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Any tendency to treat religion as a private matter must be resisted. Only 

when their faith permeates every aspect of their lives do Christians 

become truly open to the transforming power of the Gospel. ~ Pope 

Benedict XVI 

It is often supposed that the best arguments to use in a pluralistic society are those with which 

the highest number of people would agree. Thus, when arguing against obesity, health is often appealed 

to, and when arguing against abortion, the right to life takes center stage.  After all, few would suggest, 

at least in public discourse, that people are not better off healthy or that certain humans have no right 

to live. In a similar respect, the Health and Human Services (HHS) mandate has almost exclusively been 

derided as a limitation on religious liberty. The recent “Fortnight for Freedom,” which I will grant was 

quite the spiritual boost for the Church in America, is a case in point. After attending with enthusiasm its 

three principal events in Baltimore-Washington, DC, roughly six hours of celebration and education, I do 

not recall hearing the word “contraception” mentioned once. Women’s rights and racism were covered, 

for sure, but not contraception.   

Yes, I agree the religious liberty argument is valid and helpful in the present forum, but, like the 

arguments against obesity and abortion, is it enough? If Mitt Romney wins the presidential election and 

abolishes Obamacare and the contraceptive mandate with it, as he has vowed, will anyone have a 

change of heart on the substance of the HHS imposition?  (Remember this line?  “Contraception is fine.  

Leave it alone.” (M.R.)) In the meantime, are contraception, the taking of abortifacients, and 

sterilization—practices afforded and insured by the mandate but already widely available—being 

pursued less frequently now that Catholics, particularly the American bishops, have so vociferously 

decried the HHS legislation? Has anybody learned anything about why the Church teaches that these 

practices deal spiritual death bombs? Does it matter?   

Perhaps the first thing that should be mentioned when considering the methodological 

argument against the HHS mandate, certainly for a faithful Catholic, is what great thanks are due to 

everyone of the Catholic bishops in these United States of America for publicly opposing it. They have 

displayed exemplary forthrightness, courage, and reason. They are also united in truth and so fully 

catholic. The argument provided by Bishop William Lori to the House Committee on Oversight and 

Reform, which included the analogy between forcing Catholic institutions to (directly or indirectly) pay 

for contraceptives and forcing a Jewish deli owner to provide pork for sale, was particularly insightful.   



2 

 

 

Still, pace Cathleen Kaveny’s piece in Commonweal, there is nothing about Bishop Lori’s analogy 

which is specifically Catholic. (Essentially the same argument could be made by anyone who has a 

conscientious conviction about something and wants to uphold it without forcible interference.) No 

doubt this is purposeful. The reason being that orthodox Catholics often believe that the best approach 

to take in the public square is one which brackets their faith in order to appeal to the masses on a 

common plane: human reason. To appeal to the faith or some other truth claim not commonly held, 

such as those conveyed in natural moral law, would seem to alienate the audience.  As the thinking 

goes, it would be political suicide. Unfortunately, what is reasonable is not always (or not often!) 

perceived as such by those without the full spectrum of truths at their disposal, especially considering 

the common devaluation of universal moral norms in today’s society. In other words, what we as people 

of faith have to offer as reasoned arguments are not often seen as reasonable by those from opposing 

perspectives, even on matters as clearly unjust as the contraceptive mandate. So, we are presented with 

a problem. We are also missing a teaching moment—a moment to share truth to those in need. 

 In concert with my advocacy for clarifying the evil of contraception within the debate, let me 

suggest that nobody is fooled into believing that this mandate is not also about contraception, as is 

almost ubiquitously claimed by the mandate’s opponents. We would not have a “contraceptive” 

mandate if Kathleen Sebelius, President Obama, and a whole host of others did not believe that 

contraception was not only morally acceptable, but also advantageous for the common good. Likewise, 

there would be no uprising to strike down this legislation if at least some Catholics and others of sound 

conscience did not believe that contraception, sterilization, and abortion inducing drugs were personally 

destructive. Although it is not necessary to hold to the Church’s teaching on contraception in order to 

consider this legislation unjust, as many conservatives have shown, there could be no religious liberty 

claim if there were not first persons who spiritually cringe at the prospect of aiding and abetting 

contraception. It is therefore a fact of metaphysics that contraception is at the heart of this debate, even 

though the legal argument against the HHS mandate depends only on proving its subversion of 

conscientious freedom. 

