Is Contraception Orthodox?








I.  Introduction





	The goal of this treatise is to examine the teachings of Holy Scripture and the writings of the Church Fathers in hope of obtaining an Orthodox belief regarding the morality of contraception.  Such a study, in order to be effective, requires an openness to rethink preconceived opinions so that we can maintain fidelity to the one faith passed on from the Fathers and the early Church. The witness of the Scriptures and the Church Fathers are essential because, as one Orthodox writer, Fr. Michael Azkoul, commented,  





"The fundamental witness to the Christian Tradition is the Holy Scriptures; and the supreme expositors of the Scriptures are the divinely inspired Fathers of the Church, whether the Greek Fathers or Latin Fathers, Syriac Fathers or Slavic Fathers. Their place in the Orthodox religion cannot be challenged. Their authority cannot be superseded, altered or ignored.”





St. Athanasius the Great (d. 373 A.D.) underlines this truth, stating:





“Let us note that the very Tradition, teaching and faith of the catholic Church from the very beginning, given by the Lord, was preached by the Apostles and preserved by the Fathers” (First Letter to Serapion, 28).





	In light of these foundational observations, let us see what is the Tradition handed on and preserved from the earliest times of the Church. Those who are concerned about conforming their lives to the authentic call Jesus Christ and the Orthodox Faith should certainly be willing to be challenged and open to the truth.  The Orthodox Faith can not be altered.  Its truth is unchanging because it is an “epiphany” or revelation of Truth Himself, Jesus Christ.  It is He who said “I am the Way the Truth and the Life, no one comes to the Father but through me” (St. John 14:6).  We know that “Jesus Christ is the same, yesterday, today and forever” (Hebrews 13:8).  Therefore the truth He imparted to His Bride, the catholic, apostolic, Orthodox Church, is likewise unchanging.  This truth has been “once for all delivered to the saints” (St. Jude 3).








II.  Modern Orthodox Writers on Contraception





	Some mistakenly believe that the Orthodox Church has officially approved of contraception.  This is certainly untrue.  Even when we look at the writings of some modern Orthodox theologians who allow for the use of contraception, you will see that they clearly recognize and affirm that their teaching is not the sole one among Orthodox theologians and believers.  In other words they recognize and readily admit that their understanding of this issue is not the “official” one, nor the sole one held by all Orthodox Christians.  Thus, the Orthodox theologian and writer, Bishop Kallistos Ware, in the second edition of his monumental book, The Orthodox Church (revised 1993), states:





 “Concerning contraceptives and other forms of birth control, differing opinions exist within the Orthodox Church.  In the past birth control was in general strongly condemned, but today a less strict view is coming to prevail, not only in the west but in traditional Orthodox countries.  Many Orthodox theologians and spiritual fathers consider that the responsible use of contraception within marriage is not in itself sinful.  In their view, the question of how many children a couple should have, and at what intervals, is best decided by the partners themselves, according to the guidance of their own consciences” (page 296).





	Another Orthodox writer, Fr. Stanley Harakas, in his book Contemporary Moral Issues: Facing the Orthodox Christian, also acknowledges two differing teachings among the Orthodox.  One, he stigmatizes as the “negative - natural law” view which rejects the practice of contraception.  The other he calls the “sacramental” view which allows for it in marriage.  He claims both views are equally supported by Church Tradition.  Yet he states this without giving any support for this claim.  Fr. Harakas concludes, 





“The real issue is which of the two views best represents the fullness of the Orthodox Christian Faith.  The first, negative response, draws primarily on an exclusively biological, physical and legalistic perspective.  The second, affirmative response, emphasizes the close relationship of body and soul, places the issue in the total context of marriage and family, and most importantly, takes a sacramental approach.  To state the differences of emphasis is to respond to the question ‘Which is more Correct?’ The second fits a well-rounded Orthodox Christian view of the truth” (p. 78-82).  





	What makes this latter view more correct or “sacramental” is left unexplained by Fr. Harakas.  Nor does the prominent moral theologian address the witness of the Fathers of the Church.  Another Orthodox author, Fr. Anthony Coniaris, in his book Introducing the Orthodox Church, quotes both the eminent Orthodox theologian Fr. John Meyendorff and the above mentioned Fr. Harakas, and comes to the same conclusion.  While affirming that the practice of contraception is consistent with the Orthodox Faith, he also acknowledges there exists differing views on this topic within Orthodoxy.


	While many writers readily admit there is another view held by Orthodox regarding contraception, few modern writers present this other view.  The goal of this treatise will be to make known this “other view” in the Orthodox Church.  Who would deny that Orthodox Christians should have a “right of access” to this information?  After all, as we shall see, this view was elaborated by none other than many of the holy Fathers of the Orthodox Church.


	First, let us look at the more prominent view being voiced today in the Orthodox Church (especially in the Western world).  For example, there is the document by the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of North and South America entitled The Stand of the Orthodox Church on Controversial Issues, authored by the above mentioned Fr. Stanley Harakas.  In this article Fr. Harakas surprisingly states that he is not representing the traditional Orthodox belief regarding contraception.





Initially, Fr. Harakas affirms regarding Orthodox moral teachings:





“Like the teaching on fornication, the teachings of the Church on these and similar issues have remained constant. Expressed in Scripture, the continuing Tradition of the Church, the writings of the Church Fathers, the Ecumenical Councils and the canons, these views have been restated by theologians, hierarchs and local Orthodox churches in our own day.“





Then, somewhat surprisingly, he states that fidelity to this above criteria, when it comes to his teaching on the issue of contraception, is not the case. Thus, Fr. Harakas states,





“The possible exception to the above affirmation of continuity of teaching is the view of the Orthodox Church on the issue of contraception.” 





Besides incorrectly attributing his teaching to the teaching of the Orthodox Church, Fr. Harakas’ makes a telling admission.  Here he clearly acknowledges that those who are teaching that  contraception is perfectly Orthodox have departed from the “continuity of teaching” handed on from the Church Fathers.  But Fr. Harakas justifies this deviation by stating:





“Because of the lack of a full understanding of the implications of the biology of reproduction, earlier writers tended to identify abortion with contraception. However, of late a new view has taken hold among Orthodox writers and thinkers on this topic, which permits the use of certain contraceptive practices within marriage for the purpose of spacing children, enhancing the expression of marital love, and protecting health.”





