[image: image1.jpg]i METAMORPHOSE

I
A Catholic Ministry for Exposing the Truth about Alternative Medicine, the Occult in Reiki &
Pranic Healing and Orlental Spirtual Exercises of the New Age Movement
" queries and detailed information, please call on MICHAEL PRABHU.

MICHAEL PRABHU, #12, Dawn Apartments, 22, Leith Castle South Street, Chennal 600 028, INDIA.
inet  website : wiww.cphesians-511.net

FROMDARKNESS TOLIGHT  Phone : +91 (44) 24611606, ~e-mail : michaclprabhu@vs



                                                                                                                                             
  NOVEMBER 23, 2017
Contraception and Natural Family Planning
By Catholic apologist John Martignoni
One can follow John on Twitter here, and visit the Bible Christian Society here.
http://www.biblechristiansociety.com/newsletter/139-apologetics-for-the-masses-issue-95
Introduction

This week I’m going to do something a little bit different. The last few newsletters have been an exchange between Pastor Eddie Walker* and myself. Pastor Walker has not yet responded to my last email, although I have received an email from him saying that he will respond. I think it’s taking him a bit longer than usual because he’s trying to figure out how to extricate himself from the mess he’s gotten himself into by declaring that he is NOT seeking God. A supposedly Christian pastor declaring in a very clear and unambiguous manner that he is NOT SEEKING GOD! Well, I put it to him, from the Bible, on that particular issue, and I’m very anxious to see how he responds. 

*APOLOGETICS DEBATE WITH A NON-CATHOLIC PASTOR 02-JOHN MARTIGNONI 

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/APOLOGETICS_DEBATE_WITH_A_NON-CATHOLIC_PASTOR_02-JOHN_MARTIGNONI.doc
You know, Martin Luther had a famous analogy about how utterly corrupt man is, and how the saved man is still corrupt, but he is like a pile of dung that has been covered over by the pure white snow of Jesus’ saving grace. According to Luther, when God looks at a “saved” man, He doesn’t see the dung pile of man, He simply sees the covering layer of pure white snow that is Jesus Christ. Well, I think Pastor Walker thought he was stepping into pure white snow, and didn’t realize that there was a pile of Martin Luther underneath. 


I predict to you that his next response is going to be filled with so many logical inconsistencies and outright nonsense, that you won’t know whether to laugh at how silly it is, or to cry at how sad it is. 


So, since I’m still waiting to hear back from Pastor Walker, this week I’m going to talk about something else – contraception. Several weeks ago I attended the 32-year reunion of my high school class. (Our class enjoys getting together so much that we don’t wait for every 5 or 10 years, but try to meet at least every couple of years.) During that reunion I had an excellent conversation with the husband of one of my classmates. We talked about God, contraception, and cattle futures. It played to my late vocation of Catholic evangelist/apologist, but also to my earlier vocation in the world of corporate finance and investments. Conversations don’t get much better than that.


Anyway, Greg, who is not Catholic, disagreed with the Catholic teaching on contraception, but gave me the opportunity to convince him otherwise. I think I made some inroads with him, but then he asked about NFP and said that he viewed that as basically being the same thing as contraception. And, he didn’t really buy my response to his objection. In other words, while I think I made some headway on the issue of contraception, I didn’t make any on the issue of NFP. So, I thought I should put down on paper my arguments regarding contraception and NFP in order to expand on them in a way that I couldn’t in a 45-minute or so conversation. I hope this exercise proves useful to you should you ever come across folks who question you on these matters.

First, I will argue for why contraception is wrong; then I will argue for why NFP is not wrong. But, where to begin? Well, I always like to begin where one should always begin…“In the beginning…” The Book of Genesis. If you’re going to convince a non-Catholic Christian in regards to the evil of contraception, one of your main weapons is going to have to be the Bible. 

So, does the Bible say anything at all that bears upon the issue of contraception? Indeed it does. Much, in fact. In Genesis 1, verse 26, it says, “Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.” Notice the use of the words “Us” and “Our” here. Since the beginning of the Christian Church, Christian writers have seen the Trinity – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – in these words. So, God says, “Let Us make man in Our image, after Our likeness.” And then what does it say in the very next verse…verse 27? So God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them.”


Male AND female. Now, each individual male and each individual female are made in the image of God in that they have intellect and will. But, there is a manner in which male AND female TOGETHER image God…image the Blessed Trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit…in a way that neither the male alone nor the female alone can, and that is in the combined ability to bring forth new life. 


I made some inroads in my conversation with Greg regarding contraception when I asked him about God’s love. I asked: “What kind of love does God have – pro-creative love or anti-creative love?” I explained that God’s love always brings forth life. It is pro-creative, not anti-creative. God created us…why? Because He loved us. God’s only begotten Son, Jesus Christ, Who is eternally begotten, is begotten out of love. The love between Father and Son is so real, so complete, that it is actually a separate person within the Godhead – the Holy Spirit. So, the Holy Spirit proceeds eternally from the Father and the Son, because of the love of the Father and the Son. God’s love is a pro-creative love. It is a life-giving love. For God, love and life are inextricably linked. For God, to love is to bring forth life.


And then I followed up by asking Greg: “Are not we, as Christians, called to imitate Jesus Christ, the 2nd person of the Trinity?” To which he agreed. What follows from that then, is that if our love should imitate the love of Jesus Christ…the love of God…then it also should be a pro-creative love, rather than an anti-creative love. Our love should be life-giving and not life-hindering. Our love should be an unselfish love, just as God’s love is an unselfish love. 


Bringing this all back to chapter 1 of Genesis, we come now to verse 28. “And God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it…’” God blessed them! How did He bless them? Well, He obviously blessed them with the ability to multiply, but His blessing goes beyond that. God blessed them…with marriage. He took what was one – Adam – that had been made into two – Adam and Eve – and made them one again. He blessed them by making them husband and wife. We see this in chapter 2, verse 24: “Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and cleaves to his WIFE, and they become one flesh.”


So God joins man and woman, Adam and Eve, together in marriage, and what then is the very first thing God says to this married couple? “Be fruitful and multiply.” Be fruitful! Multiply! God’s command to married couples is to be fruitful. To multiply! God is essentially saying, “You were made male and female so that your love could be like Our love. So that your love could be a pro-creative love…an unselfish love…a life-giving love. So that your love could bring forth life just as Our love brings forth life.” 


The love of God is always and everywhere a love that brings forth life. Our love is supposed to mirror, best we can, the love of God. When a husband and wife love each other to the point that a life is brought forth, they are mirroring the action of God as closely as two people possibly can in this lifetime. They are cooperating with God in bringing forth a new life, a new soul! What an awesome thing! 


As Scripture tells us in Genesis 1 that man was brought forth in the “likeness” of God, so it also tells us in Genesis 5 that man brings forth children in his own “likeness.” The exact same word that is used in describing God’s actions, is used in describing the actions of man in conjunction with God. When we love our husband or our wife, and that love brings forth a new creation, we are participating ever so intimately with God in the creation of a new human being! That should boggle the mind of anyone who takes the time to sit and ponder this miracle…this singular gift that has been given to husband and wife.


