Are You Catholic?
Sanctity of Life
Opening Prayer: Heavenly Father, you have created us and sustain us every day. We pray that we will have a deep and profound respect for all life from birth until natural death. May we never shrink from our responsibility to defend life. Amen. 
I. Introduction: The Catholic Church teaches that all life is sacred. Catholics believe that God is the creator of all life and that He alone has the right to decide when a person dies. The Church admonishes all of the faithful to respect life from conception until natural death. In other words, while it might be appropriate to help save and preserve life, it is never appropriate for a person to take innocent life. 
	Pope John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI have both been staunch defenders of what they have termed "the culture of life" against the "culture of death" that they see in the world around them. Both Pontiffs have seen the rise of sexually inappropriate media, contraception, euthanasia and abortion as playing into a culture that does not respect life and which is on a path to self destruction. 
“Openness to life is at the centre of true development. When a society moves towards the
denial or suppression of life, it ends up no longer finding the necessary motivation and energy
to strive for man's true good. If personal and social sensitivity towards the acceptance of a new
life is lost, then other forms of acceptance that are valuable for society also wither away. The
acceptance of life strengthens moral fibre and makes people capable of mutual help. By
cultivating openness to life, wealthy peoples can better understand the needs of poor ones,
they can avoid employing huge economic and intellectual resources to satisfy the selfish
desires of their own citizens, and instead, they can promote virtuous action within the
perspective of production that is morally sound and marked by solidarity, respecting the
fundamental right to life of every people and every individual” (Benedict XVI Caritas in Veritate)
"It is impossible to further the common good without acknowledging and defending the right
to life, upon which all the other inalienable rights of individuals are founded and from which they develop" ( John Paul II Evangelium Vitae).


	This week we will explore the Church's teaching on the sanctity of human life. We will begin with principles laid down in Humane Vitae (1968) and elaborated upon by the succeeding Pope's (John Paul II and Benedict XVI). 
II. Contraception: It is easy to assume that given today's availability of contraceptive agents that the Catholic Church is behind the times when it comes to its teaching on sex and sexuality. The media portrays the Church's teaching as insensitive and unscientific. We are told that the availability of modern contraceptive agents are the responsible way for people to control family size and be financially responsible. Sex can be divorced from responsibility if people remember to use contraception. Plus, given AIDS and STDs in today's world not allowing people access to condoms is considered wrong because it might expose people to disease. 
	What most people don't know is that the Catholic Church from its beginning has always taught that contraception is wrong. The truth is that as society became more Christianized throughout history most people believed as the Catholic Church believed that sex was meant for procreation and the union of the spouses. 
	In Feudal and Pre-Industrialized times having a large family was not something that people avoided. If you had many children, you would have more people to help around the farm or in the family business. Large families could marry off daughters to wealthy families and develop fortunes and partnerships. Also, people could send their sons to seminary and still have enough children to produce heirs for themselves. Needless to say some people then as now did not follow the Church's teaching on contraception and lived selfish lives seeking illegitimate pleasures, but society itself was sure about the morality of contraception. 
	As society became more industrialized people no longer felt the need to grow their own food. Men went to work in factories and in other industries and people began to view children as a financial responsibility rather than an asset. People wanted to limit the size of their families because having more people to feed, clothe and educate cost money. Contraception in the secular mind was a scientific modern way to limit family size. 
	Again, most people do not know that before 1930 no Christian church taught that contraception was acceptable. In that year, the Anglican Communion began to teach that the benefits of contraception made it morally acceptable. Soon after other Protestant bodies began to accept this teaching and heading toward the moral confusion that society finds itself in today. 
	I remember in college for example reading a few books on dating and sexuality from the evangelical perspective. All of the authors who were extremely conservative Christians agreed that sex was meant for marriage. However, on other sexual issues they were divided. Some said "If the Bible doesn't mention it (contraception, etc) then it's not wrong. If it were a big deal Jesus would have talked about it." others said "The Bible is silent on these sexual issues, but people who have done these things seem to feel guilty and it seems to come between them and their God, so it is a sin". Most again agreed "Spend your time serving God and building clean, godly dating relationships and worry about sex when you are married". 
	Even  in those days I knew that there was something wrong with the evangelical attitude of sexuality. "Don't have sex before marriage, but afterward almost anything goes." This means that you can't abuse your spouse or do things that made them feel uncomfortable but if you both agree that contraception is OK then it was. 
	Back then, I can still remember feeling that an "anything goes as long as you both agree" attitude about sex was not God's design and chalk it up to my Calvinist or Puritanical leanings I could not accept this. 
	When I read good Catholic books like John Kipley's "Christ Covenant and Contraception" now published as "Sex and the Marriage Covenant" I began to see why. The Church has been consistent in her opposition to contraception and actually has reasons to back it up. 