	One has to wonder if this is right.  Did the “earlier writers” (i.e., the Fathers) get it wrong on contraception because they misunderstood human biology?  If so, this might indeed justify a new view, as Fr. Harakas states.  In the monumental book Contraception, John T. Noonan answers this claim that the Church Fathers operated under a misunderstanding of human biology.  He writes,





“One might think that these terms either reflect an erroneous biology which identifies man with the seed, or show that the writers are not speaking of contraception at all.  Neither alternative is correct.  The Christian writers are using this language rhetorically and morally, just as, rhetorically and morally, they attacked abortion as homicide and parricide.  A review of (a) the relevant theories of classical biology, (b) the leading theories on ensoulment of the fetus, and (c) Roman legal terminology confirms this conclusion.”





He then explains that in Classical Biology...





“three theories of procreation existed, all of them assigning the major role in procreation to the male seed.  According to Aristotle, the male seed was the active form; the female menses provided the passive matter on which the form worked (Generation of Animals 1.20, 729a, 2.3, 737a).  The view was general in the Roman world that the male seed combined with the female menses to make a fetus.  It is asserted by Jerome (On Ephesians 5.30) and by Augustine (On Genesis According to the Letter 10.18.32).  It appears to be the theory of the Hellenized Jew who wrote the Book of Wisdom (Wis 7:2), and of Lactantius (The Worker of God 12.6)  The theory is assumed by Clement of Alexandria (Paedagogus 1.6.39, GCS 12:113).  But under no theory was the male seed itself equal to a “man,” for under no theory was it maintained that the seed already had a soul.”





On the theory of ensoulment, Noonan writes,





“That no classical writer literally identified semen with man is clear from consideration of the leading theories on ensoulment.  It is abundantly clear... that the most anyone contends is that ensoulment occurs at conception; the dominant view is that the fetus becomes a man only when “formed.”  In light of such views on the fetus, no one could have confused the seed with a man or meant to say that destruction of the seed was literal homicide.”





Finally Noonan concludes,





“The essential Christian position is put by Tertullian in an attack on pagan abortion:  ‘To prohibit birth is to accelerate homicide, nor does it matter whether one snatches away a soul after birth or disturbs one as it is being born.  He is man who is future man, just as all fruit is now in the seed.’  The protection of life leads to the prohibition of interference with life at the fetal stage.  It is only one step to extend this protection to the life-giving process.” (Contraception, pgs. 88-91).





	Further examples of Orthodox writers offering the new teaching include that of Bishop Kallistos Ware.  A respected theologian, writer and ecumenist, it appears His Grace himself has back-peddled a bit on this subject.  In the first edition of his above mentioned book (1963), The Orthodox Church, Bishop Kallistos clearly and unambiguously states: 





 “Artificial methods of birth control are forbidden in the Orthodox Church.” (page 302).





However, twenty one years later, in the revised version of the first edition (1984), Bishop Kallistos slightly modifies his position stating:





“The use of contraceptives and other devices for birth control is on the whole strongly discouraged in the Orthodox Church. Some bishops and theologians altogether condemn the employment of such methods. Others, however, have recently begun to adopt a less strict position, and urge that the question is best left to the discretion of each individual couple, in consultation with the spiritual father” (NY: Penguin Books, page 302).





	Finally, we have the quote from the latest issue of his book, The Orthodox Church second edition (1993), mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, where Bishop Kallistos presents contraception in an even more positive and acceptable light.  Considering this, one has to wonder how something that was so sinful that it was forbidden by the entire Orthodox Church could suddenly -in our own century- become not sinful and perfectly acceptable?  This question is not addressed by Bishop Kallistos, nor does he address the testimony of the Scriptures and Church Fathers.





Bishop Kallistos’ change on this teaching in his book is noted by another Orthodox writer, Hiermonk Patapios, who commented:





“Likewise, when it comes to birth control, we can see an obvious shift of moral ground in Bishop Kallistos’ views. Whereas in 1963, His Grace said that artificial contraception was forbidden in the Orthodox Church, he now remarks that "today a less strict view is coming to prevail" (p. 296). This is an area in which there really are differences of opinion even among Traditionalist Orthodox, and on which it is probably best to avoid making bold pronouncements. But it is manifestly unwise to challenge a widely accepted standard—that of clear opposition to the free use of contraceptives by Christian couples—with what is "trendy" or "is coming to prevail." This is not an Orthodox view of how the Church comes to guide its Faithful.” (A Traditionalist Critique of “The Orthodox Church”).





	Yet there is still another facet to the consideration of contraception.  There is also the issue of the “abortifacient effect” of many contraceptives.  While all Orthodox theologians agree that abortion is gravely sinful, some of them seem unaware of the fact that many widely used contraceptives (e.g. “the Pill” ) can also be abortive in their effect.  This means they do not only stop conception, but they also have a secondary effect of killing newly conceived human lives within the mother’s womb.  Thus, the Orthodox Church in America (OCA), in a Synod addressing many moral issues, stated:





 “Married couples may express their love in sexual union without always intending the conception of a child, but only those means of controlling conception within marriage are acceptable which do not harm a fetus already conceived.”





“Orthodox Christians have always viewed the willful abortion of unborn children as a heinous act of evil. The Church’s canonical tradition identifies any action intended to destroy a fetus as the crime of murder (Ancyra, Canon 21; Trullo, Canon 91; St. Basil, Canon 2).”





Although, this local American Synod condoned the use of contraception, they acknowledged that some contraceptives are also abortifacient.  Their statement implicated contraceptives containing spermicides which are also abortifacient in there secondary effect.  Again, this means that if they do not accomplish their primary effect of preventing conception, they also have the secondary of effect of killing a newly conceived child.


