our hearts would beat faster, hoping against hope.  Finally, my body went into pre-menopause, then menopause and we sadly accepted that our child-bearing chapter was closed.  

We have read somewhere that when a couple opens their hearts to more children than the norm, they instinctively begin to depend more on God than their ability to provide for the family. So God helped us to put our children through college.  Our older daughter, Nadisha, is now pursuing a PhD from IIT, Mumbai.  Our eldest son joined the seminary after completing B.E. Mechanical Engineering.  Then the next son joined the same seminary when he was pursuing a degree in Fine Arts. The third son also followed after Standard XII. All of them are with the same religious order - the Heralds of the Gospel. And then our youngest daughter left home to live in community with a group of like-minded girls who wish to join a religious order!  

Recently, our daughter, Nadisha and her husband, James, after trying for more than 3 years, finally conceived and delivered a lovely baby girl, Therese this August!  We are grandparents now, enjoying another baby - we are temporarily living with our daughter and running her household so she can concentrate fully on the baby and her needs.  

And yes, now we can theoretically make love everyday! Practically, we are just so busy washing up, cooking and with ministry work that we can rarely grab the opportunity. And so while it may seem like every day is a honeymoon day, it is not like the times when we would eagerly wait for the infertile days – at that time, it was like experiencing a honeymoon time once a month!  Love-making which had often seemed like a burden, a duty to perform before we learnt and practiced NFP, is now something I enjoy and on many occasions is a small taste of heaven on earth. It may seem to cynical observers that couples practicing periodic abstinence must be losers.  However more and more reports can be found that NFP users not only have more satisfying intercourse, they also have sex more often than those using contraception! iii     

We have decided to present the rest of the paper as a series of questions that we have been asked over the years:

The article quoted above seems to indicate that the Church wants parents to accept all the children that God wants them to have. What does the Church really say about this subject?
Yes, it is true that the Church wants parents to accept all the children that God wants them to have. This simply means that we need to seek God's will at all times. But this does not mean that we are not to use our God-given reason. The most well-known Church teaching, the Papal Encyclical Humanae Vitae, the English translation of which is "Of Human Life" issued by Pope Paul VI in 1968, says: 

 “The responsible exercise of parenthood implies ... that husband and wife recognize fully their own duties towards God, toward themselves, towards the family and towards society, in a correct hierarchy of values (HV 10) (emphasis ours).
To make it very clear, the document further states:
“In the task of transmitting life, therefore, they are not free to proceed completely at will, as if they could determine in a wholly autonomous way the honest path to follow; but they must conform their activity to the creative intention of God, expressed in the very nature of marriage and of its acts, and manifested by the constant teaching of the Church” (HV 10).

Here is another quote from St. Pope John Paul II's Encyclical, Evangelium Vitae (EV), "the Gospel of Life" iv: 

“In its true meaning, responsible procreation requires couples to be obedient to the Lord’s call and to act as faithful interpreters of his plan. This happens [first] when the family is generously open to new lives. [It also happens] when couples maintain an attitude of openness and service to life even if, for serious reasons and in respect for the moral law, they choose to avoid a new birth for the time being or indefinitely." (EV 97) 

So, if the parents discern that there is a need to postpone a pregnancy for the time being or even indefinitely, the document cautions:

"The moral law obliges them in every case to control the impulse of instinct and passion, and to respect the biological laws inscribed in their person. It is precisely this respect which makes legitimate, at the service of responsible procreation, the use of natural methods of regulating fertility” (EV 97).

Has the Church no concern for the over-population crisis? Or is Her real motive to take over the world by sheer force of numbers - by asking all its families to have as many children as "God" wills?

While that would be nice, the sad reality is that very few couples really know and if they know, they are not so enthusiastic as to want to follow Church teaching religiously! The fact is that all the scare-mongers who predicted that the world's population would grow so much that world food supply would not be able to cope have been proven wrong v. On the contrary the world is facing an under-population crisis. And it is virtually irreversible. Compared to the average fertility rate of 2.1 children that is the minimum needed to keep the population at zero-growth rate, almost all the countries of the world are staring at fertility-rates dangerously below 2.1. Christian Italy reports a birth rate of 1.44 births per woman. Germany ranks slightly higher with 1.45, with Poland at 1.32. Singapore has the lowest birth-rate in the world at 0.83 vi. India has a Total Fertility Rate of 2.2 according to the NFHS (2015-2016) vii with many "progressive" states looking at below-replacement fertility rates (Kerala: 1.6 and Goa 1.7 viii).   The world is actually staring at a Demographic Winter.  Over-population is an oft-repeated lie that has long lost its credibility. 