Now, I realize that introducing a public argument against contraception, the proverbial 

“elephant in the room,” presents a particular political quagmire. Indeed, most who oppose the practice 

consider raising its subject a political nightmare because the vast majority of Americans (including 

Catholics) find no fault with it. This is obviously why the majority of us against the mandate are 

deemphasizing its relation to contraception at every turn. However, it is also spiritually debilitating for 

those who know the truth about contraception to say nothing about its inherent evil, precisely because 

it is a moral nightmare for those who freely engage in the act or otherwise support the mandate. This 

bears repeating: we who know the truth about contraception are obligated in Christian charity to 

confess it for the good of souls. So where, faithful Catholics and others of sound conscience, is our moral 

voice? If we really believe that the free cooperation in contraception—i.e. the attempt to thwart 

pregnancy within the confines of the act naturally ordered to that end—is gravely immoral, then does 

not the eternal salvation of our brothers and sisters who participate in such acts hang in the balance? 

The irony here is that while we are arguing for the freedom to conserve our most deeply held moral and 
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religious convictions in a pluralistic society, we are simultaneously bonding ourselves to a seriously 

deficient expression of that freedom in public. With one hand we are arguing for religious liberty, but 

with the other we are shackling crucial aspects of that same religious liberty. I am arguing for religious 

liberty in toto. 

 There are two fundamental reasons in support of my thesis that we should be explaining why 

contraception is evil within the context of the debate: 

1. Simply stated, moral suicide is worse than political suicide. To act against the laws of God and 

nature, as contraception does, is spiritually damning. There can be nothing worse from the 

Church’s perspective. On the other hand, to look the fool in the eyes of the world through an 

unpopular teaching can have indirect deleterious effects on the spiritual welfare of peoples, but 

it is just as likely to have indirect positive effects on them. In any case, political suicide might be, 

indirectly, harmful for souls, whereas moral suicide is always, directly, tragic for souls. This 

reason alone should be sufficient cause for explaining why contraception is evil while the world 

is still listening. Can anyone doubt that this is what Jesus and the saints would do in a similar 

confrontation with widespread, debilitating sin? Since when should political expediency trump 

spiritual guidance, from the perspective of the Church? 

2. Even politically, faithful Catholics and others of sound conscience stand to benefit by clarifying 

our opposition to contraception because the world needs to know how much it is a violation for 

us. Right now, the backers of the HHS mandate are not in the least convinced that contraception 

abuses the personal well-being of women (and men).  Speaking generally, they would only 

concede that it is a violation of the religious ideals of older, celibate men and others who, out of 

deference and respect, wish to support such persons and/or the institution they represent. Few 

are convinced that Catholics really believe contraception is morally reprehensible, or that our 

complicit participation in “any action which either before, at the moment of, or after sexual 

intercourse, is specifically intended to prevent procreation” (Humanae Vitae, 14) is against 

human nature, destructive of personal well-being, a means for spiritual death in the present 

and, without heartfelt repentance, eternally damning. Of no little importance, few would 

concede that we really believe that contraception is a grave offense to the Creator God we love. 

The argument here is that unless those in favor of the HHS mandate understand the true evil of 

contraception or at least see why others view it as evil, they are to that extent less inclined to 

give the religious liberty argument its proper due. That the mandate is a violation of religious 

liberty is obvious to those who already see contraception as wrong; for those who think 

contraception is well and good, some reflection on the values of those who oppose it is 

necessary before decrying the mandate. In both cases, consideration of the character of 

contraception is necessary before a declaration on religious liberty can be made. This should 

compel us to make plain contraception’s full meaning.   
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Indeed, if we continue to bracket our most deeply held beliefs about contraception, sterilization, 

and abortion inducing drugs, the compromise which our doubters would be willing to make with 

us will not be the religious liberty that all persons covet, but rather some mean between 

religious liberty and the secular humanism behind the mandate. In point of fact, President 

Obama’s February 10 announced compromise to charge insurers of religious institutions for free 

contraceptives rather than those institutions themselves has already shown this to be the case. 

Just as Aristotle held that persons on one end of an ethical spectrum tend to view those in the 

intermediate as extremists, Obama sees complying with the religious liberty argument as an 

extreme position, hence the February “accommodation.” If the proponents of the mandate 

instead saw the contraception-is-evil argument as the focal extreme, would they not be more 

willing to grant religious liberty to us as a reasonable mean between such a view and their own? 