	Returning to our historical overview of why things are the way they are many Protestants began to believe that contraception was morally neutral and the government and society being morally neutral also began promoting contraception as a way to curb unwanted pregnancy and STDs. 
	Even within the Catholic Church in the USA some couples began to believe that contraception was morally acceptable. What didn't help was that some theologians began questioning the traditional teaching on contraception. The Second Vatican Council was a time of change and the Church seemed to be trying to engage modern culture by using new methods. Pope Paul VI had called for a commission to study the morality of contraception. 
	Many well meaning pastors began telling their congregants that the Pope was going to review the evidence for and against contraception and that the rule might change because once people saw that modern contraceptive methods were scientifically effective they would accept them as moral. Now some Catholic couples began using contraception assured that the word would come down any day that it was morally acceptable. 
	To make matters worse word leaked out that the "commission" set up by the Pope had produced a report that endorsed the use of some forms of contraception and that they would be presenting it to the Pope. If things went according to plan, the Pope would accept the majority position and contraception would be allowed. 
	It is important to remember a few things. The commission while made up of  pastors and theologians did not have infallibility. They were called together to discuss the issue and report on both sides to advise the Pope. Previous methods of contraception until the 1960s were called barrier methods because they prevented contraception. In the 1960s birth control pill was developed that worked with hormones. When the concentration of one hormone is increased conception is unlikely. So the commission might have felt that since the contraceptive simply played with natural body chemicals it would be acceptable. Anyway, the commission's report was not binding on the Pope and he would have to read it and prayerfully consider his decision. 
	The surprise came when Pope Paul VI came out with his encyclical "On Human Life" or Humanae Vitae. Rather than accepting the majority report of the commission, the Pope accepted the minority's side. He writes:
Neither the Church nor her doctrine is inconsistent when she considers it lawful for married people to take advantage of the infertile period but condemns as always unlawful the use of means which directly prevent conception, even when the reasons given for the later practice may appear to be upright and serious. In reality, these two cases are completely different. In the former the married couple rightly use a faculty provided them by nature. In the later they obstruct the natural development of the generative process. It cannot be denied that in each case the married couple, for acceptable reasons, are both perfectly clear in their intention to avoid children and wish to make sure that none will result. But it is equally true that it is exclusively in the former case that husband and wife are ready to abstain from intercourse during the fertile period as often as for reasonable motives the birth of another child is not desirable. And when the infertile period recurs, they use their married intimacy to express their mutual love and safeguard their fidelity toward one another. In doing this they certainly give proof of a true and authentic love. (Paul VI Humanae Vitae)
	Beyond this, Paul VI was prophetic in his prediction that the use of contraception would result in more promiscuity and a disrespect for a woman's body. Eventually it would lead to a disrespect for life and lead to abortion and euthanasia.  
Responsible men can become more deeply convinced of the truth of the doctrine laid down by the Church on this issue if they reflect on the consequences of methods and plans for artificial birth control. Let them first consider how easily this course of action could open wide the way for marital infidelity and a general lowering of moral standards. Not much experience is needed to be fully aware of human weakness and to understand that human beings—and especially the young, who are so exposed to temptation—need incentives to keep the moral law, and it is an evil thing to make it easy for them to break that law. Another effect that gives cause for alarm is that a man who grows accustomed to the use of contraceptive methods may forget 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, no longer considering her as his partner whom he should surround with care and affection. 
Finally, careful consideration should be given to the danger of this power passing into the hands of those public authorities who care little for the precepts of the moral law. Who will blame a government which in its attempt to resolve the problems affecting an entire country resorts to the same measures as are regarded as lawful by married people in the solution of a particular family difficulty? Who will prevent public authorities from favoring those contraceptive methods which they consider more effective? Should they regard this as necessary, they may even impose their use on everyone. It could well happen, therefore, that when people, either individually or in family or social life, experience the inherent difficulties of the divine law and are determined to avoid them, they may give into the hands of public authorities the power to intervene in the most personal and intimate responsibility of husband and wife. ( Paul VI Humanae Vitae)
	As you can see many of the problems concerning the Sanctity of Life stem from a rejection of the Church's teaching on contraception. We will continue next time discussing the serious issue of Abortion.  
Questions for Reflection:
	1. How did historical and moral changes lead to the widespread acceptance of contraception?
	2. How does the Church's vision of sexuality conflict with the World's vision?
	3. Do you believe that the acceptance of contraception was a slippery slope to many of the issues we face today?
	4. What do you think are the major life issues facing the Church today?
Closing Prayer: Father, we thank you for having created us and bringing us into relationship with you and with one another. May we always respect one another and the life that you created and that your Son died to save. We ask this through Christ, our Lord. Amen. 
	

