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1968 was a year of revolutions and student demonstrations in university cities. It was also the year in which Pope Paul VI re-iterated the Catholic Church’s doctrine of married love. 
Married couples have no right to put asunder that which God has joined together – the unitive and procreative dimensions of conjugal love-making. Put more simply: sex is for babies and bonding. To exclude fertility artificially and deliberately from the marital act is sinful.
To put the matter in historical context: Until 1929 every Christian denomination - Catholic, Orthodox, Anglican, Protestant - was in agreement that the use of contraception was immoral – “an invitation to vice” as the 1908 Anglican Lambeth Conference declared it.
In 1929 the Lambeth Conference broke ranks. Hesitantly they admitted a limited use of family planning methods. They succumbed to relentless pressure from the birth control lobby, coupled with promises of more stable and happier marriages, less unwanted children.
They were at first roundly condemned by Lutherans, Methodists and other Protestant groups, but within a decade, most of these had altered their teaching too.
In 1958 the Anglican bishops accepted contraception unreservedly. The Catholic Church was left as the only western Church still in opposition. 
The 1960’s development of the anovulant Pill led many to believe that, because it did not pose a physical barrier to the sexual act, it might find favour with the Vatican. As we now know, it represents a temporary chemical sterilization of the woman, plus abortifacient back-up effects.
A strong head of pressure built up anticipating a change in Catholic discipline. Many clergy and laity were misled by their theologians and moralists.
Then Paul VI published Humanae Vitae, maintaining the historic line. The teaching was not his to change. It was an irreformable part of the natural law, taught definitively by the Church since its beginnings. 
“Since the Church did not make either of these laws, she cannot be their arbiter—only their guardian and interpreter. It could never be right for her to declare lawful what is in fact unlawful, since that, by its very nature, is always opposed to the true good of man. 
In preserving intact the whole moral law of marriage, the Church is convinced that she is contributing to the creation of a truly human civilization. She urges man not to betray his personal responsibilities by putting all his faith in technical expedients. In this way she defends the dignity of husband and wife.”
Those who had sown the wind now reaped the whirlwind. Campaigners for change staged a storm of public dissent.
Rev Charles E. Curran, instructor in moral theology at The Catholic University of America, Washington DC and nine other professors met by prearrangement with the Washington Post, to receive the Encyclical section by section as it came off the press. 
By 9 pm on the day of promulgation they had received the whole text. By 3.30 am they had composed their 600 word ‘Statement of Dissent’ and obtained 87 signatures of theologians. Over 600 eventually signed. Their public dissent from Pope Paul VI was broadcast by TV and at a press conference the next morning. 
As Curran himself writes. “What was unique about this reaction was the prompt, public and organized manner of the dissent.” 
An international storm followed. The first of Paul VI’s prophecies had come true: “It is to be anticipated that perhaps not everyone will easily accept this particular teaching. There is too much clamorous outcry against the voice of the Church, and this is intensified by modern means of communication.” (HV 18)
Cardinal Shehan of Baltimore wrote later in 1982 ‘The first thing that we have to note about the whole performance is this: so far as I have been able to discern, never in the recorded history of the Church has a solemn proclamation of a Pope been received by any group of Catholic people with so much disrespect and contempt’.” 
Cardinal James Francis Stafford has recently published an article “The Year of the Peirasmos: 1968” on these events. Peirasmos is the Greek word used in the Our Father for “temptation” or “testing.”
He was a 36-year old priest in the Archdiocese of Baltimore at the time. Invited along to a priests’ meeting to discuss the Encyclical, he was expecting a chance to read Humanae Vitae, which he had not yet seen.
Instead, one pastor plus some priests from the local seminary read out the Washington “Statement of Dissent.” The leader asked the priests all to sign it, without giving any time for discussion, reflection or prayer. Each had to answer simply “yes” or “no.”  Stafford recalls: “Everyone agreed to sign. There were no abstentions. As the last called upon, I felt isolated. The basement became suffocating.”
Stafford alone refused to sign. There followed emotional and intellectual coercion worthy of a Stalinist regime. The leader tried to force him to change, using language fit for the marines. He became visibly angry and derided Stafford’s integrity. 
The wounds and distrust opened up between diocesan priests and within religious orders over the 1968 debacle often remain unhealed.
What has happened since?
The children of contracepting marriages have taken to heart the lesson their parents gave them. They have drawn the logical consequences. If sex can be artifically divorced from procreation and used for pleasure alone, then what is wrong with masturbation? What is wrong with sex outside marriage? Is anything wrong with homogenital sex, if adults consent and enjoy it?
If you can have sex without responsibility, why bother getting married? Remember the old saying: “Why buy the cow when you can get the milk for free?” Pre-marital sex has become socially accepted, indeed expected. In the U.S. about 90% of engaged couples who come to the Catholic Church for marriage are already sexually active. 
The widespread acceptance of contraception has fostered the pan-sexualisation of society. Now fornication, adultery, pornography and homogenital sex are considered unexceptional.
            What had Paul VI prophesied in 1968? He forecast that contraceptive practice would indeed lead to:
 
1.Marital infidelity and a general lowering of moral standards. 
2. Corruption of the young
3. Men forgetting “the reverence due to a woman, and, disregarding her physical and emotional equilibrium, reduce her to being a mere instrument for the satisfaction of his own desires.”
4. Governments forcing family planning methods upon their populations, intervening “in the most personal and intimate responsibility of husband and wife.”
 
The contraceptive revolution has led to a massive increase in divorce rates among married people, because… 
 
1. Once sex is removed from the list of things which make marriage unique and valuable, and is available outside of marriage, a married couple at risk have one less reason to try to stick together. 
2. When children are contraceptively excluded or minimized, there is less motivation to hold a marriage together.
 
3. Contraception facilitates adultery by largely removing the threat of illegitimate children. More adultery means more divorce.
UK divorces in 2006 equalled 54% of the number of marriages. Can our civilization survive this unparalleled breakdown of family life?
In 2006, 49.4% of British babies were born out of wedlock. By now it has probably passed the 50% mark for the first time ever. 
Children are suffering an appalling toll of emotional upset and social disadvantage. It is they who pay the price for adult sexual irresponsibility. 
Janet E. Smith summarises the effects of the widespread acceptance of contraception: 
“There is no question that contraception has greatly increased the incidence of sex outside of marriage. Certainly very few people marry as virgins. Many people start having sex early in a relationship.
 
The pattern of marriages in the United States is often something like this: multiple sexual partners before marriage; a two- or three-year period of cohabitation, all the while contracepting; two or three years of contracepted sex after marriage; suspending with contraception for a short period of time in order to conceive the first child; return to contraception; suspending contraception to conceive the second child; then the wife or husband gets sterilized; then they get divorced.
 
This is not the pattern of courtship or marriage that God had in mind.”
 
Basically, parents should be “generous with the gift of life,” putting their marriage at the service of God. If there are grave reasons to space children, Natural Family Planning may be used. It has advanced by leaps and bounds and is now highly effective. It respects the natural cycle and helps to build up the spouses in chastity, tenderness and self-control. 
 
Cardinal Stafford gives an honest assessment of where the Church stands after the decades of dissent. 
 
“Diocesan presbyterates have not recovered from the July/August nights in 1968. Many in consecrated life also failed the evangelical test….the abyss has opened up elsewhere. The whole people of God, including children and adolescents, now must look into the abyss and see what dread beasts are at its bottom. Each of us shudders before the wrath of God, each weeps in sorrow for our sins and each begs for the Father’s merciful remembrance of Christ’s obedience.” 