So, it is not true that the Church teaches that a couple must have as many children as they physically can? 
No. In decisions about family size, the married couple “will thoughtfully take into account both their own welfare and that of their children, those already born and those which may be foreseen. For this accounting they will reckon with both the material and the spiritual conditions of the times as well as of their state in life. Finally, they will consult the interests of the family group, of temporal society, and of the Church itself” (Gaudium et Spes, [GS] 50) ix. 

So, what does the Church teach about an ideal family size? 
The Church has no specific teaching about an ideal family size. On the one hand, as indicated previously, couples may take many factors into consideration. On the other hand, there is a general Christian warning against decision-making based solely on materialistic factors. Life is a gift to be shared, and the Christian couple are called to be generous in the service of life according to their circumstances. In fact, till about a few decades back large families were a significant mark of good Catholic families:  

“Sacred Scripture and the Church’s traditional practice see in large families a sign of God’s blessing and the parents’ generosity” (CCC 2373) x. 
In fact St. Pope John Paul II reiterates why it is good to have large families when he declared that “decisions about the number of children and the sacrifices to be made for them must not be taken only with a view of adding comfort and preserving a peaceful existence. Reflecting upon this matter before God, with the graces drawn from the Sacrament, and guided by the teaching of the Church, parents will remind themselves that it is certainly less serious to deny their children certain comforts or material advantages than to deprive them of the presence of brothers or sisters who could help them to grow in humanity and to realize the beauty of life at all ages and in all its variety.” xi
What does the Church teach about methods of regulating births? 
The Church is very clear about the morality of the different available methods of birth regulation:

“When there is a question of harmonizing conjugal love with the responsible transmission of life, the moral aspect of any procedure does not depend solely on sincere intentions or on an evaluation of motives. It must be determined by objective standards. These, based on the nature of the human person and his acts, preserve the full sense of mutual self-giving and human procreation in the context of true love. Such a goal cannot be achieved unless the virtue of conjugal chastity is sincerely practiced. Relying on these principles, sons of the Church may not undertake methods of regulating procreation which are found blameworthy by the teaching authority of the Church in its unfolding of the divine law” (GS 51; see also CCC 2368). 

Thus, we can see that the Church condemns any method of birth regulation that goes against the virtue of conjugal chastity.

Does the Church teach that all unnatural methods of birth control are immoral? 

Yes. In Humanae Vitae, the first-named form of illicit or unnatural method of birth control is abortion (HV 14). This also includes devices and drugs that can cause very early abortions. Such devices and drugs obviously include the abortion drug, RU-486.They also include the IUD (intra-uterine device) and every form of hormonal birth control — the Pill, implants such as Norplant® and injections such as Depo-Provera®. No one can say precisely how often these birth control devices and drugs act this way, but there is no question that all of them can cause a very early abortion in any woman in any given cycle. 

Then, “equally to be excluded, as the teaching authority of the Church has frequently declared, is direct sterilization, whether perpetual or temporary, whether of the man or woman” (HV 14). This condemns tubal ligations, vasectomies, and, again, hormonal birth control. 

“Similarly excluded is every action which, either in anticipation of the conjugal act, or in its accomplishment, or in the development of its natural consequences, proposes, whether as an end or as a means, to render procreation impossible” (HV 14). Such unnatural forms include the Pill and other forms of hormonal birth control, the IUD, foams, diaphragms, condoms, withdrawal, mutual or solitary masturbation and sodomitic practices.

What method of birth regulation is morally acceptable? 
Natural family planning. 

We cannot understand why the Church says that contraception is wrong but NFP or Periodic Abstinence is good?

What is contraception? By definition contraception is "the usage of a device, or method to avoid conception either before, during or after sexual intercourse." To illustrate the definition, the Pill is taken before the sexual act to prevent conception, and the condom is a device that is used just before and during intercourse to prevent the man's sperm from entering his wife's body. Premature withdrawal is a method that is used during the sexual act with a view to avoid impregnation. Methods that are used after the sexual act include vaginal douches and the I-pill (the action of which may not only be contraceptive but could also be abortifacient).

The basic reason for the Church’s opposition to any sinful action is that such action is contrary to the nature God has given us. All sexual sin runs contrary to the way God calls us to love one another. 

Jesus said about marriage, “Let no one take apart what God has put together” (Mark 10:9). This can also be applied to the act of sexual intercourse which has been called “the marriage act” for centuries of Christian history. 

In the natural act of completed marital sexual intercourse, there is a symbolic unity of man and wife. However, in every form of unnatural birth control, there is a positive effort to destroy the procreative potential of the act that God has given us as a unique sign of married love. 