Now, where does that leave us in terms of the Bible and contraception? Well, the first two chapters of Genesis show us that we were created in the image and likeness of God. And, if we are created in the image of God, then we should love as God loves…with a life-giving love…a pro-creative love. Furthermore, these chapters have shown us that God Himself has linked bringing forth new life with marriage. In fact, it can be rightly said that Scripture here shows us that God has made bringing forth new life the primary purpose of marriage. God makes Adam and Eve husband and wife and the very first thing He does is to command the newlyweds to be fruitful and multiply. 


Let’s look further into Genesis and see if there is anything else here that speaks against contraception. In Genesis 38 we have the story of Onan. Onan is one of the sons of Judah. Onan had an older brother named Er. Er married Tamar. Er died before he could bring forth any offspring with Tamar. So, the custom of the day was that if a married man died before bringing forth a male heir, then his brother should “lay down” with the man’s widow to hopefully bring forth a male heir. If a male heir was born, he would be raised as the deceased brother’s son, rather than the son of his biological father. This was called the Levirate duty of a brother – bringing forth offspring on behalf of his dead brother. 


Well, since Onan’s brother Er had died without an heir, it was Onan’s duty to produce an heir for him, by having intercourse with Tamar. Onan did so, but did not want to have a child that would be considered Er’s son. So, at the moment of copulation, he withdrew from Tamar and spilled his seed on the ground. This is the only time that I can think of, in all of Scripture, that a contraceptive practice is mentioned. And, what happens to Onan as a result of engaging in this contraceptive practice? Scripture tells us that what Onan did was “displeasing” in the sight of the Lord, so God slew him. 


Notice very carefully that Scripture records that it was what Onan “did” that cost him his life, not what he didn’t do. He did not fulfill the Levirate duty of a brother. He did commit a deliberate act of contraception. He was killed for spilling his seed, not because he didn’t fulfill his duty. We can be sure this is true because in Deuteronomy 25, we find the penalty, given by Scripture, for the punishment of someone who does not fulfill the Levirate duty. Is the punishment death? Far from it. It is public embarrassment and humiliation. In Deuteronomy 25:5-10, we see that the punishment consists of the widow of the first brother pulling a sandal off of the non-compliant brother and spitting in his face. Not exactly the death penalty. So, non-compliance with the Levirate duty was punished by being publicly embarrassed. Which means Onan was killed because he contracepted, not because he refused to fulfill his Levirate duty, as some have argued. 


For further evidence from Scripture, I would go to Ephesians 5:31-32 – “‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one.’ This is a great mystery, and I mean in reference to Christ and the church.” What’s going on here? St. Paul is quoting from Genesis 2:24, the very passage I quoted above, regarding the marital relationship between Adam and Eve…between man and woman. But St. Paul takes it one step further and uses this verse to describe the relationship between Jesus and His bride…the Church. In other words, the relationship between husband and wife is analogous to the relationship between Jesus and the Church. Which means the relationship between husband and wife should mirror the relationship between Jesus and the Church. Scripture tells us this is indeed the case. “As the church is subject to Christ, so let wives also be subject in everything to their husbands. Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her.” (Ephesians 5:24-25) 


So, the relationship between husband and wife should reflect…should be patterned after…the relationship between Jesus and His bride, the Church. Married couples should pattern their love on the love of the 3 persons of the Trinity for one another, and on the love of Jesus for His Church…His bride. Question: Does Jesus ever hold back anything of Himself from us? Does Jesus ever hold back the life-giving aspects of His love in His relationship with us? In other words, in His relationship with us, does Jesus ever contracept? (By the way, contraception simply means contra conception…against conception…against life, and in regards to God I am obviously speaking on the spiritual plane – about spiritual life – and not on the physical plane.) Does Jesus ever hold back His life from us? No! 


Does God – Father, Son, or Holy Spirit – ever hold back any life-giving aspect of their love for each other…or for us? Does any person of the Trinity ever hold back the life-giving aspects of their love in their relationship with one another? In their relationship with us? In other words, does any member of the Trinity ever contracept? No! 


Never does Jesus hold back the life-giving aspect of Who He is in His relationship with us. Never do the 3 persons of the Trinity hold back the life-giving aspect of Who they are in their relationship with one another. Never do the 3 persons of the Trinity hold back the life-giving aspect of Who they are in their relationship with us. God loves and so He gives life. We were created in His image and likeness, so our love should give life. 


Why then, if we are to pattern our love for our spouse, our relationship with our spouse, after the relationship of the persons within the Trinity; after the relationship of Jesus Christ with His Church…why then is it ever suggested that contraception be allowed and be considered a good thing? If Jesus doesn’t ever hold back life from us…if the Trinity doesn’t ever hold back life from one another nor from us…then why should one spouse hold back the life-giving aspect of who they are from the other? 


Yet, the vast majority of non-Catholic Christians believe that contraception is perfectly acceptable in the eyes of the Lord. It continually amazes me, though, that some of those who rail against Catholic teachings by claiming that you can’t find the Pope in the Bible, that you can’t find the priesthood in the Bible, that you can’t find the Immaculate Conception in the Bible, that you can’t find the Assumption of Mary in the Bible, and so on…well, ask them where you can find contraception in the Bible and how do they reply? They say, “The Bible is silent on the issue so we are free to believe as we think best in this area.” Do you catch the double standard? They believe the Bible is silent on the Pope on the Immaculate Conception on the Assumption and so on; therefore Catholics are wrong to believe these things. But, the Bible is silent on contraception (according to them), so it’s okay to believe and practice it. Yikes!


My good buddy Dr. Joe Mizzi* once sent me an article on contraception that is on his website. In it he argues that Scripture tells us that sex within marriage is not just for making babies, but for pleasure as well. He states that as if Catholics teach otherwise. (Again, his ignorance of Catholic teaching is on public display.) Anyway, he cites a few Scripture passages to prove his point that sex within the confines of marriage is for the purpose of pleasure as well as the purpose of bringing forth new life. After citing these passages he goes on to make the incredible leap from saying the purpose of sex within marriage is twofold, to giving the thumbs up to contraception. In other words, he thinks that since the purpose of the marital union is twofold, it’s okay to separate these purposes one from the other. 
*FAITH AND WORKS IN JUSTIFICATION-DEBATE WITH ANTI-CATHOLIC-JOHN MARTIGNONI 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/FAITH_AND_WORKS_IN_JUSTIFICATION-DEBATE_WITH_ANTI-CATHOLIC-JOHN_MARTIGNONI.doc

And, he actually says that he “thinks” there is a legitimate use of contraception. He thinks?! Not a single Bible passage does he cite to back up what he “thinks”! Not a single Bible verse that cites where the life-giving aspect of marital union should be separated from the love-giving aspect of marital union – as happens when one contracepts. For Dr. Mizzi, as is so often the case, he takes an either-or position; whereas, as Catholics, we take a both-and position. It is not either love or life, it is both love and life that God bound together in the marital embrace. And, as Scripture says, what God has joined, let no man rend asunder.


