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Fr Francis Marsden

To Mr Kevin Flaherty

Fr Seán Fagan kindly sent me his letter (Letters page) before publication. He takes me to task for upholding the Catholic Church’s teaching in Humanae Vitae.  
The Church’s official line is well complemented by the experience of thousands of NFP teachers and millions of couples who have discovered its great benefit, when in conscience before God they discerned it was good to delay the conception of a child. 

Mother Teresa, now Blessed Teresa of Calcutta, spoke thus:  

“I know that couples have to plan their family and for that there is natural family planning. The way to plan the family is natural family planning, not contraception. In destroying the power of giving life, through contraception, a husband or wife is doing something to self. This turns the attention to self and so it destroys the gifts of love in him or her. In loving, the husband and wife must turn the attention to each other as happens in natural family planning, and not to self, as happens in contraception. Once that living love is destroyed by contraception, abortion follows very easily. 

I also know that there are great problems in the world - that many spouses do not love each other enough to practice natural family planning. We cannot solve all the problems in the world, but let us never bring in the worst problem of all, and that is to destroy love. And this is what happens when we tell people to practice contraception and abortion. 

The poor are very great people. They can teach us so many beautiful things. Once one of them came to thank us for teaching her natural family planning and said: "You people who have practiced chastity, you are the best people to teach us natural family planning because it is nothing more than self-control out of love for each other." And what this poor person said is very true. These poor people maybe have nothing to eat, maybe they have not a home to live in, but they can still be great people when they are spiritually rich.”    (3 Feb 94 Washington DC)
Perhaps there is a deeper wisdom and holiness here which even the majority members of the 1968 papal commission failed to fathom.

Consider that in the west, we have been subjected to constant brainwashing by the multi-billion dollar Pill and condom industries, and by secular governments and TV. "They say birth control; what they mean is no birth, and no control."- G.K. Chesterton

Married couples choose to use contraception rather than to try Natural Family Planning for any one of various reasons:

1. They have been wrongly informed that NFP is unreliable – “Vatican roulette” -  when in fact modern techniques are up to 99.6% safe.

2. They are not aware of NFP’s substantial side-benefits to their relationship, in increasing mutual knowledge, tenderness and respect.

3. They have bought into the secular culture which opposes all idea of sexual restraint. Or they are not willing to let Jesus be Lord of their fertility and their marriage.
4. If Catholics, they may have been misinformed by bad advice from dissident priests and teachers. 

4. They simply do not wish to make the effort to learn NFP, or to practice periodic abstinence and self-control for 8-10 days per month. 

5. NFP teachers are few and far between, and the resources of the NHS are heavily ploughed into promoting contraception. 

6. They are not well informed about the damaging side-effects and abortifacient properties of many contraceptives, because of a widespread conspiracy of silence. Nor do they understand the subtle corrosive damage by which contraception gradually undermines matrimony and the spiritual life.

Dr Hanna Klaus (80), a Medical Missionary Sister from Philadelphia, who has spent a lifetime teaching NFP, recently advised: 
“Encourage patients to gain a better understanding of their bodies. The human body speaks the truth, and deserves respect.  Fertility is not a disease. When people tell you (NFP) doesn’t work, tell them you have different information.


“When we stop trying to separate sex from procreation, our society will stop trying to arrest psychosexual maturation at the level of early adolescence. We can then hope to have a society composed of adults who know how to delay gratification and accept responsibility for their actions.”
Rather than cite similar positive developments, Fr Seán draws a fantasy of Inquisitorial “baddies” back in 1968 who intrigued to publish Humanae Vitae “by playing on the fears of Pope Paul VI.”- a“tiny intransigent group of four male celibate clerics with no experience of intimate human love….. a group which worked in almost total secrecy and who finally got their way.” 
This is the stuff of Dan Brown and TV dramas, not serious theology. 

There is one simple answer to the dissent. Three words: John Paul II.  