	In contrast to these many above mentioned examples by some Orthodox forming “a new teaching,” we have the example of the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople.  In 1968 the Pope of Rome wrote the landmark encyclical Humane Vitae (On Human Life), defending and reaffirming the Latin Church’s  rejection of contraception.  After reviewing the encyclical, the Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras wrote to the Pope of Rome assuring him that this was the same teaching held by the Orthodox Church, stating:





“We assure you that we remain close to you, above all in these recent days when you have taken the good step of publishing the encyclical Humanae Vitae. We are in total agreement with you, and wish you all God's help to continue your mission in the world.”


(Telegram from Patriarch Athenagoras to Pope Paul VI, 9 August 1968, reprinted in Towards the Healing of Schism, ed. & trans. E.J. Stormon ,1987, p. 197).





Thus the Ecumenical Patriarch, the “first among equals” in the Orthodox Church, affirmed that the Orthodox teaching on contraception was in agreement with that of the Latin Church.


	


	There is also the witness of Fr. Thomas Hopko, dean of St. Vladimr’s Orthodox Seminary.  In the series of lectures entitled The Nicene Creed in the Orthodox Church, Fr. Thomas, while not specifically speaking to the issue of contraception, elaborates on the Orthodox view on new human life:





“Sometimes people ask the question... ‘how many people are God going to make?’  When we say, “I believe in the one God the Father Almighty, the Creator of heaven and earth and of all things visible and invisible, I think that could also be interpreted to mean not only that ‘God made everything that as a matter of fact exists’ but that ‘God makes everything that as a matter of fact can exist; that God, being good, will bring into existence everything that can possibly exist.’  That’s my own theory.  If it can exist: God will make it.  Because, you have to ask the question, ‘why wouldn’t He?’  If someone could exist, God will let him be.  If something can exist, God will let it exist.  Because, the idea -when you think about this- is that if God is really good and if God is really love and if God is really self-sharing and if God really has a power to bring into existence anything that He wants:  its impossible to think that there would be anything that God would not let exist.  If somebody asks the question, ‘Father how many people do think is God going to make.’  I think the answer is a very simple one:  as many as can possibly exist.  Until He can get a duplicate.  In other words, if a unique person can exist, God will bring him into existence.  Whether the person’s good or bad.  Because God doesn’t just create good ones, He creates the bad ones too.  Which is a tough problem for our modern minds:  why God would bring into existence people that He knows will be evil.  But He does.  Probably because He’s not like us.  We only love those who love us.  But He loves everyone, even those who hate Him.  But the love of God is that He is bringing into existence all things.”





	The implication of this statement, if we apply it to issue of contraception, is profound.  God says, “Be Holy because I am Holy” (1 St. Peter 1:16).  Christians are called to imitate the life-giving love God has for us.  We are called to be God’s co-workers through synergy (1 Corinthians 3:9).  And what better way is there of doing this than by sacrificing our bodies, time, money and energies (that is: our lives), by allowing as many children as we can to come into this world and have a chance to know and worship their loving Creator?  How could anyone who recognizes the profound truthfulness of Fr. Thomas’ insight, in turn justify the use of something so diametrically opposed to the life-giving Will of the Creator?  How can any theologian present contraception as a good and something perfectly Orthodox?


	To conclude this chapter, let us consider the words of another Orthodox writer, Archbishop Averky, who laments the abandonment of the Orthodox doctrine and canons by many modern day writers.  In the article, Should The Church Be In Step With The Times?, he states:


	“And for how long, to what limits may we permit ourselves to go on such a slippery path, abrogating the Church canons which uphold Christian morality? Right now in America and, as we hear, in places also in other countries which have accepted contemporary ‘culture,’ there is increasing propaganda for the official abrogation of marriage and the legalization in place of marriage of ‘free love’; the use of contraceptive pills is being sanctioned for married couples, and even for the unmarried, since marriage supposedly has as its purpose not the procreation of children, but ‘love’; legal recognition is being prepared for the heinous, unnatural passion of homosexuality, all the way to the establishment for homosexuals of a special church wedding rite (proposal of an Anglican bishop); etc., etc.


	“And so?  Should our Church too follow this fashionable path— ‘in step with the times,’ so as not to be left behind the march of life?  But what kind of ‘church’ will this be that will allow itself all this, or even merely look at it with all-forgiving condescension?  It will be no longer a church at all, but a veritable Sodom and Gomorrah, which will not escape, sooner or later, the terrible chastisement of God.”





	Now that we have seen that there are actually two teachings among the Orthodox concerning contraception, let us examine which of these two is more in accord with the teaching of the Holy Scriptures and the great Orthodox Fathers of the Church.








III.  The Holy Scriptures on Contraception





	There is ample evidence in the Holy Scriptures to give us guidance to an Orthodox view of contraception.  John Kipley is a leading western lay moral theologian and founder of the Couple to Couple League.  This organization is devoted to helping married couples live in accord with the historic Christian teaching on contraception and is supported by many Orthodox Christians.  In the next chapter we will consider how the Fathers understood the Scriptures on this topic.  But first let us consider Kipley’s explanation of the subject.  It is important to understand, as Kipley writes in his book Birth Control and Christian Discipleship, “the Bible has a general call to generosity in the service of life, as for example Genesis 1:28, Psalms 127 and 128.”  Yet, Scripture not only gives us these positive statements of the great gift and blessing that children are, the Holy Book also addresses the issue of unnatural forms of birth control.  Thus, in the first book of the Bible, it states in the Greek Septuagint translation,





“And Judas said to Onan, ‘Go in to thy brother’s wife, and marry her as her brother-in -law, and raise up seed to thy brother.’  And Onan, knowing that the seed should not be his - it came to pass when he went in to his brother’s wife, that he spilled it upon the ground, so that he should not give seed to his brother’s wife.  And his doing this appeared evil before God; and he slew him also” (Gen 38:8-10, LXX).





Here is a clear example, in Holy Scripture, of a man choosing the unnatural practice of contraception and receiving the sentence of death as a result of his decision.