I am not suggesting that proponents of the mandate would all of the sudden change their 

position, mind you, but I do think sound catechesis on contraception could only help the 

religious liberty claim.   

Ironically, both President Obama and Speaker Pelosi are not naive to the point that appealing to 

one’s core value system, whatever it may be, has political traction. They have each cited their 

Christian faith as reason for their support of “gay marriage,” for instance. Although theirs is an 

argument that will not stand under the minutest of theological scrutiny, it is evidently 

compelling for many. 

Finally, appealing to the Church’s teaching on contraception in the present forum would 

positively affect three segments of the population. 

Observing Catholics 
Those who know the truth still need encouragement. Devout Catholics need to hear why contraception is 

wrong and the beauty of marital self-giving frequently to encourage us in our position and, more than 

that, to draw us deeper into the spirit of welcoming new life into our homes through a readiness to bear 

children, adopt, and serve as foster parents. Unless people are reminded of the Church’s promotion of 

generous mutual love and the large families which come by way of it (see e.g. Gaudium et Spes, 50), 

they are more likely to think that what we consider to be standard generative behavior is simply a 

matter of not contracepting. After all, the Church’s teaching on sexuality should provoke a generous 

“yes” more than a fearful “no.” 

Catholics also need to learn how to witness more and more, because no saint ever lived without heroic 

witness. If Saint Stephen did nothing other than plead for his right to express his own religious opinion, 

rather than preach Christ crucified in the face of his persecutors (see Acts 6-7), would he have been our 

first martyr? Would the seed of his spilled blood have sprouted for the life of the Church? Moreover, 

since when is the Gospel message reducible to a “just-leave-us-alone” defense? Is not what we have to 

say about contraception good and necessary for everyone? 
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Non-observing “cafeteria” Catholics 
Those members of the Church who are opposed to her teaching on contraception need to be persuaded 

otherwise. Cafeteria Catholics need to be convinced. They need to know that the Church is not hiding 

this teaching because we have given up and are now willing to grant that contraception is excusable. 

People need to be taught why contraception is evil and the benefits of free and faithful love—first for 

their own souls. It is already a lamentable reality that the sin of contraception is very rarely defined from 

the pulpit. How are Catholics to perceive the Church’s teaching on contraception at this juncture in 

history when those justifiably decrying the mandate are deflecting attention from the fact that 

contraception is actually bad for everyone? The contra-mandate line that “people are still free to 

purchase contraception; we’re not doing anything to prevent people from getting contraceptives” 

without simultaneously pointing out that contraception should never be practiced by anyone is not 

helpful here. It can easily be perceived that observing Catholics, particularly the bishops, do not care 

about the effects of contraception on the populace, but only about protecting their own religious turf 

(see C. Kaveny’s article).   

Everyone else 
People are far less taken back by the explanation of one’s faith view than Catholics commonly assume. 

Why? – Because we are religious by nature. We long to know the deepest and most compelling reasons 

for a person’s position. Some outside of Catholicism will be attracted to the Church’s teaching on human 

sexuality if properly defined and professed with conviction, while those who would reject this teaching if 

better explained, no doubt already do. 

My overarching point here is that the full truth of a matter sheds light on lesser truths 

associated with it which might not otherwise be perceived. The Catholic position on contraception and 

human sexuality provides a light of truth on, what is for many, an otherwise darkened perception of 

religious liberty. Without this additional light, orthodox Catholics are less encouraged to be chaste, to 

welcome new life in their homes, and to express their faith in public; heterodox Catholics are less likely 

to be convinced that contraception is evil; and those outside the faith and for the mandate are less 

inclined to grant us the religious liberty we desire. 

None of this is to say that the current religious liberty argument is a subjective and relative one 

with no basis in the intelligibility of religious freedom itself (which specifies its premises) and sound logic 

(which determines its conclusions). However, it is to suggest that it suffers on a number of levels as a 

wholly sufficient apologetic. It seems clear that the reasonableness of our religious liberty case will 

benefit precisely to the extent that it is illumined by something other than what Obama, et al. commonly 

consider. In my judgment, this would be the profoundly realistic and learned teachings of the Catholic 

Church on human sexuality. 