But, in truth, he isn’t thinking at all in this matter. If it’s okay to separate the marital union into its component parts – one aspect life-giving and the other love-giving, then you have just opened up a Pandora’s box. Which is exactly what happened when the Anglicans ruled back in 1930 (at the Lambeth Conference -Michael) that contraception was okay. 


If it’s morally acceptable to separate the pleasurable nature of sex, from the life-giving nature of sex, then what happens? Well, the first thing that happens is that all of a sudden, sterile sex becomes morally acceptable. Which means, masturbation becomes morally acceptable. After all, it’s pleasurable, and since it doesn’t have to be life-giving, then it must be morally acceptable. And that leads to homosexual sex becoming morally acceptable. After all, the partners are “in love” and this sexual act between them is pleasurable and builds their “love” for one another, and since it doesn’t have to be life-giving, it must be morally acceptable. 


Then you have pre-marital sex becoming morally acceptable, as long as you do contracept – as long as you are trying to avoid conveying life. Then prostitution becomes morally acceptable. After all, if it’s okay to separate life and love one from another within the sex act, then why isn’t it acceptable to separate life and love from the sex act altogether? I could go on and on, but suffice it to say that this separation of love from life in the marital embrace leads to all manner of perversions. It leads to divorce. It leads to pornography. It leads to abortion. It leads to pedophilia. It leads to bestiality. It leads to in vitro fertilization – separating love from life. It leads to test tube babies. It leads to cloning. On and on and on the list goes. 


But, even if someone does not accept all of these latter arguments, it is nevertheless a fact that nowhere does contraception appear in a favorable light in the Bible, and it’s not because contraception was unknown – various contraceptive methods have been known to man for thousands of years. And nowhere can the argument be made that either the Father, the Son, or the Holy Spirit ever hold back the life-giving aspect of their love. If they don’t, why is it okay for us to?

http://www.biblechristiansociety.com/newsletter/142-apologetics-for-the-masses-issue-98
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I am going to pick up where I left off in Issue #95 on the subject of contraception. I’ll finish my explanation of why contraception is wrong, and then get into why Natural Family Planning (NFP) is not wrong.

I want to finish my argument against contraception, by simply noting that all Christian faith traditions – Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox – used to believe that contraception is morally evil, and I would like to quote some Protestant theologians as evidence of this:

Martin Luther: “Onan must have been a malicious and incorrigible scoundrel. This is a most disgraceful sin. It is far more atrocious than incest and adultery. We call it unchastity, yes, a Sodomitic sin. For Onan goes in to her; that is, he lies with her and copulates, and when it comes to the point of insemination, spills the semen… Surely at such a time the order of nature established by God in procreation should be followed… He was inflamed with the basest spite and hatred… Consequently, he deserved to be killed by God. He committed an evil deed.”


John Calvin: “The voluntary spilling of semen outside of intercourse between man and woman is a monstrous thing. Deliberately to withdraw from coitus in order that semen may fall on the ground is doubly monstrous.”


Adam Clarke (Methodist – 18th century): “The sin of self pollution, which is generally considered to be that of Onan, is one of the most destructive evils ever practiced by fallen man. In many respects it is far worse than common whoredom, and has in its train more awful consequences.”


Johann Lange (Reformed – 19th century): Onan’s sin, a deadly wickedness, an example to be held in abhorrence, as condemnatory, not only of secret sins of self-pollution [masturbation], but also of all similar offenses in sexual relations, and even in marriage itself… It is a crime against the image of God, and a degradation below the animal. Onan’s offense, moreover, as committed in marriage, was a most unnatural wickedness, and a grievous wrong."


Thomas Scott (Anglican – 18th century): Onan’s habitual conduct, was not only unnatural and detestable in itself, but full of envy and malice, and not without something of the nature of murder in it; for the same principle would have induced him to murder a child born to him but accounted his brother’s, if he could have done it with impunity." 


Mr. Scott clearly saw that the contraceptive mentality leads to the abortion mentality and the infanticide mentality.


It wasn’t until the Anglican’s Lambeth Conference in 1930 that any Christian faith tradition approved of contraception. The 1930 Lambeth Conference approved of contraception only in “rare” circumstances, but the hole had been punched in the dike. Even though most Protestant denominations condemned the decision of the Lambeth Conference at the time, within 20 or 30 years, pretty much all of them had changed their teaching on contraception. The Catholic Church stood alone on this issue. 


Aldous Huxley, a British writer who was actually an atheist, wrote his book, “Brave New World,” as a response to the Anglican decision. In this novel, the “utopian” world of the future features promiscuous sex, human embryos grown in hatcheries [think test-tube babies], the separation of sex from reproduction, and so on. It’s pretty prophetic. In other words, here is an atheist, using principles of natural law, who clearly recognizes, back in 1932, what the wide-spread acceptance of contraception will lead to. If you haven’t read the novel, please pick up a copy.


On to Natural Family Planning (NFP). The argument is often made that there is no difference between contraception and Natural Family Planning… at least, when NFP is used to avoid a pregnancy. The argument is that since the end is the same – no pregnancy – then the means to the end – whether NFP or contraception – are morally equivalent. 


Well, let’s look at an example and see if the means to an end matter, even when the end is the same. Let’s say we have two men, both of whom are the main breadwinners in their family. They both work at jobs where the desired end of their work is to provide support to their wives and children. One of them works at a bank. However, the other works at robbing banks. So, the end is the same – they both support their wife and children – but the means are different. So, are the means to the end morally equivalent, since the end is the same? Obviously not. One means of supporting your family is moral, the other is immoral. 


So, I believe I can safely say that the means to an end do indeed matter. That even though the end is the same, different means to that end can indeed differ in terms of their moral standing.


Now, let’s look at NFP and contraception, specifically. Are they different and, if so, how? 


First, what is contraception? Contraception – which means contra, or against, conception – is the deliberate frustration of the natural processes that occur in physical relations between a man and a woman. Contraception basically works by either causing the “spilling” of the man’s seed, or by interrupting the natural cycles of the woman and preventing ovulation. (Note: the birth control pill has both contraceptive and abortifacient properties – it either prevents ovulation (contraceptive), or, if ovulation and then conception occur, it causes changes to the lining of the uterus making it impossible for the brand new human being to implant in its mother’s uterus, thereby causing it to die (abortifacient)). In other words, contraception is the deliberate attempt to use a good given by God (physical relations between a husband and a wife), yet frustrate one of the God-given purposes of that good – the bearing of children. It intentionally separates the life-giving and love-giving aspects of relations between a man and a woman. 


Contraception is akin to bulimia. With bulimia, someone will eat a big meal, but then frustrate the God-given purpose of eating – to provide nourishment to the body – by intentionally causing that meal to be regurgitated. They want the pleasure of eating, but not the results. With contraception, they want the pleasure of sexual relations, but not the results. 


NFP, on the other hand, in no way interferes with the natural God-given processes that occur between a man and a woman. The man’s seed is not “spilled.” The woman’s natural cycles are not interrupted. Everything is just as God decreed it to be. 


Now, someone might say, “But, if you deliberately have sexual relations only during the part of the woman’s cycle where she is infertile, then it is equivalent to ‘spilling your seed.’” 