	This passage is of great importance as it speaks directly to an act of contraception.  Therefore it is crucial that we clearly and thoroughly understand it.  I’ve seen no better treatment of this passage, which corresponds to that of our holy Orthodox Fathers, than Kipley’s. Therefore, I will quote him at length:





	“In that account Onan follows an ancient Near Eastern custom known as the Law of the Levirate.  According to this custom, if a married man died before he had children, his brother was obliged to marry the widow; their children would be considered as the deceased brother’s children [cf. Deuteronomy 25:5-6].


	“Onan’s brother died, so Onan married the widow Tamar.  However, he practiced the contraceptive behavior called withdrawal and deliberately ejaculated outside [the woman].  For centuries the general term among Christians for unnatural forms of birth control was ‘Onanism;’ indeed, the principle form of unnatural birth control was that of Onan.  ...The Onan account was seen as God’s condemnation of unnatural methods of birth control.


	“However, when belief and practice [of recent modern Christians] changed, the Onan account was an embarrassment, to say the least.  Thus, a new interpretation was developed which said his guilt was only in his failure to provide a son for Tamar.  Which interpretation is correct -the one of centuries or the one that has found recent favor among proponents of contraception?”





Kipley then lays out some basic principals for the accurate interpretation of this text:





	“The first rule of biblical interpretation is that a text must be considered in itself.  In the case at hand, the key sentence is, “What he did was evil in the sight of the Lord, and He slew him also.”  Second, the text must be interpreted in the immediate context of the entire account, namely, all of Chapter 38.  Third, it must also be seen in the wider context of other biblical condemnations for violations of the Law of the Levirate.  Fourth, it must be interpreted in the context of related teaching.  Last but not least, it must be seen in the context of the Church’s traditional teaching over the centuries lest a person think that the Holy Spirit became operative only today in his guidance of the Church.


	1.  Biblical scholar Manuel Miguens has pointed out that a close examination of the text shows that God condemned Onan for the specific action he performed, not for his anti-Levirate intentions.  The translation ‘he spilled his seed on the ground’ fails to do full justice to the Hebrew expression.  The Hebrew verb shichet never means to spill or waste.  Rather, it means to act perversely.  The text also makes it clear that his perverse action  was related towards the ground, not against his brother.  “... His perversion or corruption consists in his action itself, not precisely in the result and goal of his act...  In a strict interpretation the text says that what was evil in the sight of the Lord was what Onan actually did (asher asah); the emphasis in this sentence of verse 10 does not fall on what he intended to achieve, but on what he did.”





	As mentioned above, very recently, some have introduced the idea that Onan did not die because he wasted his seed, but instead because he broke the Levirate Law.  Besides the fact that this interpretation contradicts that of the Church Fathers (as we shall next consider) and the living Tradition of the Church, it is also illogical.  If we consider the Biblical legislated punishment for the breaking of this law, it becomes manifest that God did not punish Onan for breaking it, but rather for something more heinous, something which “appeared evil” in a much greater way than the simple breaking of the “Levirate Law.”


	God specifically commands in Scripture how the transgressor of the Levirate Law was to be punished. The law states,





"And if the man should not be willing to take his brother’s wife, then shall the woman go up to the gate to the elders, and she shall say, ‘My husband’s brother will not raise up the name of his brother in Israel, my husband’s brother has refused.’  And the elders of his city shall call him, and speak to him; and if he stand and say, I will not take her: then his brother’s wife shall come forward before the elders, and shall loose one shoe from off his foot, and shall spit in his face, and shall answer and say, ‘Thus shall they do to the man who will not build his brother’s house in Israel.  And his name shall be called in Israel, the house of him that has had his shoe loosed.” (Deut 25:7-10 LXX).





	It is evident that the divinely ordained punishment for transgressing the Levirate Law, however harsh it may appear to us, is exceedingly less than that of “death” which Onan received.  There is no comparing the two.  Thus it is clear that the “something” which "appeared evil before the Lord” for which Onan was slain, was not simply his refusal to raise children for his brother but also his selfish act of contraception.  We shall see that this is precisely what the Church Fathers taught about this passage and what Orthodox Christians of every generation have believed:  contraception is sinful.





Kipley’s explanation of this biblical passage continues:





	2.  In the context of the entire chapter, Genesis 38, it is clear that Onan is only one of three persons who violated the Levirate.  His father, Judah, and his younger brother, Shelah, also violated the Levirate law, and Judah openly admitted his guilt in verse 26.  After Tamar had tricked Judah into having intercourse with her and getting her pregnant, thus getting Tamar accused of harlotry, he admitted, ‘She is in the right rather than I.  This comes of my not giving her to my son Shelah to be his wife..’


	“When three people are guilty of the same crime but only one of them received the death penalty from God, common sense requires that we ask if that one did something the others did not do.  The answer is obvious: only Onan went through the motions of the covenental act of intercourse but then defrauded its purpose and meaning; only Onan engaged in the contraceptive behavior of withdrawal.”


	“3.  It must also be remembered that Deuteronomy has no hesitation about the death penalty for serious sexual sins: chapter 22-23 prescribes the death penalty for adultery and rape.  Thus the context of Deuteronomy provides utterly no support for the Levirate-only interpretation of Genesis 38:10.  On the contrary, it supports the traditional interpretation that the crime for which Onan received the death penalty was his directly contraceptive behavior.”


	“4.  ...It can be stated without fear of contradiction that the teaching against unnatural forms of birth control is in perfect harmony with the biblical teaching against immoral forms of sex such as sodomy, fornication, and adultery.  It is also in the most perfect harmony with the biblical teaching on love, marriage and discipleship.”





Kipley also shows the sinfulness of contraception is also supported in the New Testament: 





“In the New Testament, the Greek ‘pharmakeia’ probably refers to the  birth control issue.  ‘Pharmakeia’ in general was the mixing of various potions for secret purposes, and it is known that ‘pharmakeia’ were mixed in the first century A.D. to prevent or stop a pregnancy.  The typical translation as ‘sorcery’ [or ‘witchcraft’ in Scripture] does not reveal all of the specific practices condemned by the New Testament.  In all three of the passages in which it appears, it is in a context condemning sexual immorality; two of the three passages also condemn murder (Galatians 5:19-26, Revelation 9:21, 21:8, 22:15).”





