
Question:  What is the Church’s teaching on “birth control”? 

The birth control issue is often one of the least understood in Catholic morality. When discussing 

and reflecting on the issue of birth control, the first thing to be clear about is that the Catholic 

Church is not opposed to couples limiting their number of children. In fact, the Church 

encourages and exhorts couples in the direction of what is called "responsible parenthood."  

In considering how many children to have and when to have them, a husband and wife, 

according to Catholic Church teaching: "will thoughtfully take into account both their own 

welfare and that of their children, those already and those who may be foreseen." Common sense 

tells us that a couple should only have as many children as they can properly take care of. This, 

of course, means different things to different people. For some couples, large families are a real 

blessing. A couple may find joy (in the midst of challenges and sacrifices) in raising a number of  

children, and the children enriching each other's lives. For other couples, a smaller number of 

children is the wiser course for reasons of health, temperament or finances. 

Regarding the means to determine number of children, the teaching of the Catholic Church states 

that artificial (condoms, diaphragms, intrauterine devices, etc.) and chemical (the "pill", 

implants, patches, gels, etc.) forms of birth control are morally wrong.  Why?  In the Church's 

long standing conviction, sexual intercourse has written into its very nature a twofold meaning. 

One is the unitive aspect which uses sex to celebrate and deepen the love which a married couple 

has for each other. The second meaning is the procreative aspect through which a couple 

cooperates with God to create new life.  Both of these aspects of marriage are clearly seen and 

supported in the scriptures. The Catholic Church believes in the inseparability of the procreative 

and unitive aspect of married love. Sexual intercourse is to express love and to be open to the 

transmission of life simultaneously. Artificial forms of contraception in the Catholic Church are 

morally wrong because they involve a direct attempt to remove the procreative aspect of sexual 

intercourse from its unitive aspect.  

The Catholic Church only approves of natural forms of regulating births, the best-known and 

effective of which are the Natural Family Planning Method (NFP) of Billings, the Sympto-

Thermal Method, and more recently—Creighton Model Fertility Care System (CrMS) which 

utilizes NaProTechnology.  (Natural Procreative Technology-- www.naprotechnology.com)   

These are highly effective means of family planning.  You can find NFP information and courses 

online at:  LearnNFPOnline.com; www.nwfs.org; ccli.org/learn/ and fertilitycare.org. 

The Catholic Church believes that when couples use natural methods for family planning, they 

are using the method God and nature has given them.  In a world in which people are encouraged 

to go “natural” when it comes to food and other positive responses to our bodies it seems 

incongruous why the “natural way” regarding fertility would not be held in high regard.  Women 

who chart the signs and symptoms of their natural cycle of fertility are also more aware of signs 

indicating abnormal occurrences and they tend to have these issues treated earlier than they 

might have otherwise. 

On hearing the Church say that contraception is wrong because it interferes with nature, some 

people may posit a question like: "What is the difference between using eyeglasses or corrective 
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surgery and contraception? All three interfere with nature."  However, this line of reasoning is 

false because the intervention of a lens or a medical surgeon is intended to restore a sick body or 

organ to what nature intended it to be. Whereas, the use of contraception is intended to prevent a 

healthy body from operating as it was intended.  Using the estrogen and progestogen hormones 

found in a contraceptive would be justified when treating a woman whose physical health or 

menstrual cycle necessitates a medical intervention.  In this case, you are trying to bring back to 

regular health a physical abnormality.  Other more permanent sterilization procedures like tubal 

ligations and vasectomies are never justified unless there is a medical necessity. 

Some Catholics may not follow the Church's teaching on artificial contraception because they 

have never given thought to the moral issues or perhaps one spouse is unwilling to cooperate. 

Some couples may find the idea of abstaining from a sexual relationship for a period of time to 

be too restrictive or too much of a sacrifice.  Yet, as individuals we do restrict ourselves 

regarding food and drink for our health and well-being.  And to continue this simple analogy, do 

we not also see a value in fasting sometimes as part of our Christian way of living? 

Certainly, the Church recognizes the right of her people to follow their conscience in moral 

issues. The Vatican Council document on Religious Liberty states: "It is through their conscience 

that people see and recognize the demands of the divine law. People are bound to follow their 

conscience faithfully in all their activity so that they come to God who is their last end." But the 

same document also states the importance of following a conscience that is formed in the light of 

official Church teaching. "In forming their consciences, the Christian faithful must give careful 

attention to the sacred and certain teaching of the Church.” 

One fact about oral contraceptives that is worth noting is that the pill probably does not prevent 

ovulation in 1-2% of the time. In which case, conception is presumably prevented by either 

inhibiting the movement of sperm into the uterus, or by preventing the fertilized egg from 

implanting in the uterus.  This latter reality would be an abortive action in the earliest stage of 

life. If one rightly understands the word “contraception” to mean “against conception,” then by 

definition there are some pills and other means of birth control on the market today that should 

be termed more rightly abortifacients instead of contraceptives because their intent is to work 

after conception has taken place. 

 

As a priest, my responsibility is to minister pastorally to Catholic couples as they prayerfully 

reflect on this teaching of our church.  I recall one lady, who was educated in the NFP method, 

commenting to me how much better she felt physically after not taking the pill.  Other couples 

have commented how they have grown closer together in their gift of fertility, communication 

and relationship.  

 

In conclusion, the basic question regarding birth control or other moral issues individuals and 

couples must ask themselves is: 

Have I made a reasonable effort to understand the Church's teaching on a particular moral 

issue, and am I open to reassessing my position in the light of new information, new 

understanding, and ongoing prayer and reflection?   