Well, my answer to that is to ask a series of questions: Is it immoral for a husband and wife to have sexual relations at any time during a woman’s cycle? The answer to that, is of course, “No.” Next question: Does God require of us that we have as many children as we are physically capable of having, or does He recognize that there are times when it is necessary for us to temporarily abstain from having children? I don’t know of any theologian, Catholic or Protestant, who says God requires of us to have as many children as we are physically capable of having. Next question: Since God does not require of us that we have as many children as it is absolutely possible for us to have from a physical standpoint, does He then provide us with a moral means whereby we can temporarily abstain from having children when we have sufficient reason to do so? I believe the answer to that question is, “Yes.” I believe the answer to that question is, “Yes,” because God has plainly given us a natural means by which to avoid pregnancies – carefully considering the woman’s natural cycles of fertility. Last question: Does the Bible give us any indication as to whether or not contraceptive methods are acceptable in God’s eyes? The answer is, “Yes.” 
Again, the story of Onan in Genesis 38 that I discussed in Issue #95 and to which the Protestant theologians I mention above refer to. And we see, quite clearly, from the Bible that God is not pleased with contraceptive practices. The Bible shows us they result in death. 


So, to sum up these questions and answers: It is not immoral for a husband and wife to have sexual relations during the infertile period of a woman’s cycle; God does not require us to have as many babies as it is theoretically possible for us to have – He recognizes that there are times when foregoing a pregnancy may be necessary; as such, He must have given us some morally-acceptable way to at least temporarily abstain from having children; and He has shown us, in the Bible, that there are immoral ways to abstain from having children. So, is there a difference between NFP and contraception? You bet there is. Furthermore, contraceptive methods, as we see in Genesis 38, lead to death.


And we can see in our own times that death does indeed come from contraception. Physical death in the form of AIDS and other sexually-transmitted diseases that flourish because of promiscuous sex made possible by contraception and the widespread acceptance and practice of homosexual sex that is the natural consequence of separating the unitive (love-giving) aspect of sexual relations from the procreative (life-giving) aspects of sexual relations. Spiritual death that results from unrestrained lusts and sexual desires that are unleashed when the natural consequences of sex are separated from the sexual act itself. Men treating women as mere objects – within marriage and without – for their sexual gratification. Widespread pornography. Pre-marital sex. Extra-marital sex. The death of marriages. The death of nations and of peoples as their populations implode because of declining birth rates. The death of millions of unborn babies as the contraceptive mentality – the anti-life mentality – leads directly to the abortion mentality, and the deaths of millions of already born children as the abortion mentality leads directly to the infanticide mentality. The acceptance of contraception also leads to the basest of perversions – child pornography, pedophilia, bestiality, and so on. All of this results from the widespread acceptance of contraception. Death, death, perversion, and more death. 


What else does contraception do? Well, since the most common contraceptive used is the birth control pill (and, lest anyone should write, the pill is also abortifacient, but most women who use it do not realize this), then we have millions upon millions of women chemically polluting their bodies. The birth control pill has led to all sorts of ill health effects for women, not the least being rising rates of infertility. Think about it. A woman who uses birth control pills is chemically telling her ovaries to basically shut down their egg-producing function – sometimes for 10 or 15 years or so. Then, all of a sudden she wants to have a baby and she expects that her ovaries will just kick right in after years and years of chemical abuse and inactivity? Sure they will…


Now, let’s look at what happens with NFP. With NFP, the love-giving and life-giving aspects of sexual relations are not separated. There is no natural outgrowth from NFP of all the horrendous consequences mentioned above that result from contraception. The NFP mentality, one of working within God’s design to temporarily avoid a pregnancy, does not lead to any of the consequences that the use of contraception does. And, even if NFP was widely misused, does anyone think it – with it’s built in safeguards against unrestrained sexual relations – would lead to the sexual excesses that contraception has led to? Ain’t no way!


And when I mention the possibility of NFP being misused, what I mean is this: As with anything, it can be misused for ill purposes. If a couple uses NFP to avoid having children on a more or less permanent basis, for reasons that are not “serious” – in other words, if they have a contraceptive mentality, even if they do not use contraception…if they have an anti-life mentality…then their use of NFP would be immoral. NFP is to be used when there are grave or serious reasons for avoiding a pregnancy…it is not to be used as a “natural” alternative to contraception. But, again, even if it is misused, the requirements of NFP – the periodic abstinence, the communication required between man and woman, and so on – keep some check on the passions, so that there would not be the same consequences as what happens when contraception releases the passions from all restraint.


I will close by saying this: Contraception seeks the pleasure of a God-given good, while deliberately frustrating the God-given consequences of that good. NFP, abstains from a God-given good, for a time, to avoid the consequences of that good. Again, it’s akin to bulimia vs. fasting. When one fasts – let’s say you skip lunch for a while – to lose weight, you abstain from the pleasure of eating so as to temporarily avoid the natural consequences (taking on additional calories) of eating. You also train your will to control your passions, as you do with NFP and periodic periods of abstinence. With bulimia, you enjoy the pleasure of eating, and then participate in the unnatural act of intentionally throwing up what you have just eaten in order to avoid the consequences of eating. Essentially the same thing with contraception.


NFP vs. Contraception – are they the same? I don’t think so.
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After sending out last week’s issue, I received a number of questions, comments, and rebuts, so I’m going to address several of those in this newsletter.
Before I get to the questions and the comments I received, and my responses, I just want to mention a couple of things:
1) As one person who sent me an email pointed out, I stated that someone should use NFP only if they have “serious” reasons. That is what I have heard many times from many different sources. However, in the Catechism, the actual terminology used is “just reasons.” He mentioned that he thought the term “serious reasons” laid too much of a burden on couples considering using NFP. Well, it seems to me that a “just” reason, would pretty much have to be a serious reason. A reason involving mental, emotional, or physical health. Serious financial reasons. And so on. Not something along the lines of, “Well, we want a new car and we really want the new Mercedes convertible, but if we have another child, we’ll have to get a van, and probably a used one.” Whether one uses the word “serious” or “just” to describe the reasons to use NFP, I think a couple should thoroughly review paragraphs (CCC) 2364-2371 when trying to decide God’s will for their particular situation.


2) Some scripture verses to consider: 1 Cor 7:5 – “Do not refuse one another except perhaps by agreement for a season, that you may devote yourselves to prayer…”

Eccles 3:1, 5 – For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven…a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing."

Hmmmm…

In the interest of it mattering that the means justify the ends, I have to take issue with you. I don’t disagree with your overall “ends” (conclusions), but some of the ways you get there fall out of your usual extremely logical progressions. Particularly:
“Physical death in the form of AIDS and other sexually-transmitted diseases that flourish because of promiscuous sex made possible by contraception and the widespread acceptance and practice of homosexual sex that is the natural consequence of separating the unitive (love-giving) aspect of sexual relations from the procreative (life-giving) aspects of sexual relations.”

I believe condoms prevent the “flourishing” of AIDS by having a 99% success rate in preventing it’s spread, which is higher than the condom’s contraceptive rate. Additionally, I believe the hundreds of thousands of babies born with HIV each week in Africa would argue with you that contraception hasn’t necessarily promoted the spread of AIDS or promiscuous sex. If contraception were being used, they wouldn’t be being born, right? People are promiscuous and spread disease regardless of the availability of contraception, this is well documented in public health records. It is the natural (or unnatural) progression of temptation and evil. 

