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17th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year C
Natural Family Planning
I have a tough question for you, and you are not allowed to look up the answer in your hymnals.  Aside from our musicians, who remembers the responsorial psalm we just sang?  That is a tough question, isn’t it?  We often forget that the psalm is one of our Scripture readings too.  The unique beauty of the psalms, however, is that they are charged with emotion.  They use all the power of poetry and song to express the struggles and joys of our hearts.  
Today we heard Psalm 138, and the response was: “Lord, on the day I called for help, you answered me.”  This psalm is the prayer of thanksgiving of a person who was delivered from trials and distress.  The message for us is clear: trust in God when we are in distress.  Trust in God when we are under trial.  
Sadly, in the circumstances where most people in our country are in distress, they do not trust in God.  The one aspect of life that brings trials to the majority of people in society is the one aspect where people actually reject God’s help.  I am speaking about marriage and the trials husband and wife have, not only to cooperate and get along, but simply to stay married!  As you know, the situation is that most marriages end in divorce, so that now many couples do not even bother getting married.  I wish the practice were different among Catholics, but we have followed the same trend.  
Thankfully, some people have called to God for help, and he has answered them.  And God’s answer was not a solution for a few couples alone at one moment in their marriage.  God’s answer to the distress of married couples is a universal way of life that provides continuous support for married couples.  This way is scientifically researched and proven effective.  It is natural and holistic.  It is inexpensive, it has no harmful side effects, and it can be used by practically every married couple on the planet.  God’s answer to the distress of marriage is called Natural Family Planning.  
In case you have not heard of it yet, Natural Family Planning, or NFP, is a method for a couple to either space pregnancies or to achieve pregnancy by reading the signs of fertility in the wife’s body.  It has been proven to be as effective as any means of contraception, but unlike contraception or sterilization, which work against God’s design for the body and marriage and are therefore immoral and never permissible for a Catholic, NFP works with God’s design for the body and marriage.  And because NFP deals with the most fundamental aspect of marriage, which is the power of husband and wife to create new life, it helps every other aspect of marriage as well.
I could quote to you all the beneficial statistics on NFP; for example, that the divorce rate of couples who practice NFP is only around 1% (Nona Aguilar, No-Pill, No-Risk Birth Control [New York: Rawson Wade, 1980] 104-105) or that these couples report consistently higher satisfaction in their marriages (Joseph Tortorici, “Contraception Regulation, Self-Esteem, and Marital Satisfaction among Catholic Couples: Michigan State University Study,” International Review of Natural Family Planning 3:3 [Fall, 1979] 191-205).  But as LeVar Burton used to say on the TV show Reading Rainbow, “You don’t have to take my word for it.”  Several couples have given testimonies about NFP on the US Bishops’ website.  

Mike and Sharon Phelan wanted to delay having children for three years, and they did using NFP.  Sharon adds: “I also loved that from the beginning Mike didn’t want me to submit my body to any harmful side effects that the chemical alternatives like the pill might have.”

John and Jennifer Campbell say “The benefits of NFP extend beyond family planning. We’d heard that often times the husband will develop a deeper respect for his wife and the gift of her fertility. In practice, we’ve found this to be noticeably true…since NFP holds the key to our family planning, we necessarily discuss personal and intimate topics about our fertility that most couples never broach.”

Finally, Dawn Farias adds: “I am confident that had I not been open to life in the practice of NFP, I would not have needed to depend on God, and not have grown as a person.”

We need to get the word out.  Here we have a way of life that benefits marriage in every possible way, and people are not using it.  Those of you who are past child-bearing years need to learn about NFP so you can encourage it in your children and grandchildren.  Those of you still in the prime of marriage need to switch to NFP if you are using some artificial means of birth regulation.  

As your priest, I am bound in conscience to tell you this.  I am also committed to help you.  At the bottom of my homily handouts this week, I have references for you to learn about NFP and how to practice it.  If several of you want to receive the training and approach me, I will schedule classes.  God has answered our call for help.  Our response now must be to trust in him.

Rev. Eric Culler
Learn about NFP:

United States Conference of Catholic Bishops: www.usccb.org  -  Look under “Natural Family Planning 
Awareness Week”

The Couple to Couple League: www.ccli.org  -  Books and resources
Pope Paul VI Institute: www.popepaulvi.com  -  Cutting-edge medical research in women’s health and 

Natural Family Planning

Receive Training in NFP:

Glen and Mary Reinhart in New Riegel: 419-595-3055
Diocese of Toledo Family Life Office: 419-244-6711, extension  404