In Karol Wojtyła, the Holy Spirit chose a Pope with exceptional knowledge of the experience of young married couples, a charismatic university chaplain, a lecturer of ethics at the only Catholic University in Stalinist Eastern Europe, a bishop who spent his holidays hiking, canoeing and skiing with families, a close supporter of Paul VI over Humanae Vitae. A man uncontaminated by the self-centred, indulgent sexual mores of consumerist western nations.

In Familiaris Consortio (1984) John Paul II gave us a fuller exposition of marital love. He speaks sympathetically of the difficulties of married couples. He urges them to do their best in gradually growing to live out the unchangeable law, trusting in the mercy of Christ and drawing on the strength of the Sacraments. Yet the law stands:
“The Church has always taught the intrinsic evil of contraception, that is, of every marital act intentionally rendered unfruitful. This teaching is to be held as definitive and irreformable. Contraception is gravely opposed to marital chastity; it is contrary to the good of the transmission of life (the procreative aspect of matrimony) and to the reciprocal self-giving of the spouses (the unitive aspect of matrimony); it harms true love and denies the sovereign role of God in the transmission of life.”    [Vade Mecum for Confessors Concerning Some Aspects of the Morality of Conjugal Life (n.2.4).] 

Pope John Paul II also warned clergy and theologians: “A grave responsibility derives from this: those who place themselves in open conflict with the law of God, authentically taught by the Church, guide spouses along a false path. The Church’s teaching on contraception does not belong to the category of matter open to free discussion among theologians. Teaching the contrary amounts to leading the moral consciences of spouses into error.” (5.6.87)
The next man chosen by the Holy Spirit to occupy the Chair of Peter, Benedict XVI has  re-iterated this ancient teaching. 

Fr Seán has difficulty with Popes Paul VI, John Paul II and Benedict XVI. Yet surely Jesus says to us today, not “Ignore Peter, he doesn’t know what he’s on about!” but “Stand with Peter. Obey Peter, the Rock on whom I built my Church.” 
The Holy Spirit promised to speak through Peter and the apostles and their successors, not through majorities on commissions. Vatican II describes such infallible papal declarations, which need no approval from any papal commission:
“And this is the infallibility which the Roman Pontiff, the head of the college of bishops, enjoys in virtue of his office, when …. by a definitive act he proclaims a doctrine of faith or morals. And therefore his definitions, of themselves, and not from the consent of the Church, are justly styled irreformable, since they are pronounced with the assistance of the Holy Spirit, promised to him in blessed Peter, and therefore they need no approval of others, nor do they allow an appeal to any other judgment. For then the Roman Pontiff is not pronouncing judgment as a private person, but as the supreme teacher of the universal Church, in whom the charism of infallibility of the Church itself is individually present, he is expounding or defending a doctrine of Catholic faith.” [Lumen Gentium 25]
Liberalising contraception was a priority for many western theologians in 1968. In Latin America, Africa and Asia, generally speaking, it wasn’t an issue. The Third World was happy with classical Church teaching: the children of luxury were not. 

Roma locuta: cause finita est. So this text from C.S. Lewis’ Christian Apologetics (1945), addressed to Anglican clergy, has wider application today: 
“To Dissenting Priests. 

“It is your duty to fix the lines (of doctrine) clearly in your minds: and if you wish to go beyond them you must change your profession. This is your duty not specially as Christians or as priests but as honest men. There is a danger here of the clergy developing a special professional conscience which obscures the very plain moral issue. Men who have passed beyond these boundary lines in either direction are apt to protest that they have come by their unorthodox opinions honestly. In defense of those opinions they are prepared to suffer obloquy and to forfeit professional advancement. They thus come to feel like martyrs. But this simply misses the point which so gravely scandalizes the layman. We never doubted that the unorthodox opinions were honestly held: what we complain of is your continuing in your ministry after you have come to hold them. We always knew that a man who makes his living as a paid agent of the Conservative Party may honestly change his views and honestly become a Communist. What we deny is that he can honestly continue to be a Conservative agent and to receive money from one party while he supports the policy of the other.” 