Look at it this way. The marital embrace is meant by God to be a symbolic way in which a couple is called to renew, at least implicitly, their marriage covenant xii. As John Paul II has written, “In the conjugal act, husband and wife are called to confirm in a responsible way the mutual gift of self which they have made to each other in the marriage covenant.” xiii In this bodily union, they are called to affirm anew their original promises of married love, to take each other for better and for worse, to be as one until death separates them. 

On the other hand, the body language of contraception clearly says, “I take you for better but not for the imagined worse of possible parenthood.” Contraception contradicts the built-in meaning of the marriage act.
“Thus the innate language that expresses the total reciprocal self-giving of husband and wife is overlaid, through contraception, by an objectively contradictory language, namely, that of not giving oneself totally to each other. This leads not only to a positive refusal to be open to life but also to a falsification of the inner truth of conjugal love, which is called upon to give itself in personal totality” (Familiaris Consortio 32).xiv
Maybe an analogy may make things even clearer. We know that eating is good. However we don't eat all the time - we eat at meal times or even in between if we are really hungry. So eating and not eating both are in conformity with the "order of eating". However, if you eat and eat and then force yourself to vomit, just so that you can now eat more because you "just love to eat" then you are violating the "order of eating". When we practice periodic abstinence (NFP), there are times when we engage in sexual intercourse and there are times when we choose not to. This is according to the "order of sexual intercourse". However, if we engage in sexual relations and then do something to prevent the natural consequence of such an act (contraception or even abortion), then we are violating the "order of sexual intercourse". 

What is Periodic Abstinence?

Periodic Abstinence is a way to avoid a possible pregnancy by not having intercourse during the wife's fertile phase of her monthly cycle. This presupposes an accurate knowledge of the times of fertility and infertility. How do we know with accuracy the fertile and infertile phases? This is the science of natural family planning or NFP.

What are the advantages of NFP?

First of all, NFP, when properly taught and practiced, is highly effective. The Sympto-Thermal Method is 99% effective at avoiding pregnancy, while the Billings Ovulation Method is 98% effective. This ranks well with the effectiveness of the Birth-Control Pill and even permanent methods like female sterilization and is more effective than devices, creams or other unnatural methods.

Secondly, a couple who uses their knowledge of NFP to regulate the birth of their children enjoys freedom from all side-effects of contraceptive devices or methods. For e.g., the birth-control pill has been proven to have numerous side-effects. In a recent survey, independent journalist and French public radio host Sabrina Debusquat reports that French women are stopping the Pill because they do not find the so-called minor side-effects acceptable: 
69.6% reported a loss of libido, 53.6% weight gain, 51.9% mood disorders (blues, depression, irritability), 36% migraines, 34.2% vaginal dryness. These are in addition to the major side-effects like cancer (the World Health Organization classifies the Pill as a Type-1 carcinogen! xv) and the risks of blood-clots xvi.  

Thirdly, because NFP teaches a woman to become aware of her normal fertility pattern, changes in this pattern can alert her to possible medical problems like thyroid dysfunction or Poly-cystic ovarian syndrome.
There are other benefits too:

Low cost: NFP costs significantly less than other forms of birth control. After learning it, there are no continuing costs. 
Helpful for achieving pregnancy: Couples just change their timing. There’s no waiting period. And there’s been no damage to the woman’s fertility — as can happen with some unnatural methods. 

More satisfying marriages: Most couples report that practicing NFP has a positive effect on their marriages. They find that periodic abstinence helps keep their relationship fresh, improves their communication, and gives them a deeper respect for each other. Couples also like having a morally consistent message to give their children about sexuality.  

In the USA, statistics show that while among the general population (90% contraception usage) there is a high divorce rate of over 50%, those using NFP have a near-zero divorce rate (less than 4%).  Alarmed by this, the Catholic Bishops Conference has mandated a compulsory course in NFP at all marriage preparation courses as a sort of "marriage insurance". 

Morally acceptable: All major religious bodies including the Catholic Church accept the use of NFP by married couples when there are just reasons to postpone pregnancy. The Catholic Church clearly teaches that it is wrong to use unnatural methods of birth control. (So do some Jews, Orthodox, and Protestants.) In addition, hormonal birth control can cause very early abortions by preventing new life from implanting in the mother’s uterus. 