*** 

Now that I have made my case for clarifying the Church’s position on contraception within the 

context of the HHS debate, it remains for me to respond to this call by presenting specific reasons why 

contraception is wrong. The list of reasons for not consuming the birth control pill is quite extensive, as 
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many of my readers already know. Just some of these reasons include the pill’s abortifacient character, 

the fact that it is a Group 1 carcinogen thereby increasing the risk of cancer for those on it, and that it 

pollutes our water supply (see www.onemoresoul.com). I would like to focus here, however, on three 

reasons why contraception as an act, whether instigated by way of pill, prophylactic, IUD, or some other 

means, is morally offensive and personally destructive. The hope is that the following reasons will 

provide something of an outline for the reader in his or her public, as well as private, opposition to the 

practice. For matters of clarity and simplicity, I am categorizing these reasons as arguments from 

Natural Law, Personalism, and Revelation, and referencing one text as the basis for each. 

 
Natural Law (text: Humanae Vitae by Pope Paul VI) 

Pope Paul VI’s landmark encyclical, Humanae Vitae, ratified the Church’s constant teaching that 

contraception is against the moral law that God inscribed in the nature of man and woman. In Paul VI’s 

words: 

[A]n act of mutual love which impairs the capacity to transmit life which God the 

Creator, through specific laws, has built into it, frustrates His design which constitutes 

the norm of marriage, and contradicts the will of the Author of life.  Hence to use this 

divine gift while depriving it, even if only partially, of its meaning and purpose, is equally 

repugnant to the nature of man and of woman, and is consequently in opposition to the 

plan of God and His holy will. But to experience the gift of married love while respecting 

the laws of conception is to acknowledge that one is not the master of the sources of 

life but rather the minister of the design established by the Creator (HV, 13).   

Since God establishes in creation the laws by which a man and woman come together to create 

new life, Paul VI can reason that the unitive significance and procreative significance of the marital act 

go together in the most profound way (HV, 12).  To deliberately violate or rupture this harmony “either 

before, at the moment of, or after sexual intercourse” (HV, 14) is against the marital act’s very purpose 

and meaning.  It undermines the natural order of procreation and the unitive bond of love between 

spouses.  It is also an offense to the Author of that order and bond, namely, God. 

Periodic abstinence or “natural family planning” (NFP), contrariwise, respects the order of 

nature and withholds nothing from the self-giving required of spouses in the marital act.  In the case of 

NFP, there is no sexual act to violate.  That said, even NFP can be abused by those who would seek to 

regulate births for selfish reasons.  In summary, we should always act in accord with the reason that 

undergirds nature, especially in the most sacred sphere of life and love; we may, however, space the 

births of our children by abstaining during fertile periods for grave and prudential reasons. 

 
Personalism (text: Love and Responsibility by Karol Cardinal Wojtyła, later Pope John Paul II) 
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 In his book, Love and Responsibility, Karol Wojtyła identifies two types of the verb “to use” 

which can be of assistance here in understanding why contraception is evil. The first sense of using 

concerns treating another person as a means toward an end. If all persons are by nature unique and 

self-determining, since no one can “want” or act for another, then using another as a tool for one’s own 

purposes does “violence to the very essence of the other, to what constitutes its natural right” (LR, 27). 

To love the other, in contrast, is to seek the common good with the other and, in this way, to 

subordinate oneself to that good for the sake of the other. In fact, the only way around using another in 

this first sense, writes Wojtyła, is to share the same end. With respect to marriage, this end “is 

procreation . . . [and] the continual ripening of the relationship between two people, in all the areas of 

activity which conjugal life includes” (LR, 30). The common goods of procreation and conjugal life that 

spouses seek together both fulfill and unite them in a special bond, according to the future pope. But 

since contraception is by definition an act against (contra-) conception, couples who contracept radically 

evacuate the personal fulfillment and unity offered to them in love.    

 The second meaning of the verb “to use,” which Wojtyła employs, gives us a still clearer view 

into the illicitness of contraception, because use in this sense pertains specifically to seeking pleasure for 

its own sake. In this case the use of another is often reciprocated because acting for the purpose of 

enjoyment, what used to be called hedonism, is misconstrued as loving and harmless. Wojtyła clearly 

demonstrates, however, that pleasure seeking of itself, even if this be mutual—as in most cases of 

contraception—still involves reducing the objective value of another person to a subjective, self-

gratifying end. The proof can be seen when one stops experiencing pleasure, for “then the pleasure of 

the other person ceases to be my obligation, a good for me, and may even become something positively 

bad” (LR, 38). In contraception, one supplants the lasting goods of procreation and unitive love which 

fulfill and unite persons spiritually with a transitory joy that often leaves one emotionally, not to 

mention spiritually, wounded. Instead of expressing love for one another in purity and selflessness, 

contracepting couples reduce to egoistic pleasure seeking a sacred act of life and love.   