	Thus it is known by scholars that, “the etymology of the word, ‘witchcraft’ derived from the Greek ‘pharmakeia,’ is associated with a knowledge of herbs and roots used for abortion and contraception.” (Witchcraft and the Culture of Death, by Jameson Taylor, HLI Reports vol.1 #2  p. 14)





In conclusion, Kipley sums up the Biblical record, stating:





	“The interpretation that Onan’s sin was only the violation of the Levirate custom is a recent accommodation for the practice of unnatural forms of birth control.  It is not upheld by the text or the context.  On the contrary, the Onan account provides a powerful biblical basis for the traditional Christian teaching that unnatural forms of birth control are immoral.  This interpretation is reinforced by certain New Testament passages, and it is certainly confirmed by centuries of usage” (pgs. 23-28).





As the Holy Synod of the Orthodox Church in America stated:





	“The procreation of children in marriage is the ‘heritage’ and ‘reward’ of the Lord; a blessing of God (cf. Psalm 127:3).  It is the natural result of the act of sexual intercourse in marriage, which is a sacred union through which God Himself joins the two together into ‘one flesh’ (Genesis 1-2, Matthew 19, Mark 10, Ephesians 5, et. al.).  The procreation of children is not in itself the sole purpose of marriage, but a marriage without the desire for children, and the prayer to God to bear and nurture them, is contrary to the ‘sacrament of love’ (Orthodox Marriage Service; St. John Chrysostom, On Ephesians, Homily 20).”





	In the next chapter, we will consider what Kipley refers to as “centuries of usage” by examining the teaching of the great Church Fathers who are the torchbearers of the authentic Tradition of the Church..








IV.  The Holy Fathers on Contraception





	Many questions are clarified when we consider the consistent witness of two thousand years of Orthodox Christian doctrine on this matter.  Regrettably, contemporary Orthodox theologians are not utilizing this witness to support their “new view” in regard to this issue.  We know, based on the above witness of John T. Noonan, that the Holy Fathers weren’t confused about human biology but held a very accurate -albeit philosophical- view of human biology.  Therefore we can affirm, as stated above by Fr. Azkoul, that “their place in the Orthodox religion cannot be challenged” and “their authority cannot be superseded, altered or ignored.”  In fact, when we look to the Fathers on the issue of contraception we find a consistent, unchanging opposition, going back to the ancient church.


	Before we consider the witness of the Church Fathers, it is important to note that this is not even a teaching which is uniquely Christian.  The Jews also interpreted the Onan account the same way.  One evidence of this comes from “a rabbi in the third century of the Christian era [who] noted “the deadly sin of Onan,” and in the context the sin is clearly his contraceptive act.”  From the same time period, “there is a quotation of Rabbi Johanan de Nappala, the founder of a school at Tiberias in the third century, on the deadly sin of Onan, and the sin here is clearly his contraceptive act.”  He is quoted as saying, “whoever emits semen in vain deserves death.” (Contraception, p.10, 50)


	Thus, when we consider the teaching of the Fathers, it is important to realize they were not the originators of this doctrine.  Rather they were preservers of an already established rule of Faith.  We will also see that far from this being some distortion or novelty of medieval Latin Christianity, this rather is the Faith of the early Church Fathers of both East and West (i.e., of the entire Church).


	First, there is the witness of the earliest Christian document outside the New Testament (written as early as A.D. 70), the Didache or Teaching of the Twelve Apostles.  It was originally composed for the Greek speaking Churches of either Egypt or Syria.  In it, the author repeats the New Testament condemnation of pharmakeia which, included “drugs of sterility” or contraceptives.  We read, “But the way of Death is this:  First of all, it is wicked and full of cursing -murders, adulteries, lusts, sexual promiscuities, thefts, idolatries, magic arts, pharmakeia... murderers of children, corrupters of God’s creation... may you be delivered from all these. (5:1,3).   The Epistle of Barnabas, written a few decades later, repeats this condemnation of pharmakeia (Chp. 20) as well as orally consummated sex.


	In A.D. 191 we have the witness of St. Clement of Alexandria, Egypt (A.D. 150-215).  He was a Greek writer who had a significant impact on the theology of the early Church.  Referring to Onan’s evil act, St. Clement explains, “He broke the law of coitus.” (Critical Comments on Genesis 6, PG 69:309).  Against contraception St. Clement remarks, "Because of its divine institution for the propagation of man, the seed is not to be vainly ejaculated, nor is it to be damaged, nor is it to be wasted" (The Instructor of Children).


	Another Greek writer, St. Hippolytus of Rome (A.D. 170-236), wrote around A.D. 225 against some worldly Christians who were practicing contraception and abortion.  He writes, "the so-called faithful want no children... they use drugs of sterility [oral contraceptives] or bind themselves tightly in order to expel a fetus which has already been engendered [abortion]" (Refutation of All Heresies).


	Another witness from the Alexandrian Church comes from the writings of the renowned priest named Origen (A.D. 184-254).  He is acclaimed to be "the most accomplished biblical scholar of the early church" (Funk/Wagnal).  In his day the practice of contraception, abortion and infanticide were commonplace among the pagan population.  In the letter Contra Celsum, Origen refuted the teachings of the pagan philosopher Celsus.  Speaking of God’s people in the Old Testament the Eastern Father, writes, "nor were there among them women who sold their beauty to anyone who wished to have sexual intercourse without offspring, and to cast contempt upon the nature of human generation" (Bk: 6, chp. 42 p.1111).  Thus in the early Church it was clear that to have sexual intercourse without being open to offspring was sinful.


