










112 Practice of Periodic Continence 

among many of the clergy, as to what is licit and what illicit in 
the use of "the pill"—a confusion worse confounded by the writ-
ings and public statements of professedly Catholic Dr. John Rock. 

At the theological level there has been renewed and increasing 
concern in the practical implications of "responsible parenthood." 
(The term itself is perhaps of Protestant origin, but the concept 
behind the term certainly should not be unfamiliar to the Catholic 
pastoral theologian). This trend of thought has necessarily led to 
reconsideration of the several ends of matrimony and to consequent 
replacing of emphasis on certain most important phases of our 
theology of marriage which previously had been to great extent 
neglected at the pastoral level. More and more often at the present 
time we are being reminded that the primary end of marriage is not 
the single purpose of procreation but rather a duality: procreation 
and education. It is also being brought to our attention that educa-
tion must be understood in its plenary sense—not only as a matter 
of formal schooling but as the total upbringing of the total child, 
a responsibility which entails at least a continuing sufficiency of 
parental love and care, patience and providence, exercised in favor 
of each and every child within the family. 

We very frequently hear it said—often less thoughtfully than 
it should be said—that the large family is the Christian ideal. How-
ever, this maxim is not universally applicable to each individual 
marriage; it obtains in truth only in circumstances wherein the decent 
raising of a large family is reasonably possible. Certainly it is no-
body's ideal to have families, large or small, born and raised in an 
environment which precludes the reasonable expectation of their 
being reared in a manner consistent with Christian dignity. This 
observation is made in no criticism of parents whose extraordinary 
love, industry, and self-sacrifice enable them to overcome severe 
handicaps in their successful efforts to bring up large families prop-
erly. Nor does it imply that only the wealthy are justified in hav-
ing many children. But it does call attention again to the fact that 
the adequate education of children—education again in its plenary 
sense—is no less an essential responsibility of marriage than is their 
procreation, and that magnitude of family size is not of itself neces-
sarily indicative of parental virtue in the objective order. 
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Catholic writers are likewise in a sense "rediscovering" the 
so-called secondary ends of marriage, and stressing as they should the 
fact that, secondary though they are, they are also of the essence 
of marriage and of an importance not to be minimized. Particularly 
with regard to the mutual fostering of conjugal love, these writers 
are intent on restoring to its rightful place in the hierarchy of matri-
monial ends the duty and right of husband and wife to discharge 
their vocational responsibilities to each other as well as to their 
children. While we may not invert the proper order of the several 
ends of marriage, no orthodox theology of marriage can ignore or 
disparage the personalist values of the conjugal state. 

It is not only theologians who are thinking and writing along the 
lines I have briefly indicated. Increasing numbers of the more 
thoughtful laity are beginning to realize this plenitude of marital 
responsibility. These are not selfish, materialistic people distrust-
ful of divine providence. They are intelligently devout people, 
sincerely desirous of living their vocation of marriage in all its 
supernatural fulness and increasingly aware of the fact that it is 
not by procreation alone that this goal is to be achieved. They are 
not seeking to be relieved of parental responsibility. Rather they are 
looking for the surest way of best discharging this responsibility in 
all its total complexity—responsibility for the proper upbringing 
of their children and their mutual responsibility of supernaturally 
efficacious love for each other. Theirs is not distrust of divine prov-
idence, but rather a dawning realization that reasonable trust in 
God must, whenever possible, be supplemented with human prudence 
lest trust degenerate into rash presumption. 

SOME PRACTICAL SUGGESTIONS 

What does the accumulation of all these factors add up to in 
relation to proper pastoral attitudes on the matter of periodic con-
tinence? 

First of all, it would seem that we should make a serious attempt 
to impart to our seminarians, and also to priests who in one way 
or another may come under our influence, a more realistic aware-
ness of what it means to bring up properly a family of any size— 
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what it means economically in this country at present, and what it 
means in terms of demands upon the physical and psychological 
stamina of parents, especially of mothers. It is true that the graces 
peculiar to the sacrament and the state of matrimony must include 
a special ability to cope with children twenty-four hours a day and 
seven days per week from the earliest diaper stage on through the 
boisterous teens. But those sacramental graces, efficaciously helpful 
as they certainly are, do not alter the fact that caring for children 
is extremely hard work, and that for some it can be physically and 
psychologically exhausting work. We can easily over-romanticize the 
patter of little feet and forget that sometimes in reality it is the 
clatter of little hoofs that is heard in the chambers above, below, 
and adjacent. 

In other words, in our appraisal of reasons sufficient to justify 
periodic continence—especially as practiced temporarily by those 
who want merely to space pregnancies at reasonable intervals—it 
would be pastorally calamitous if we looked always for reasons 
equivalent to certain peril of death or of economic disaster. If we 
keep in mind the total complexity of the several essential ends of 
marriage, it should not to my mind be difficult to conclude in logical 
and theological truth that the average couple of normal fertility 
over the average span of married life can virtually always adduce 
more than sufficient reason for at least periodic recourse to periodic 
continence. 

As moral and pastoral theologians we should not allow ourselves 
to remain preoccupied with what in relatively rare instances may be 
sinful in the decision to practice rhythm. It is time to devote our-
selves more to discovering and communicating to others, including 
those of the laity who want and need this assurance, all that can 
be and often is genuinely virtuous in the practice of periodic con-
tinence. 

Further I would suggest that we are pastorally deficient to a 
serious degree if, in dealing with genuine problems of threatened 
"overpopulation" within a given family, we content ourselves with 
the admonition, "Trust in God and don't practice contraception," 
with the addition perhaps of the dubiously helpful advice to "see 
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a Catholic doctor." There is perhaps nothing that we as priests can 
do to fulfill in a scientific way Pius XII's express wish for the de-
velopment of a completely reliable method of periodic continence. 
But we may be able to give considerably more encouragement to 
those who are qualified to search out that scientific solution, if any 
exists. There is money available for research along these lines; yet 
several of our Catholic universities rejected the offer of such grants 
before Georgetown University recently accepted the project which 
is now in process of implementation. As one Catholic biochemist 
remarked recently, "The attitude seems to be that work in this 
field is still not respectable." 

On the brighter side it might be mentioned that for almost two 
years now the Christian Family Life Bureau in the diocese of 
Buffalo has operated a Family Life Clinic. Diocesan funds provided 
a medical office and waiting rooms; twenty Catholic gynecologists 
in turn contribute an evening of their time and services gratuitously; 
members of the diocesan clergy rotate as on-the-spot spiritual 
counsellors; over five hundred married couples have availed them-
selves of the services of the clinic which offers the medical aid and 
follow-up supervision necessary for the intelligent practice of periodic 
continence; reports from doctors and patients have been generally 
most gratifying. Perhaps there are other such clinics around the 
country, but my own experience is thus far limited to that in 
Buffalo. It is this sort of positive encouragement and practical 
assistance that we owe our Catholic people if we truly want to pro-
tect the weak among them from the blandishments of Planned 
Parenthood and to facilitate for all who look to us for help the 
total fulfillment of their vocation to marriage and parenthood. 
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