 
Revelation (see A Word on Humanae Vitae by Hans Urs von Balthasar) 

 The late Swiss theologian, Han Urs von Balthasar, left the world a brief note on Paul VI’s 

encyclical on human life which takes a different tack all together, yet does nothing but confirm the same 

basic truth that the sin of Onan (see Gen 38:8-10) is an act both against nature and against love. For 

Balthasar, the evil of contraception comes in starkest relief relative to the deepest articulation of nuptial 

love ever recorded, namely, Jesus Christ’s spousal relationship with his Bride, the Church (Eph 5:23-32).  

When one is given to reflect on the meaning of Christ’s complete self-offering for the Church, a 

surrender unto death which bears tremendous fruit in discipleship, then one is more apt to see how 

such an obstruction of self-giving would be an affront to love and its ordination to bear fruit in a third. 

This is rather obvious in the natural realm, since we know that contraception prevents a child from being 

born, but the point here is that this natural fecundity is exemplified in the supernatural realm. When 

one willfully obstructs his or her love-making from bearing fruit naturally, that act can no longer image 



8 

 

 

or represent what love is spiritually. By deliberately failing in the natural realm, the act also and more 

profoundly fails in the supernatural realm.   

 This is also true, according to Balthasar, with respect to the receptivity required of love. The 

sexual difference between a man and woman is analogous to the active love of Christ relative to the 

receptive love of the Church. Self-surrender must therefore come from both sides of the spousal 

relation for love to take root, blossom, and bear fruit.  Contraception, in contrast, adds “calculation and 

limitation into an act that is meant to be the symbolic expression of an unconditional love between man 

and woman” (WHV, 448). It is a form of generative manipulation which arrogates power to oneself, 

concludes Balthasar, thereby placing reservations on one’s self-offering and its fulfilling effects. 

It should be easy to see how each of these arguments “go together” by conveying the same 

fundamental truths about love, sexuality, and the gift of life. Pope Paul VI clarifies the meaning and 

purpose of the sexual act as ordered to procreation by its very nature. He demonstrates that a truly 

conjugal act depends on the inseparability of its procreative and unitive significances, and that the 

rupture of these two meanings does not only impede conception, but it also sets oneself against nature 

and its generous, divine Author. In contrast, acting in accord with nature and reason in the sexual realm 

gives evidence to the natural vocation of man and woman to unite as one flesh and bear fruit and 

multiply. Wojtyła helps us see that contraception employs another person as a means toward one’s own 

enjoyment, even when this enjoyment involves nothing more (for now) than seeking the other’s 

pleasure. Self-giving personal love is, on the other hand, ordered to the other person’s good together 

with oneself. In reaching for something beyond their egoistic circle of self-satisfaction, spouses fulfill 

themselves spiritually and emotionally, and unite in something pure and lasting. Balthasar, finally, is 

able to show how these truths of nature and personalism find their quintessential expression in the 

nuptial love between Christ and his Church. Here the order of life and love we find in everyday life 

stands out more clearly as an order governed by the ultimate act of self-surrender, a complete gift-of-

self and its proper reception, which bears remarkable fruit. Sacramental marriage between the baptized, 

which is itself a participation in Christ’s supernatural love for his Bride, is thus a privileged instance of 

the life and love which is meant for all married couples. 

In conclusion, my profound hope is that these three moral arguments, albeit briefly defined and 

certainly not exhaustive of the reasons why contraception is evil, will assist the reader in his or her own 

understanding and articulation of love, sexuality, and life. For reasons given in the first part of this essay, 

it behooves us who have some grasp of these truths about human sexuality and the perversion of 

contraception to articulate them publically, especially in the context of the HHS fiasco, which has 

already, like it or not, put contraception in the minds of virtually all Americans. Lest the world think we 

are ashamed of these teachings, or are afraid of the political consequences of witnessing to the truth, or 

do not really believe these truths ourselves, or regard truth as only pertinent to us, or consider those 

contracepting and/or in support of the mandate as not worthy of the good news, we must not be afraid 

to clarify the evil and dire consequences of contraception. We must give witness to the saving truth of 

the Gospel of life and love. 