	The Latin philosopher and apologist, Lactantius Firmianus, (A.D. 240-320) in A.D. 307 attested to the belief that abstinence was the licit means of limiting family size. He spoke of those who "complain of the scantiness of their means, and allege that they have not enough for bringing up more children, as though, in truth, their means were in [their] power... or God did not daily make the rich poor and the poor rich. Wherefore, if any one on any account of poverty shall be unable to bring up children, it is better to abstain from relations with his wife... the genital [generating] part of the body, as the name itself teaches, has been received by us for no other purpose than the generation of offspring" (Divine Institutions 6.23.18).


	There is also the witness of the Greek theologian St. Epiphanius of Salamis (A.D. 315-403).  He was born and raised in Judea and latter became Bishop of Salamis on the Island of Cyprus.  In A.D. 375, St. Epiphanius wrote against those who "exercise genital acts, yet prevent the conceiving of children. Not in order to produce offspring, but to satisfy lust, are they eager for corruption" (Medicine Chest Against Heresies, Panarion 26.5.2-6).  Noonan adds that, “St. Ephraem (A.D. 306-373), a Syrian contemporary of Epiphanius, said that Onan acted out of both hate for his brother and love for Thamar, and was killed for ‘his bitter trick.’” (p.101)


	The great Antiochene Eastern Father, St. John Chrysostom (A.D. 347-407) the Golden-Mouthed Patriarch of Constantinople, preached a homily in A.D. 391 against the acts of contraception and abortion.  He exclaimed, "Why do you sow where the field is eager to destroy the fruit, where there are medicines of sterility [oral contraceptives], where there is murder before birth? You do not even let a harlot remain only a harlot, but you make her a murderess as well... Indeed, it is something worse than murder, and I do not know what to call it; for she does not kill what is formed but prevents its formation. What then? Do you condemn the gift of God and fight with his [natural] laws?... Yet such turpitude... the matter still seems indifferent to many men; even to many men having wives.  In this indifference of the married men there is greater evil filth; for then poisons are prepared, not against the womb of a prostitute, but against your injured wife. Against her are these innumerable tricks" (Homilies on Romans, 24).


	The great Latin Father St. Ambrose of Milan (A.D. 340-397), who was largely responsible for the conversion of St. Augustine, wrote against abortion and contraception.  Noonan records, “St. Ambrose spoke of potions used in marriage in the course of his commentary on Genesis, ...he exclaimed, The rich ‘lest their patrimony be divided among several, deny their own fetus in their uterus and by a parricidal potion extinguish the pledges of their womb in their genital belly, and life is taken away before it is transmitted’” (Hexameron 5.18.58).  Noonan explains, “To users of potions preventing life, [Ambrose] applied the condemnation ‘parricide.’  From the context where protection of inheritance is the object of these acts, it is probable that any use of the potions in marriage is what is condemned.” (p.99)


	Another Latin Father, St. Jerome (A.D. 343-420), also treated the subject of contraception.  A student of St. Gregory the Theologian and translator of the Latin Vulgate edition of the Holy Bible, St. Jerome’s translation would become the standard Bible of the West for the next millennia.  Condemning the immorality of the Roman women of his time, he wrote, “Others, indeed, will drink sterility and murder a man not yet born.”  This repeated reference to “drinking sterility” by the Fathers is an obvious reference to pharmakeia or oral contraceptives.  Noonan comments, “Evidently contraception was known and practiced in fashionable Catholic circles.  Jerome denounces it in strong terms...” (p. 101).


	Then there is the witness of St. Augustine (A.D. 354-430), the great Latin Father from Carthage, North Africa.  One of the most celebrated doctors of the Latin Church, and regarded by many as the greatest Western Father, it can be noted that in the Latin West, "the place of prominence held by Augustine among the Fathers and Doctors of the Church is comparable to that of St. Paul among the apostles" (Funk/Wagnal).  On contraception he wrote, "Relations with one's wife when conception is deliberately prevented are as unlawful and impure as the conduct of Onan who was slain" (Radio Replies Vol.1-#1305).  This is another example of how the early Church Fathers understood the biblical lesson of Onan.


	There is also a Greek penitential, attributed to St. John the Faster, Patriarch of Constantinople (582-595) which states, “If someone to satisfy his lust or in deliberate hatred does something to a man or woman so that no children be born of him or her, or gives them to drink so that he cannot generate or she conceive, let it be held as homicide.” (Churchly Disciplines and the Christian Religion, 2.89).


	The Catholic writer William Klimon, records, “The Penitential ascribed to [St. John the Faster] considers it a form of infanticide, categorizing several kinds of birth control: application of ointment (trimata) that is perceived as the least heinous; drinking a potion (pharmakon); and the worst--the use of a herbs to induce abortion (PG 88:1904C).  Another text attributed to the same author (col. 1924A) required sinners to confess their desire to remain childless, induce an abortion, or use contraceptive herbs” (Contraception: Early Church vs. Eastern Orthodox).


	Far from this being considered the exclusive doctrine of a particular Church, it has been demonstrated that this view of contraception was the teaching of the entire Catholic and Orthodox Church.  We have seen testimony from the Churches of Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch, Judea, Cyprus, Carthage, Milan, and Syria.  A further example of this universality comes from the distant land of Armenia, which historically lay outside the Roman Empire.  Noonan records, “A penitential of the Armenian Church, written by David of Ganjak (d. 1140), has a strong denunciation of coitus interruptus”  In it he states, “Certain evil men, in the course of fornication or in order to spite their wives, act contrary to creation, that is, they spill the seed of pro-creation which the Lord established for the increase [of his creatures], which act is cursed by the Church of God.  If anyone is possessed by the Evil One and does this many times, he shall be classed among the murderers.  But the Vartabeds, considering his heavy penance, may reduce the period.” (no.54).  Noonan notes that David of Ganjak also writes, “unmarried prostitutes who take drugs to prevent pregnancy are counted among those who kill their child in the womb,” (ibid. no. 53).  On this, Noonnan remarks, “Would this Armenian work reflect an older Eastern tradition?  The statement of the use of drugs by prostitutes is not far from St. John Chrysostom; the statement on coitus interruptus as a way of ‘spiting one’s wife’ is not far from St. Ephraem’s description of the act as ‘a bitter trick.’” (p. 168).  Thus it is manifest that the faith of the early Church regarding the evilness of contraception is well established.