NFP is green:  Couples who practice NFP do not use any devices or chemicals and therefore their carbon footprint is zero. Whereas the hormones in the birth control pill which are excreted by the women who take them find their way into the water bodes and are affecting the fish and other marine creatures negatively xvii.  
Everybody takes the artificial hormone estrogen with their morning cup of tea - there is no water filter available that can block hormone like chemicals.  Already there is research showing that sperm count and testosterone levels in men have dropped significantly due to increase in estrogen in their bodies! xviii Condoms are also treated with spermicide chemicals - these find their way into our garbage dumps and the rubber is not biodegradable.
But does NFP really work? I mean, we have heard that many couples who use NFP get an undesired pregnancy and then they go for abortion. Isn't it better to use contraception rather than the abortion which is murder?

There are a number of issues you have raised in your question. Let's take them one-by-one:

We will start with a common assumption - especially common when you seek advice from medical professionals - "NFP doesn't work", they will tell you. The assumption they are making is that NFP is the same as Calendar Rhythm method. Modern NFP is not the Rhythm Method. The Calendar Rhythm Method was developed in the 1930s and was based on average cycle lengths, but it did not work well for women who had irregular cycles. Tremendous knowledge about the fertility cycle has been gained since then, and modern NFP relies on current-cycle fertility observations. 
Secondly, when you say that you have heard of couples who use NFP then get an undesired pregnancy and then go for abortion, studies have confirmed that the modern methods of NFP (Sympto-Thermal Method and Billings Ovulation Method) are 98-99% effective in preventing pregnancy xix. But this assumes that the users learn the method properly and practice it consistently. Sadly, most Catholic couples learn about NFP as a mere "awareness" talk at their Marriage Preparation Seminar - not a regular class, and assume they have learnt the method. The Couple to Couple League conducts 3 sessions of 2 hours each to teach the method and provide adequate follow-up. The method involves daily observation and charting of cervical mucus and basic body temperature, based on which the couple can make a 99% effective judgment of their fertile or infertile state each day. This practice gives the STM its 99% effectiveness.

Thirdly, besides the fact that contraception is as much a serious sin as abortion, it is a misconception that contraception use reduces abortion because many studies have proven that contraception leads to abortion xx.  We quote from an article in LifeSiteNews xxi "Here's a statistic from the Guttmacher Institute, Planned Parenthood's research arm. This stat makes Planned Parenthood look terrible, so I can't imagine that this is not accurate. They have absolutely nothing to gain by putting this out there: "More than half of women obtaining abortions in 2000 (54%) had been using a contraceptive method during the month they became pregnant."
OK, I accept that the birth-control Pill has proven side-effects - some of them even life-threatening but what about the other methods of contraception?

Sterilization is the permanent surgical destruction of the reproductive faculty. In the man, vasectomy may cause health problems because of the necessity of the body to reabsorb sperm unable to leave it. In the long term there is an increased risk of prostate cancer. The sterilized woman is likely to suffer further gynaecological consequences. The physical mutilation of sterilization frequently causes psychological problems due to guilt and the feeling of loss of self-worth. 

The IUD, as a foreign body introduced into the normally sterile environment of the womb, can cause a chronic inflammation and reduced resistance to infections, which, if they get out of hand, can cause further illness including permanent sterility. It is hardly used in the USA now because the manufacturers have been forced to pay large sums of compensation to users. 

Barrier methods (condom, diaphragm) interfere least with the bodily functions, but latex produces an allergic reaction in some users. When a spermicide is used by itself or as coating of the condom, there is an increased chance of a miscarriage or of the child being handicapped in the event of conception. 

Withdrawal:  Also called as "premature withdrawal" or incomplete sexual intercourse, the husband withdraws from the body of his wife just before he experiences ejaculation. Though not very effective, it is very commonly used by Catholic couples, justifying that it is "natural". However, natural when used in Natural Family Planning does not mean that it is nor artificial, but refers to what conforms to the dignity of the human person - his human nature. This is the only act of birth prevention mentioned in the Bible in Genesis (see Gen 38:3-10), the penalty for which is death! Onan told a lie with his body - going through the motions that signify love and procreation and trying to prevent the natural consequence of it - a sin against the Holy Spirit who is the "Lord and Giver of Life" (Nicene Creed) 
The only other instance in the Bible where God executed the death penalty is in the Acts of the Apostles where Ananias and Sapphira both fell dead because they lied to the Holy Spirit (see Acts 5:1-11). 
Since both the natural and the unnatural methods of birth control have the purpose of limiting family size, aren’t they morally the same? 

Not at all. The end does not justify the means; a common purpose does not make morally equal all the possible means of achieving that purpose. “It is not licit, even for the gravest reasons, to do evil so that good may follow therefrom” (HV 14). A prime purpose of the Ten Commandments is to teach us that we may not act against our created human nature in pursuing some purpose or pleasure. Thus, we may not murder or steal or commit adultery to “advance” ourselves. The Church affirms that efforts at birth regulation “must be done with respect for the order established by God” (HV 16). 