In addition, the last 15 years have seen the rates of HIV among homosexual men plummet with public health and awareness initiatives, while rates have risen drastically in heterosexuals, IV drug users and, particularly, in third world countries where little contraception or education is available but promiscuous sex is common. Again, promiscuous sex is not “made possible” by contraception nor by the acceptance of homosexual practice. Promiscuous sex among gay men was far more rampant before being gay was widely accepted and many, many more men were “in the closet” when HIV was being spread unchecked. That doesn’t mean contraception is right, and I’m not saying that, but I think your statement in this case is wrong and weakens the rest of your argument. Speaking as a physician, these are the battles I fight every day in arguing against contraception, so your facts have got to be straight.


Response: 

I believe part of this objection to what I said is based on some poor wording on my part, but I will also have to say that I disagree with some of what the doctor is saying here. Regarding my wording, promiscuous sex is not necessarily “made possible” by contraception – people can and do engage in promiscuous sex with or without contraception. So, that was poor wording on my part. What I was saying, even though I didn’t say it clearly, was that the incidence of promiscuous sex greatly increases with the widespread availability of contraception and that it is the mentality which accepts the separation of the unitive (love-giving) and procreative (life-giving) dimensions of the sexual act as being “legitimate” or a “good thing,” which makes promiscuous sex possible. And, as the incidence of promiscuous sex grows, so does the incidence of sexually-transmitted diseases (STDs).

Regarding where I disagree with what the doctor says, it’s that while condoms may indeed reduce the rate of the transmission of HIV among homosexuals, they do, however, ‘make possible” a lot of promiscuous sex among homosexuals. I also disagree with his conclusion regarding promiscuous sex among homosexual men being far more rampant before being homosexual was widely accepted. He should have said promiscuous sex among homosexual men was far more rampant before HIV hit the scene. It has nothing to do with the fact that homosexual sex is, unfortunately, much more accepted by the general public today than it was 20 or 30 years ago. It has to do with the possibility of dying if you engage in certain sexual behaviors. Plus, according to things I’ve read lately, the homosexual male community is not taking the threat of AIDs as seriously as it did in years past, and the incidence of promiscuous sex is rising among this population.

Furthermore, the doctor’s comments focused specifically on condoms in regard to the transmission of AIDs. In the heterosexual population, AIDS is not the #1 sexually-transmitted disease, and condoms take a backseat to the birth control pill – which does absolutely nothing to prevent the spread of STDs. Also, in third world countries, sex education and the availability of contraception has been a factor in increasing the rates of promiscuous sex. And, even with the availability of condoms, which are shipped to Africa by the millions, the spread of HIV has not slowed down. Only in Uganda, which has heavily promoted abstinence, have they seen a significant decline in the rate of HIV infection. 


The fact of the matter is, that since contraception has become widely available, the incidence of promiscuous sex has multiplied many fold. The level of public morality has greatly decreased. The incidence of STD’s has shot through the roof. The objectification of women has taken firm root. Divorce rates have increased. The incidence of adultery has increased. The incidence of pre-marital sex has increased. Contraception does not make promiscuous sex itself possible – as there are people who will engage in promiscuous sex regardless of the availability of contraception. However, contraception does indeed make the widespread increase in promiscuous sex possible, because many people would not engage in such behavior were it not for the availability of contraception.


But it all comes back to the fact that sterile sexual acts, whether it be contraceptive acts, homosexual acts, or masturbation…are all made possible by the mentality that it is okay to separate the life-giving and love-giving aspects of sex. If one accepts the premise that these two aspects of the “marital embrace” can indeed be morally separated, then one has no moral grounds to argue against pre-marital sex, extra marital sex, homosexual sex, masturbation, contraceptive sex, or even bestiality. 

I really object to your analogy of bulimia in comparison to contraception. My wife has this horrendous eating disorder, and I can tell you beyond the shadow of a doubt, it is NOT voluntary, it may have begun that way for some sick reason such as a mother telling her she MUST LOSE WEIGHT!!, SHE WILL NEVER MAKE THE CHEERLEADING SQUAD AS FAT AS SHE IS!!!!, it soon becomes a mental illness. I really don’t think you meant to offend anyone, but please change your analogy to something else. 

Response: 
This is really just a misunderstanding of what I was saying. The act which is at the heart of bulimia – the deliberate and self-induced regurgitation of food – is analogous to contraception in the sense that it is an unnatural act that deliberately frustrates the end of a natural God-given process…just like contraception. The analogy has nothing to do with whether the action involved is voluntary or involuntary or whether or not it is sinful. The analogy revolves solely around the frustration of a process that is a natural God-given good, by an action that is unnatural and harmful to the person or persons involved. 


My analogy between contraception and bulimia is not to infer – in any way, shape, or form – that bulimia is something that is intrinsically evil, as is contraception. Nor is it to imply that someone who suffers from bulimia is participating in a necessarily sinful act, as is someone who uses contraception. As this person wrote, his wife is suffering from a mental illness. So, while the action of repeated self-induced vomiting is intrinsically disordered, the person suffering from bulimia is not committing a sin, as free will is no longer involved. 

I already know the answer, but I was hoping you could elaborate on two points so I can explain this to my Messianic Jewish friend. What about vasectomies (or tubal ligation) and practicing contraception if your spouse strays and becomes infected with an STD?

Response: 

With vasectomies and tubal ligations, you have intentionally rendered the sexual act sterile by engaging in some unnatural means to frustrate the ends of God’s design. You have made the transmission of life through the sexual act impossible. You have separated the life-giving and love-giving aspects of the sexual act. You have, essentially, rendered asunder what God has joined together. 


Regarding a spouse that strays and contracts an STD, from a practical standpoint, by the time the cheating spouse realizes they have an STD, or admits to having strayed, the non-cheating spouse has usually already been exposed to the disease and may have already contracted it. But, even if that is not the case, then the morality of contraception stays the same…it is intrinsically evil and should not be engaged in. Is this a difficult thing to accept and to live with for those in that situation? Undoubtedly. Does the difficulty of the situation cause the immorality of the act to somehow be lessened? Absolutely not. In situations like this, the spouses have to weigh all of their non-contraceptive options and choose accordingly. 


The only options may be to abstain from sexual relations or to engage in them and take the risk of contracting the disease. In such situations, one needs to rely more completely on God than ever before, because only with God will it be possible to live through such a situation. Jesus never said that following Him would be easy. If doing the right thing…if living a moral life… was easy, then Jesus never would have said that the path to Heaven is narrow and difficult and few there are who follow it. A situation such as this is the result of sin and, unfortunately, sometimes the sin of one makes the life of another very difficult… but through such difficulties we are given an opportunity to grow closer to God. 