V.  Application and Conclusion





	In light of this evidence, Orthodox Christians must beware lest we become worthy of the condemnation of St. Paul who warned that “the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own liking, and will turn away from listening to the truth and wander into myths”  (2 Tim. 4:3-4).  Turning away, rather, from those teaching erroneous doctrines, we must face the truth about contraception and its incompatibility with Orthodox Christianity.  Once we acknowledge it is sinful, we can consider the practical application of this doctrine in the Eastern Christian’s life.  The question is, “How do we live this truth and remain faithful to it?”  There is a clear way to do so.  To understand this, let us consider a few preliminary points.


	First, as we have seen, for two thousand years the Church of East and West, has held the same consistent doctrine on contraception:  that it is sinful.  This is the first point we must be clear on. From the consistent historical Orthodox Christian understanding artificial birth control is not legitimate.


	A second point is that among the early Fathers there were two views regarding the correct intention for engaging in marital relations.  One view stated that marital relations were lawful only if sought for the purpose of procreation.  The other view stated that marital relations were lawful not only if sought for procreation but also if engaged in for the good and communion of the couple.  In fact, it is this second view probably being taken up by those who today are trying to justify the use of contraception.  Yet, we must not make their mistake.  As it has been shown above, these Fathers who held this second view still clearly condemned contraception -as did all Church Fathers who addressed the issue.


	In this second view the marital act is for pro-creation and the salvation of the partners.  Marital relations are not to be used in a way which would isolate one of these aspects from the other.  It was not an “either/or” view, choosing either procreation or companionship, but rather a “both or neither” view which maintained the couple’s intention could be solely for companionship but the act must still be open to procreation.  Noonan gives us a further explanation of this second view from its chief proponents, the Latin Father, Lactantius and the Greek Father, St. John Chrysostom:





	“In the late third century Lactantius gave value to the Pauline purpose of intercourse as remedy for incontinence (1 Cor. 7:5).  He wrote, “Whoever cannot control his affections, let him keep them within the limits of a lawful bed.”  The passage by itself would be ambiguous, but Lactantius went on to discuss intercourse in pregnancy.  God has made other female animals reject their mates when pregnant, but He ‘has made woman suffer her husband lest, when their wives repel them, husbands be driven by lust to seek elsewhere and so doing not keep the glory of chastity” (Divine Institutes 6.23.13,26).  Based on Lactantius’ other writings, Noonan notes it is obvious that, “Lactantius would have rejected any intentional frustration of the normal purpose [of intercourse, i.e. pro-creation].”





Noonan also records,





 “In the fourth century, St. John Chrysostom defended the Pauline view... preaching at Constantinople, Chrysostom taught,	‘There are two reasons why marriage was instituted, that we may live chastely and that we may become parents.’  Today, after the Resurrection, a Christian may become a parent spiritually, ‘so there is one occasion for marriage, that we may not commit fornication’ (On those Words of the Apostle, “On Account of Fornication,” PG 51:213).  In taking this view, Chrysostom indicated that intercourse in old age is not blamable, although it is presumably not procreative; intercourse in pregnancy and by the sterile are implicitly justified by his doctrine.” (Contraception, p.78)





	St. Chrysostom also states that the purpose of marriage is “for companionship and the procreation of children” (Homily 5 on 1 Thessalonians, PG 62:426).  Noonan explains how the purpose of intercourse is summed up by the great “Golden-Mouthed.”  “Boldly, without nuances, Chrysostom stated a belief which will be hidden in many Christian views of marital intercourse.  The generative act is sacral.  To interfere with it -so runs the implicit corollary here- would be to attack the work of God... Chrysostom regards contraception as worse than homicide, a mutilation of nature.” (Contraception, p. 78-79).


	This second view, therefore, if contemplated, presents for us a rule to be followed.  Sex may be engaged in not only for the intention of procreation but also for the good, companionship, and communion of the couple.  But, sex should be engaged in such a way that it does not frustrate either end or purpose of Christian marital intercourse, the unitive or pro-creative.  This view, attested to by these two Fathers of East and West, happens to be the precise one taken up and affirmed by the late Pope of Rome, Paul VI, in his encyclical letter Humanae Vitae (A.D. 1968).  Keeping in mind that the Patriarch of Constantinople, Athenagoras, regarded this encyclical to be authentic doctrine shared by the Orthodox, we can use it to gain insights into the practical application of this doctrine for all Christians.  A key point in this encyclical offered by the Pope of Rome is the legitimacy -for just reasons- of the couple to use of the wife’s infertile periods to space or postpone the conception of additional children.  This is based on the scientific fact that a woman is fertile and able to conceive only a few days per month.  By identifying these days, a couple can avoid relations and thus pregnancy.


	In a pastoral letter on artificial contraception, the Roman Catholic Archbishop Flavin of Lincoln Nebraska explained the principal of using natural methods of regulating birth.  The Archbishop stated, "For good and sufficient reasons, spouses may regulate births by abstaining from the marital act during the wife's easily identified fertile periods.  This practice is known as Natural Family Planning.  Recent scientific research has so refined the methods of Natural Family Planning that today, couples may practice responsible parenthood in ways that are altogether reliable, medically safe without harmful side-effects, and morally acceptable."  This should not be confused with the old Roman Catholic practice of “Rhythm” humorously dubbed “Vatican roulette.”  Because, as one writer put it, “Rhythm is to Natural Family Planning what the Model T is to the modern automobile.”  Today one can easily access accurate information on this “art” or science from groups such as “The Couple to Couple League.”  Thus NFP, when used correctly, has been proven to have a higher accuracy than many immoral contraceptives.


	William Klimon, commenting on the compatibility of marital abstinence with Orthodox doctrine observed that traditionally there are “approximately 180 fast days in the year, in which sexual intercourse was prohibited.  At other times it was also not allowed for other reasons. Thus one Orthodox priest wrote that Orthodox do not need contraception -- they only need to keep the fasts!”  Klimon then rightly concludes, “This is certainly analogous, in principle, to NFP.”