Yes, contrary to what most people assume, there is a vital difference between sterilizing the act yourself (contraception) and just waiting till it becomes naturally infertile (periodic abstinence). As an analogy, imagine you have an old grandmother in your home, bed-ridden and suffering severely. You would naturally wish that grandma receives an early death soon because you can't bear to see her suffering so much. So, what is the difference between snuffing out grandma's life with a pillow one day and just waiting till grandma dies naturally in God's time? End result is the same: dead grandma! The difference is cosmic! In one you take on the powers of God Himself - you play God - the consequences of which are severe. In the other, you let God be God and there is no sin whatsoever. Of course, if you don't see the difference between natural death and euthanasia you will not appreciate the vital difference between contraception and NFP.

Can NFP be used to achieve pregnancy?

Yes, NFP is completely and immediately reversible, unlike most methods of contraception. If you decide that you as a couple want to be open to children, you simply change the timing of sexual intercourse. Instead of using the infertile times to consummate your marriage you use the fertile time (as well) and allow God to act to create life.  

With the Birth Control Pill, the artificial hormones in the Pill can remain the woman's body for upto six months after stopping the Pill. The Pill has also been proven to cause aging of the vagina - which causes considerable difficulty in conception.

Other methods like Norplant require surgical removal of the hormone filled sub-cutaneous inserts with similar residual effects as the Pill. Most hormonal methods of contraception have long-term residual effects.

Sterilization is a permanent method of birth control - technically it can be reversed, but the procedure is not only exorbitantly costly but has only about a 50% success rate. 

Is there any other method of birth regulation besides the systematic forms of NFP like the Sympto-Thermal method and the Billings Ovulation Method?

Yes, there is an asystematic method - breastfeeding - exclusive breastfeeding for the first 6 months and continued breastfeeding after that. This is also called the Lactation Amenorrhoea Method. While it is not 100% effective in preventing pregnancy, some studies claim that around 75% of women will get the benefit of an average of 14.5 months of amenorrhoea (no periods) and assuming they get pregnant immediately their next child will be born about 2 years after the previous child xxii. To improve the effectiveness of this method it should be used in conjunction with the systematic methods of NFP. (Using the birth control pill during breastfeeding can harm the baby since the artificial hormones can pass on to the baby through mother's milk.) Of course, breastfeeding far outweighs formula feeding in terms of superior benefits for the baby and the mother and is a subject of its own. We have breastfed all our children for extended periods of time - the last for 3 years and 9 months!

If the Church is so pro-life as She claims, then why does it frown on Artificial Reproduction Techniques that couples who have infertility issues resort to.  Isn't having children a right of every couple?

To address your last question first, no, a child is not a right. Rather every child is a gift from God.  It is a mystery why some couples are not blessed with the gift of biological children of their own. There are many medical reasons but some couples do not get pregnant even though medicine rules out any medical impediments. The fact is that statistics show that even if everything is normal with the couple, out of 100 couples who have sexual intercourse on or around the ovulation day, only 35 will conceive. Science has not been able to give any conclusive reasons for this phenomenon.  

About the licitness of Artificial Reproductive Techniques - the Church teaches that the pleasure that God has built into the sexual act is meant to further cement the marital bond but it cannot be separated from the life-giving aspect of the sexual act without dire consequences for the human persons involved. That is why the Church affirms that both contraception and Artificial Reproductive Techniques are grave moral evils. The Church affirms that any intervention in the intimate act of sexual intercourse by a medical or surgical technique or by a third human person violates the dignity and sanctity of the sexual act. It also violates the right of the child to be conceived in the proper dignity and sanctity of its parent's marital embrace. There could be certain procedures that do not violate the dignity and sanctity of the sexual act but we will not go into that in this paper.

Conclusion: The Church is a loving Mother who wants only the good of her children. While acknowledging that there may be good reasons why a couple may want to limit the size of their family, she recommends the use of methods that do not violate marital chastity. However she also encourages her children to be open to life and welcome more children into their family. But the decision as to the number and spacing of their children is solely that of the married couple; neither the Church nor the State nor any institution or person has the right to interfere in this decision. The couple is accountable to God alone. To have more children than the world mandates takes courage and sacrifice. 
Christians need to heed the voice of their Lord and Master who reassures us: 

Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest.

Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me,

for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.

For My yoke is easy and My burden is light. (Matthew 11:28-30)
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