I’m replying to your comment on NFP, as being used only when there is a serious or grave problem, and that pregnancy has to be avoided. Are you saying that all Catholic couples using this method have great dangers and serious problems? If the Catholic couples are not to use NFP as an ongoing form of contraception, what else can they use?? There are a lot of families I know that use this method and they use it as a contraceptive, and to me that’s no different from taking the pill or other methods, you are still avoiding pregnancy. If you want to say that the use of contraception today makes it easy for people to have casual sex when they please then I agree, but that is another issue. We need to address the issue of what is the right form of contraception and really at the end of the day you really didn’t make a strong point. 
You were too busy going on about, sex, homosexuality, pornography and so, these issues have nothing to do with birth control. If you can’t use the pill, or condoms or whatever else there is to prevent pregnancy, and you can’t use NFP unless you have serious health issues, then what does a couple use? You have left no options for people to choose. You stated that a Catholic couple cannot use NFP as ongoing contraception and couple shouldn’t use any other form of contraception, then what option have you given people???? NONE. And just for the record, I don’t use any contraception as I’ve had a hysterectomy due to illness, so I don’t have that problem. I just feel you didn’t leave any answers for couples to go on. Contraception is one thing, the abuse of sex is another, they are two different topics, instead of giving advice on what couples can use, you tended to linger on all the morally wrong uses of contraception. I would have preferred you to give informative information for couples to use, not opinions of the abusive use of the contraceptive pill and so on. 

Response: 

The answer to this is…there is no “right form of contraception.” The Catholic Church teaches that contraception is “intrinsically evil.” The whole point of my last newsletter, which was apparently missed here, is that Natural Family Planning (NFP) is not the same thing as contraception. Contraception is inherently wrong…NFP is not, although it can be used in an improper manner.


Also, I did not say that someone cannot use NFP unless they have “serious health problems.” I said that someone should not use NFP except for serious reasons. These reasons have to be determined by each individual couple – through prayer, through discussion with a priest or other spiritual guide, and so on. They could include health reasons, or financial reasons, or a number of other reasons – but it is a decision that should not be taken lightly. 


The comment, “Contraception is one thing, the abuse of sex is another,” is simply wrong. The use of contraception is always an abuse of sex. Again, NFP is not contraception. When practiced in accord with Church teaching, it is different in practice, in method, and in philosophy from contraception.

Major flaw in your argument is that every time you eat, as God intended, you take on additional calories to maintain your body functions. But it should be obvious that God did not intend that every sex act (between husband & wife) to have the possibility of creating new life, by the fact that in a women’s natural monthly cycle, she is only fertile for a small period of time (where an egg is present to be fertilized by the sperm), in fact that is the premise of NFP, through the thermo-symptom method, you know when the fertile period is and you abstain from sex then. If God had intended that every sex act between a husband and wife to have the possibility of creating new life, God would have had to made women fertile with an egg all the time. The fact is, the opposite is true. Also how “natural” is NFP when you use thermometers, plastic spoons, charts, pencils, (all these come in your NFP kit which you can buy at many Catholic bookstores), etc.. to determine a women’s fertile time. I am not for sure it is that much less “artificial” than some of the other artificial contraceptives. 

Response: 

I got a bit of a chuckle out of this one. To say that NFP is somehow not “natural” because you use “thermometers, plastic spoons, charts, and pencils” is a rather ridiculous claim. None of these things are used “in the act,” as contraception is. None of these things directly frustrate the purpose of God’s design, as contraception does. 


Now, regarding the “major flaw” in my argument, again, the analogy was simply that someone suffering from bulimia does something unnatural to deliberately interrupt and frustrate a natural process, designed by God, and to interfere with the end of that process. Contraception does the exact same thing. The analogy, when limited as I have limited it, does indeed hold. Are contraception and bulimia 100% analogous in all of their aspects? No! But that’s irrelevant to my argument.

My wife and I have been blessed with four beautiful children – two boys and two girls ages 15, 12, 9 & 6. I am 40 and my wife is 37 and I must say at this time in our lives we are not planning on having another child. I’m not sure what constitutes a grave reason for not having more children, but for me I think another child at this time in our lives would send my wife (and possibly me) to the ‘looney’ bin. Please don’t misunderstand. We love our children more than anything and consider them gifts from God. As a parent yourself, however, I would think you would understand how raising children is a lot of hard work. I guess my question centers around the fact that doesn’t there come a time in a couple’s life that the number of children they have been blessed with becomes ‘enough’ and NFP becomes a more or less permanent means for avoiding pregnancy? Is it immoral to reach that point or are we always supposed to be anticipating that ‘one more child’ until child bearing becomes naturally impossible? 

Response: 

As I mentioned earlier, each couple has to decide for themselves what constitutes serious reasons to use NFP. Parenting is indeed hard work. I have four children ages 11, 8, 6, and 3. Because of them I don’t get as much sleep as I could otherwise. I don’t have as much money in the bank. I have to spend a lot of time doing things that, given my druthers, I wouldn’t do. I don’t get to just sit back and relax or read books like I would with fewer children. And, in spite of all of that, and in spite of the fact that I am 50 and my wife is 42, I would love to have another child. Unfortunately, for whatever reason, that has not yet happened. 


Now, this is not to imply in any way that I am somehow “better” than the person who wrote this question because I want more children and he doesn’t. Not at all. It’s impossible to know the full extent of the circumstances these folks find themselves in from such a short blurb. But, one question I ask folks is this: Do you truly believe that God will not give you more than you can handle? It’s easy to give mental assent to this concept, but to give the assent of the will to this concept is a little bit more difficult. I’ve doubted God so many times, and He has proven Himself to be true to His Word so many times, that I simply don’t doubt Him anymore. Just like I doubted the Church so many times, but she has proven herself right so many times, that I don’t doubt her any more. 


Maybe the reason we haven’t had any more children is that He knows we couldn’t handle it. After all, my wife has absolutely horrible pregnancies. She has morning sickness morning, noon, and night for eight months. She’s miserable. I’m miserable. But, if God does give us another child, then I know that no matter how difficult it is, He will give us the grace to get through it…as long as we turn to Him instead of relying on our own powers. It wouldn’t be easy, but it is through those difficulties that we are given the opportunity to grow in grace…to grow closer to God…to become saints. 


Jesus said that the greatest love a man can have is to lay down his life for another. Well, I think that giving up your life – as you would live it given your druthers – in order to bring forth life in cooperation with the Creator of all life, kind of falls under the category of laying down your life for another. No greater love can you have than to lay down your life for another. And what blessings will result because of that?


Again, though, this is not to say that you just have to push out as many babies as possible. Mother Teresa taught NFP to thousands of Indian women whose whole families lived in the streets. They had sufficient reason not to bring forth more children. Each couple has to decide for themselves, through prayer and possibly through consultation with their priest, what, for them, is a serious or sufficient reason to engage in the practice of NFP. It may be that for this particular couple, four kids is the number God wants them to have. That’s between them and God. 

You always seem to make sense John. But your e-mail brings up an interesting question. A number of the guys get together for some bible study and moral discussions. Most of us are 70 or some older, not able to have sexual relations so we try to satisfy other ways and vice versa for the wives.

