Frequently Asked Questions - NFP

T
he Catholic Church teaches that marriage is an “intimate union of life and love,” designed by God to make His love visible in the world through the love within families. God’s command to Adam and Eve – “Be fruitful and multiply” – has a twofold meaning: God wishes husband and wife to express their love for each other in the most intimate gift of self possible - the sexual union. This union brings the spouses closer to each other, and is meant to foster a love that “spills over” into every other relationship they have. This abundance of love leads to charity, generosity, and the concrete expression of the command to “be fruitful and multiply,” namely through conceiving, bearing and raising children. Couples who practice Natural Family Planning share the responsibility of planning the size of their families, without burdening one of the spouses (usually the woman) with the use of medications or devices that can cause real harm to the body – and to one’s fertility. 
*****
Q. Do you ovulate before or after your period? 

A. Ovulation occurs after your period, and if you do not get pregnant in that cycle, the egg will disintegrate and it will be shed with the lining of the uterus in your next period. A woman can use the principles of NFP (monitoring the natural signs in her body: cervical mucus and/or body temperature) to determine when she has ovulated, and when her menstrual period will begin.
Q. How does illness affect the ability to successfully monitor temperature in NFP?

A. If a woman is ill her temperature will not be an accurate indication of ovulation, and she will have to depend on her mucus symptoms alone.  

Q. Are you really able to have sexual relations without other methods and not get pregnant?
A. Yes!  Many couples have never used any form of artificial contraception during their marriages, and they’ve planned all of their children.  When couples are in a “postponing,” or “discernment” stage, they abstain from intercourse during the fertile time of the woman’s cycle. When they decide to have a child, the couple (by monitoring the wife’s physical signs and charting them) has intercourse during the woman’s fertile time.  Abstinence can be hard, but this time can be an opportunity for the couple to remember why they fell in love, and learn new ways to give of themselves to each other. Couples using NFP also avoid the harmful side affects associated with artificial contraceptives.

Q. How long and during which part of the cycle is abstinence required using NFP?

A. When the couple discerns that they are postponing pregnancy at a given time, abstinence is required during the fertile time of the woman's cycle (couples who attend an NFP class learn how to recognize this time). The days of abstinence range in number because every woman is different.  Generally, it is between 6-9 days.

Q. What is the percentage of couples who get pregnant using NFP without wanting to?
A. About 5% of couples using NFP to postpone pregnancy actually become pregnant. This includes couples who take chances, i.e. have sexual relations during the woman’s fertile period. Despite their efforts to avoid pregnancy, women of reproductive age who use contraception still account for one-half of all unintended pregnancies.  (Institute of Medicine's The Best Intentions: Unintended Pregnancy and the Well-Being of Children and Families. National Academy Press, Washington, D.C. 1995. -- Based upon data compiled by the Alan Guttmacher Institute and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.) Pregnancy can be difficult, and raising children poses challenges. There is never a perfect time to have a child, and couples have a responsibility to look at their relationship, their financial situation, and other factors when planning their families. But even a child who is conceived “unexpectedly” is a gift from God – and gifts given when we don’t expect them are often the most appreciated!

Q. Why is it OK for medicine to intervene to prevent miscarriage, but not to prevent a pregnancy through contraception?
A. We use medicine to treat illness, or correct an abnormality. Medicine can sometimes be used to prevent a miscarriage, or to aid in correcting infertility. These interventions are aimed at preserving life - a life created by God – and they are at the service of life. Contraception does not treat an illness; a woman’s (or a man’s) fertility should never be viewed as a disease. Taking the pill or using other contraceptive methods prevents the conception of a life – a natural result of sexual intercourse during a woman’s fertile time. In addition to preventing conception, certain contraceptive devices and medications can also cause an early abortion, and they subject women to many, sometimes life-threatening, complications.
Q. OK, so pills and devices have bad side effects. But what’s wrong with using a condom?
A. When husband and wife have sexual intercourse their bodies “speak a language,” as clearly as they speak using words and sentences. When the couple deliberately rejects the possibility of pregnancy by using contraceptives (including condoms), the language their bodies speak is “foreign” to who they are. God created man and woman to live in communion, and He gives the gift of sexual union to husband and wife as an intimate expression of their love. This union is meant to be total, and the contracepting couple (likely not consciously) holds back something of themselves when they suppress their fertility. This is true of all contraceptive methods, but is demonstrated very clearly when the husband places a real, physical barrier – a condom - between himself and his wife. (We even refer to this as “using protection,” as if a woman needs to be protected from her husband, the one person in the world who should have her best interests at heart.) That action “speaks,” and it symbolically says, “I give myself to you, except for my capacity to be a father to our child, and I choose not to accept your capacity to be a mother.”  By contrast, NFP teaches couples to give themselves totally to each other – and each spouse to receive that gift with love. NFP requires couples to communicate with each other, and even to make sacrifices for each other. The rewards, however, are great, and lead husband and wife to “speak” truthfully with each other, and in great love.
*****
N
FP practicing couples give of themselves totally to each other, not holding anything back – including their fertility. They prayerfully discern together God’s will for their family, and when children come the family images the love of God in their closeness and love for each other. NFP practicing couples who postpone pregnancy, while discerning God’s will (which necessarily leads to more communication and prayer), must abstain from sexual activity during the woman’s fertile period. This time can be difficult, but it is also an opportunity for the couple to express their love in other ways, to be generous and thoughtful, and to appreciate each other more. Practicing NFP can help couples to look at each other (as Pope John Paul II wrote) with the “peace of the interior gaze.” In other words, couples who are willing to periodically abstain from sexual contact view each other not as sexual objects, available to provide pleasure at any time; but from the inside out, as unique and wondrous persons created by God to be loved. Practicing NFP does not guarantee couples a life without difficulties. Rather, it helps each person to think first of the good of the other, and more openly receive the love of spouse and children. Children learn how to love others (and God) when they see a strong, loving relationship between their parents.  When Natural Family Planning is practiced by the couple in a spirit of love and generosity, their mutual love – and their love for their children – becomes a witness of God’s love for us all.
Still have questions? Contact the Family Life Office: 215-587-5639; famlife@adphila.org
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