	In fact, the above mentioned Synod of the Orthodox Church in America declared, “Married couples are encouraged to abstain from sexual union at times for the sake of devotion to prayer (as, for example, on the eves of the Eucharist, and during Lenten seasons). They are to do so, however, only "for a season by agreement" since their bodies are not their own but belong to each other; and they are to "come together again lest Satan tempt" them (cf. 1 Corinthians 7:2-7).”  This biblical principal echoed by the Synod is also in harmony with the idea of periodic continence.


	While the Church does not teach that every family must have as many offspring as is humanly possible, the choice of a couple to practice Natural Family Planning still must be done in a way consistent with Christian morality.  The choice to practice NFP should not be based on a view that reduces children to the level of mere commodities.  Opting for a new car, or other similarly unnecessary things, instead of being open to new life can be gravely immoral and clearly opposed to the Orthodox Faith.  Children have an infinitely greater value than any material possession could ever have.


	The Church, based on Holy Scripture and Tradition, teaches that God calls married couples to be generously fruitful.  If there is serious reason, this call to fruitfulness can be postponed by natural means.  The reasons justifying NFP’s use are noted in Paul VI’s encyclical Humanae Vitae:  “In relation to physical, economic, psychological and social conditions, responsible parenthood is exercised, either by the deliberate and generous decision to raise a numerous family, or by the decision, made for grave motives and with due respect for the moral law, to avoid for the time being, or even for an indeterminate period, a new birth" (Humanae Vitae #10).  Using these categories (physical, economic, psychological and social) a good pastor is essential in helping a couple discern whether their motives are justified in postponing the conception of another child.


	Yet some argue that there is no moral difference between Natural Family Planning and artificial birth control.  The profound difference is this:  with artificial birth control -directly disobeying the clear teaching of Scripture and Tradition- a couple deliberately impedes, frustrates and disables the life-giving potency of their marital act, rendering it sterile.  A potential human being who might be on a direct trajectory to being conceived is deliberately prevented from being.  But with Natural Family Planning the couple are not at all obstructing the conception of a new life in their marital act but instead are timing their undefiled marital act (cf. Hebrews 13:4) during the season God has designed the wife to be infertile, when no new life can result.  	Therefore, just as there is a proper way for a man and a woman to engage in sexual relations, that is, only within the marital covenant, so too is there a proper way to limit the number of children in a family, that is, by natural means.  And, just as there is a proper intention for marriage, that is for love, companionship and children, so too is there a proper reason for using NFP, only if additional children would bring great difficulty to the family.


	It is also important to note that although the national average of divorce for Christian couples is approximately the same as non-Christian Americans (apx. 50%), "less than 2% of the couples practicing Natural Family Planning, end up in divorce," (Scott Hahn, Life Giving Love).  This is just an indication of the fact that those who trust Christ and allow Him to be Lord of their entire lives, including their marital relations, will reap the rewards of being "good and faithful servants" not only in the after-life but even in the here and now.  After all, as the saying goes, “if Christ isn’t ‘Lord of all,’ then ‘He isn’t Lord at all.’”


	All this is in accord with the supreme goodness of giving life as stated above so beautifully by Fr. Thomas Hopko who said, “if a unique person can exist, God will bring him into existence.”  This agrees with the unanimous witness of Sacred Scripture which never describes children as a curse but always as a blessing.  As the Psalmist puts it, "Behold the inheritance of the Lord are children: the reward, the fruit of the womb" (Psalm 126:3 LXX).  And again, “Thy wife shall be as a fruitful vine on the sides of thy house:  Thy children as young olive-plants round about thy table.  Behold, thus shall the man be blessed that fears the Lord.” (Psalm 127:3-4 LXX).


	Finally, it is important to realize, as the Catholic theologian Fr. Edward D. O'Connor of Notre Dame commented, "In a culture that constantly teases appetites with images of sex flaunted by television, movies, novels, songs, dances, styles of dress, etc., Catholic marriage doctrine appears prohibitive and restrictive.  Furthermore, social pressure today is gearing moral standards and even public laws to the supposition that it is normal for people to have sex freely, so that we had better adjust to it by readily available contraceptives, unrestricted abortions (even for minors, without parental consent or information), easy marriage, no-fault divorces, etc.  In such a climate, the doctrine that sex outside of marriage is immoral, and that even inside marriage it needs to be governed by the demands of its inner meaning and purpose, appears harsh and unreal.  Young people in particular are tempted to see the Church as depriving them of the full joy of life" (The Catholic Way, 204). As St. Paul warned, many today have become, “lovers of pleasures rather than lovers of God, as they make a pretense of religion, but deny its power” (2 Tim 3:4-5).


	In closing, there are many who can suggest a wide variety of hypothetical situations that they think might justify the use of contraception.  Let them recall that, as Christians, we should not conform the truth to meet the demands of a situation, but rather, conform the situation to meet the demands of the truth.  And the truth is:  contraception is sinful.  This is the witness of the early Church, the Fathers of the Church and the teaching of the “Breath of God,” the Holy Bible.  It is a teaching maintained by the Church in every century until our day.  We even have knowledge of a very practical way to live this truth (i.e. through Natural Family Planning).  Let us, therefore, heed the words of St. Paul who stated, “Let marriage be held in honor among all, and let the marriage bed be undefiled; for God will judge the sexually immoral and adulterous” (Hebrews 13:4).  It is enslavement to the fear of death (i.e. our own mortality) which keeps Christians bound to the use of contraception (Rm. 5:12).  All materialistic anxieties which lead us to sin are ultimately rooted in this fear (see my essay “Why did Christ have to Die?).  But Christ has conquered death and set us free from the fear of it (Heb 2:14-15; 1 Cor. 15).  Openness to children is one of the most profound witnesses to the reality Christian liberation from the fear of death.


	May God give us all the strength to follow this truth given us through our Holy Fathers, from Christ Himself.  Let us pray that the many theologian