And we wondered what was the difference, that is, once in a while when you really get the drive and also for health reasons, referring here to the prostate, you masturbate. We wondered how sinful that is. MIND you there is a lot of restraint but sometimes that just goes so far. Anyhow we would love to hear you remark on the subject because we are in the dark on it. Thanks a lot John. We read aloud all your e-mails and every one is impressed. 


Response: 

To respond to this question I will point to paragraph 2352 of the Catechism, which states that masturbation is an “intrinsically and gravely disordered action.” This is true whether it occurs inside or outside of marriage. However, the circumstances of the sin (see paragraph 2352) may lessen the gravity of the sin. But, this sin could indeed be a mortal sin for any individual engaging in such an act. I recommend that if one has trouble conquering this sin, that they go to Confession often and that they always go to the same priest. There is one exception to the general rule that I have heard moral theologians speak of, and that is if a woman is stimulated in such a manner as to reach a climax, but that it is necessary for this action to immediately precede or follow the “marital act.”
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Introduction

This week, I thought I would give you an idea of what we are up against from within the Church. From folks who call themselves “Catholic” and who attend Mass and receive Communion each and every week. 

A couple of months ago, in response to the HHS contraceptive mandate, Bishop Baker of Birmingham and Archbishop Rodi of Mobile issued a joint statement speaking of the coercive nature of this federal mandate and in defense of religious liberty and so on. For the complete text of the statement, you can check out this link: http://www.mobilearchdiocese.org/wt/client/v2/story/WT_Story.cfm?SecKey=222. 
In the Birmingham News, three “Catholic” couples responded to the Bishops’ statement with a Letter to the Editor that was just beyond the pale. Below is the full text of that Letter to the Editor, and after that the letter is repeated, but with my response to that letter interspersed between paragraphs. My response was printed in a series of articles in our diocesan newspaper over the course of three weeks, so that’s why you will see phrases like, “In last week’s column…” Even though the names of those who signed the letter are a matter of public record, I have not printed the names here, but if you are curious, you can see the letter and its signees at the following website: 

http://blog.al.com/birmingham-news-commentary/2012/02/our_views_disagreeing_with_bis.html 
Letter to the Editor:
Disagreeing with bishops doesn’t make one unfaithful…
Non-Catholics should understand that the Catholic bishops’ recent dispute with the federal government is less about birth control than it is about internal church disagreements over who speaks for the Catholic Church in dialogue with government on matters of faith and morals.  Many of us practicing Catholics adhere to the teaching of the 1965 Vatican II Council that, while the bishops have teaching authority, so their views are entitled to great respect, they do not have exclusive authority to speak to the government for the church in matters of faith and morals. Rather, each member of the church has a duty to form beliefs, to make judgments about faith and morals by following her or his conscience in light of Gospel values and reasoned consideration of both present circumstances and Catholic tradition, and to speak to their lawfully elected government as Catholics. 
Many Catholics do not agree that "Catholics consider to be immoral" the birth-control measures provided by federal health care programs, as claimed in the Feb. 3 letter of the bishops of Mobile and Birmingham that was read from the pulpits of most Catholic churches. We are offended by the letter’s suggestion that our disagreement with the bishops means we are not "faithful members" of the Catholic Church. We were not consulted by the bishops nor asked for our views on the matter.  So, the bishops’ cry that the "religious liberty" of the Catholic Church is being challenged raises the question: Whose religious freedom is being threatened? The freedom to choose birth control, a part of the prematernal health care of 98 percent of women in the U.S., is not in any way coercive. In fact, denying a woman access to a fundamental health care service available everywhere is coercive. 
The current position of the bishops appears to be an attempt to claim the power to impose their moral judgments not only on the many non-Catholics who serve or are served by institutions affiliated with the Catholic Church, but on us faithful Catholics as well.  We reject the implication that our disagreement with the bishops disqualifies us as faithful Catholics. We are the church, even more so than are the bishops, and we will not abandon, nor be driven from, the beloved community that is the home of our spiritual lives. 
***

“Non-Catholics should understand that the Catholic bishops’ recent dispute with the federal government is less about birth control than it is about internal church disagreements over who speaks for the Catholic Church in dialogue with government on matters of faith and morals. Many of us practicing Catholics adhere to the teaching of the 1965 Vatican II Council that, while the bishops have teaching authority, so their views are entitled to great respect, they do not have exclusive authority to speak to the government for the church in matters of faith and morals. Rather, each member of the church has a duty to form beliefs, to make judgments about faith and morals by following her or his conscience in light of Gospel values and reasoned consideration of both present circumstances and Catholic tradition, and to speak to their lawfully elected government as Catholics.”

My Response:
There is a line from one of my favorite poems, An Essay on Criticism, by Alexander Pope, that came to mind when I read the paragraph above: “A little learning is a dangerous thing, drink deep or taste not the Pierian spring.”  It seems our letter writers did not drink deep enough in regard to the documents of Vatican II, because the claim that there is something in the documents of Vatican II that somehow gives each individual an authority equal to that of the bishops when speaking to the government (or anyone else for that matter) on matters of faith and morals is simply without merit.  

In the Vatican II document, Gaudium et Spes (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World), paragraph #77 speaks to the relationship between the “political community” and the Church.  Here is some of what it has to say: “It is of supreme importance…to work out a proper vision of the relationship between the political community and the Church, and to distinguish clearly between the activities of Christians, acting individually or collectively in their own name as citizens guided by the dictates of a Christian conscience, and their activity acting along with their pastors in the name of the Church.”

Christians may indeed speak to their government individually or collectively, but the words and actions of these individual Christians acting on their own, are not to be confused with the words and actions of those Christians acting “along with their pastors in the name of the Church.”  In other words, individual Christians, acting on their own, have absolutely no authority to speak for the Church to the political community on matters of faith and morals.  They do not speak “in the name of the Church” as do the pastors (i.e., bishops) of the Church.  So, contrary to what was written in that letter, there are no “internal church disagreements over who speaks for the Catholic Church in dialogue with government on matters of faith and morals.”  It is the pastors who speak for the Church.  Every Catholic who understands and is faithful to the teachings of Vatican II would agree on this. 

Furthermore, paragraph #77 states: “But at all times and in all places the Church should have true freedom to preach the faith, to proclaim its teaching about society, to carry out its task among men without hindrance, and to pass moral judgments even in matters relating to politics, whenever the fundamental rights of man or the salvation of souls requires it.”  

Vatican II speaks of the right of the Church to “pass moral judgments even in matters relating to politics.”  Note that nowhere does this paragraph, nor any part of this document, nor any Vatican II document, speak of the individual as having the same level of authority as the pastors of the Church “to pass moral judgments” in matters relating to politics.  
In fact, as mentioned above, Vatican II makes it quite clear that while the individual does indeed have certain rights and freedoms with respect to activities vis-à-vis government, it is, nevertheless, of “supreme importance” to distinguish these activities from those of the Church.  Vatican II simply does not support the premise of the letter writers.

Now, I do not wish to ignore the role of the individual and their conscience, as each individual does indeed have it within their capacity to form moral judgments in accord with their conscience and to act on those moral judgments.  I will speak to that next week.

