Humanae Vitae (“Of Human Life”) is an
encyclical issued by Pope Paul VI on Jul 25,
1968. Subtitled “On the Regulation of Birth”,
it re-affirms the traditional teaching of the
Roman Catholic Church regarding abortion,
contraception, and other issues pertaining to
human life.

Mainly because of its prohibition of all forms
of artificial contraception, the encyclical has
been controversial. The document is sometimes
described as prophetic by
those who believe that its
predictions about the effects of
contraception on society were
accurate.

Pope Paul VI, saddened by
the reactions to Humanae Vitae,
would not issue any additional
encyclicals in the remaining ten
years of his pontificate.

The encyclical opens with the
observation that circumstances
often dictate that married
couples should limit the number of children, and
that the sexual act between husband and wife is
still worthy even if it can be foreseen not to result
in procreation. Nevertheless, it is held that the
sexual act must “retain its intrinsic relationship
to the procreation of human life”, and the “direct
interruption of the generative process already
begun” is unlawful.

Abortion, even for therapeutic reasons, is
absolutely forbidden, as is sterilization, even if
temporary. Similarly, every action specifically

intended to prevent procreation is forbidden.
This includes both chemical and barrier methods
of contraception. All these are held to directly
contradict the “moral order which was established
by God”.

Therapeutic means which induce infertility
are allowed, if they are not specifically intended
for that purpose (double effect). Natural family
planning methods (abstaining from intercourse
during certain parts of the women’s cycle)

are allowed, since they take
advantage of “a faculty
provided by nature”.

The acceptance of artificial
methods of contraception
is then claimed to result in
several negative consequences:
a “general lowering of moral
standards” resulting from sex
without consequences; the
danger that men may reduce
women “to being a mere
instrument for the satisfaction
of [their] own desires’’; abuse of
power by public authorities; and,
a false sense of autonomy.

The encyclical acknowledges that “perhaps
not everyone will easily accept this particular
teaching”, but points out that the church cannot
“declare lawful what is in fact unlawful”.

The encyclical closes with an appeal to public
authorities to oppose laws which undermine
the natural moral law, an appeal to scientists to
further study effective methods of natural birth
control and appeals to doctors, nurses and priests
to promote the method. [] carworic excrcroparpia,
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By Daniel Tay

SYBIL ANTHONY, AN NFP
instructor since the 1980s, had
always wanted to have a child of her
own. But since she was diagnosed
with end-stage renal failure soon
after her wedding in 1988, it was
impossible for her to get pregnant
without it being a threat to her life.
Inspired by the message of
“Humanae Vitae” that
contraception has no part in a
Catholic marriage, Sybil and
her husband Luke used Natural

Family Planning (NFP) to delay
pregnancy until a time was
possible for her to bear children.

Teaching NFP at Blessed
Sacrament Church and Church
of the Risen Christ was tough
for Sybil as she had to undergo
dialysis three times a week, but
serving God was her joy. What
was too painful for her to bear
was the medical advice that she
could not have children.

Sybil was warned by her renal
doctor that if she were to conceive,
she would have to undergo daily
dialysis and even then, it was not
guaranteed that she would be able
to bring her baby to term.

Fearing that such a pregnancy
would also overwork her kidney,
Sybil’s doctor wanted to put her on
the Pill, but Luke and Sybil told
the doctor that they were Catholics
and were practising NFP. The

doctor was skeptical of the method,
but said that it was their choice.

In 1990, Sybil underwent a
kidney transplant and nine months
later, she asked her doctor if she
could have a child. The doctor
told her that it was doubtful, as
the medication she was taking
to prevent organ rejection also
reduced her chances of getting
pregnant. However, by using
NFP, Luke and Sybil were able to
conceive since they knew exactly
when her fertile days were.

Five weeks later, Sybil was
back in the hospital where she
learnt that if she continued with
the pregnancy, she would risk
losing her transplanted kidney.
The specialist tending to her then
scheduled her immediately for
an abortion, but Sybil refused to
consent to the operation.

Knowing the risks that she was

By Janet Smith

THE AMOUNT OF hostility
directed at Humanae Vitae has
been so great that most people
are astonished when they first
learn that contraception has

not been a hotly debated issue
since the very beginnings of the
church. All Christian churches
were united in their opposition to
contraception until as recently as
the early decades of this century.
It was not until 1930 that the
Anglican Church went on record
as saying that contraception was
permissible, for grave reasons,
within marriage. It was also at
this time, however, that Pope Pius
XlT issued the encyclical “Casti
Connubii”, generally translated
as “On Christian Marriage,” in
which he reiterated what has
been the constant teaching of the
Catholic Church: Contraception
is intrinsically wrong.

One might assume that there
has been a continuing dispute
since the 1930s, but there
has not been. Surveys of this
period indicate that as many
as 65 percent of Catholics in
the US were living in accord
with the church’s teaching, as
late as the early sixties. A book
titled “Contraception”, written
by John Noonan, provides
a comprehensive history of
the church’s teaching against
contraception. It clearly
documents that the church has
been “clear and constant” in
its position on contraception,

Sybil, Luke, and Sarah make a happy family. Sarah was born in 1991
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throughout the whole history of
the church.

The first clamouring for
change appeared in the late
1950s and early 1960s with
the widespread availability of
the birth control pill. Some
Catholic theologians began to
think that the pill might be a
legitimate form of birth control
for Catholics because, unlike
other kinds of birth control, it
did not break the integrity of the
sexual act. This was the very
first attempt within the church to
argue that contraception might be
morally permissible.

Meanwhile, in the political
and social realms, there were
perceptions of a population
problem and growing sentiments
that it would be inhumane for
the church to continue with a
“policy” that promoted large
families.

Feminism had also begun to
make itself felt with its demand
that women be given full and
equal access to employment and
the political process. Feminists
argued that having children
had been a hindrance to such
opportunities in the past, and
that contraception — not having
children — would enhance access
to careers and thus be a great
boon for women.

These were the developing
pressures on the church to
reconsider its teaching regarding
contraception.

Pope John XXIII set up a
commission of six theologians

and is now a first-year student at Nanyang Polytechnic. They are
parishioners of Church of Our Lady Star of the Sea.