“Many Catholics do not agree that ‘Catholics consider to be immoral’ the birth-control measures provided by federal health care programs, as claimed in the Feb. 3 letter of the bishops of Mobile and Birmingham that was read from the pulpits of most Catholic churches. We are offended by the letter’s suggestion that our disagreement with the bishops means we are not "faithful members" of the Catholic Church. We were not consulted by the bishops nor asked for our views on the matter. So, the bishops’ cry that the "religious liberty" of the Catholic Church is being challenged raises the question: Whose religious freedom is being threatened? The freedom to choose birth control, a part of the prematernal health care of 98 percent of women in the U.S., is not in any way coercive. In fact, denying a woman access to a fundamental health care service available everywhere is coercive.”
My Response:
In last week’s column, the assertion of the letter writers that Vatican II gave individuals an equal standing as the Bishops, in terms of being able to speak to the government on behalf of the Church in matters of faith and morals, was shown to be fundamentally flawed and without merit.  This week it will be shown that their understanding of matters dealing with “conscience,” is equally so.  

The Church does indeed teach that one must obey the judgment of his conscience.  For a man to deliberately act against his conscience is to “condemn himself,” according to paragraph #1790 of the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC).  So, for the individual, the judgment of conscience holds a place of primacy, in a sense.  However, that does not mean that the judgment of an individual’s conscience somehow trumps Church teaching.  Unfortunately, there are many within the Church who seem to be operating under the mistaken notion that this primacy of the judgment of conscience for the individual, somehow holds a moral equivalency to the teaching of the Church.  That simply is not so.  

The problem for the individual is that even though we have to obey our conscience, we have to first and foremost make sure our conscience is a well-formed conscience.  Because only a well-formed conscience is “upright and truthful” (CCC #1783).  It is indeed possible to have consciences that, not having been properly formed, make bad judgments.  And the judgment of an improperly formed conscience can lead one into sin, even mortal sin.

Since Vatican II was cited in that Letter to the Editor, let’s see what it says about forming one’s conscience.  “In forming their consciences, the faithful must pay careful attention to the sacred and certain teaching of the Church.”  That seems clear enough.  And, if it isn’t, we have this from the Catechism, “…rejection of the Church’s authority and her teaching…can be at the source of errors of judgment in moral conduct,” (CCC #1792).  In other words, if your conscience renders a judgment that is contrary to Church teaching, you are operating with a poorly formed conscience.  To continue the quote from Vatican II, “It is [the Catholic Church’s] duty to proclaim and teach with authority the truth…to declare and confirm by her authority the principles of the moral order,” (Declaration on Religious Liberty, #14).    

So we see once more that the Church, not the individual, has – according to Vatican II – the authority to teach, declare, and affirm the principles of the moral order, and that the individual, in forming their conscience, “must pay careful attention” to the teaching of the Church.  So someone can still sin, even if they are acting in accord with the dictates of their conscience, if their conscience is malformed and is telling them something that is contrary to the teaching of the Church.  The judgment of conscience is not equivalent to the teaching of the Church.  And, relating to the particular matter at hand, the Church teaches that contraception is “inherently evil” (CCC #2370).  This truth is not going to change no matter how many “faithful” Catholics ignore it or reject it.  

As the Catechism states, “The education of conscience is indispensable for human beings who are subjected to negative influences and tempted by sin to prefer their own judgment and to reject authoritative teachings,” (CCC #1783).  We all need to continually educate and form our consciences in a spirit of prayer, a spirit of humility, and a spirit of obedience to the Church that Jesus Christ founded.  Through our obedience, we will enter into His rest, so today, “Harden not your hearts,” (Hebrews 4:5-7). 

“The current position of the bishops appears to be an attempt to claim the power to impose their moral judgments not only on the many non-Catholics who serve or are served by institutions affiliated with the Catholic Church, but on us faithful Catholics as well. We reject the implication that our disagreement with the bishops disqualifies us as faithful Catholics. We are the church, even more so than are the bishops, and we will not abandon, nor be driven from, the beloved community that is the home of our spiritual lives.”
My Response:
So far we have shown that the arguments of the letter writers with regard to the teachings of Vatican II, the moral standing of individuals vis-à-vis the Bishops in regard to who speaks for the Church, and the understanding of the formation and workings of conscience are fundamentally flawed and without merit.  This week we will show, once again by using the documents of Vatican II, that their understanding of the Church’s hierarchy, and of the Church itself, is equally so.

According to Vatican II, “Episcopal consecration confers, together with the office of sanctifying, also the office of teaching and ruling…In fact…by the imposition of hands and through the words of the consecration, the grace of the Holy Spirit is given…in such wise that bishops, in an eminent and visible manner, take the place of Christ Himself, teacher, shepherd, and priest, and act as His representative,” (Lumen Gentium, #21). 

So the statement, “We are the church, even moreso than the bishops,” is one that does not, in fact cannot, come from the pen of anyone who has actually read the documents of Vatican II.  The Bishops, not the laity, are the successors of the Apostles.  So says Vatican II.  The Bishops, not the laity, have been given the authority of Jesus Christ, by virtue of their ordination, to uphold and defend the truth taught by the Church.  So says Vatican II.  

Since my return to the Church some 22 years ago, I have encountered a phenomenon on too many occasions to count, that absolutely boggles my mind each and every time I run across it.  Not too long after returning to the Church, I started encountering – in Bible studies, small group studies, in “Catholic” periodicals, and in one-on-one conversations – this idea that Vatican II had somehow changed the teachings of the Church.  I was told at various times that Vatican II had changed the Church’s teaching on the priesthood, on marriage, on contraception, on Confession, on the Eucharist, on sin, on the liturgy, on this, and on that.  

But, a funny thing happened.  After hearing all about the things that this Vatican II Council had changed, I decided to actually read the documents of Vatican II.  Imagine my surprise when I found out that this Vatican II thing, while it had indeed changed some Church disciplines and practices, never changed a single doctrine or dogma of the Church.  Not one!  

So, for the last 22 years, I’ve heard or read literally hundreds of people who claim Vatican II teaches things that it actually never taught. This particular letter being yet one more example of this phenomenon – what I find to be a profoundly sad phenomenon. 

So, if you ever hear someone say something about Vatican II changing this or that teaching of the Church, I can guarantee you that you will not get a specific citation to back up the claim.  You won’t get it, because it doesn’t exist.  There is nothing in any document from Vatican II that changes Church doctrine or dogma…nothing.  

I find it a bit ironic, that the Bishops’ response to the government’s attempt to impose its will on the Church, is being characterized as an attempt by the Bishops to “impose their moral judgments” on others. That is completely backwards – the government is doing the imposing here, not the Bishops.  The Bishops are doing what they have been called by Christ to do, and people are reacting accordingly. 

As St. Augustine said, “People hate the truth for the sake of whatever it is they love more than the truth. They love truth when it shines warmly on them, and hate it when it rebukes them.”  And what the Bishops of the Catholic Church do, is teach the truth.  They do not attempt to “impose their moral judgments” on anyone.  They teach the truth, and people quite often do not want to hear that truth.  They teach the truth that they have been entrusted by our Lord Jesus Christ to teach, as shepherds of the flock that our Lord Jesus Christ entrusted them to lead.  
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