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The pain of not being able to have a 
baby may be great, but there are 
moral implications to seeking 
reproductive treatments that 

separate conception of a child from 
the marriage act 

In Fo 
Reproductive Treatments 

ns 
Stories by Ann Carey 

A recent letter to the editor of an Indiana diocesan news­

paper was heart-rending, for the writer agonized over 

the infertility in her marriage. The letter was also disturb­

ing, for the writer expressed a misunderstanding of Catholic 

Church teaching when she wrote that the Church "frowns" 

upon treatment for infertility. 

The truth is, the Church encourages and supports 
infertility treatments that assist a married couple in 

achieving pregnancy through normal intercourse. 
What the Church rejects are treatments like in­
vitro fertilization and artificial insemination that 
separate conception from the marriage act. 

Unfortunately, many Catholics are con­
fused or ambivalent about these Church teach­
ings, and Catholics at the other extreme from 
the letter writer see no problem with under­
going treatments like IV F. 

"It seems that the IVF industry gets lots of 
press, but many Catholics aren't aware of 

Church-approved fertility assistance, and 
Catholics don't seem to know or care that the 

Church doesn't approve of IVF," said Theresa 
No tare, assistant director for Natural Family Planning 

at the U.S. bishops' Secretariat for Pro-Life Activities. 
"There was, as we all know, a terrific silence that set 

into our Church after Humanae Vitae that left too many 
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people in great 
ignorance about 
human sexuality, 
birth control in 
particular, even 
the plain, old­
fashioned issue of 
chastity;' Notare 
said, referring to 
Pope Paul VI's 
1968 encyclical 
Humanae Vitae 
("Of Human 
Life") that caused 
worldwide controversy when it 
condemned theuseofbirthcon­
trol. 

"VVe have to find a way, even 
within marriage-preparation 
courses, to give couples some kind 
of information thattheycan take. 
home, keep in their drawers and 
go back to," she continued. 

that conception 
musttakeplaceas 
the direct result 
of an ad of sexual 
intercourse 
between spouses; 
their loving act of 
self-giving must 
bethedirectcause 
of the gift oflife." 

Smith sees a 
strong connection 
between society's 
acceptance of 

womanknowmoreaboutherfer- immoral reproductive tech­
tile cycles and determine if she nologies and the acceptance of 
is ovulating. contraception and abortion. 

NFP teachers and organiza- "Contraception leads people 
tions are trained to assist cou- tobelievethattheyshouldtotally 
pies struggling with infertility, be in control of how many chil­
andtheycanrefercouplestodoc- dren they have and when;' she 
tors who can provide moral said. "Children are not seen as 
treatments. Each diocese has an gifts from God, but objects that 
NFPcoordinatororcontactper- we choose." 

Problem of pragmatism son. The same is true with abor-. 
Contributing to. the confu-. · Additionally, the organization tion, she continued, for''Weare 

sion and ambivalence abotft the ··One More Soli.! maintains a list~ willing to kill childrenwho show,··. 
ethics ofinfertility treatments is ing of NFP"only. physicians. on . up inconvenientlY:' And that atti~ .· · 

in-vitro fertilization ~ has been 
by the Catholic Church to be immoral. 

... · ·As explained in Donum Vitae ("The.· . 
·Gift of Life"), a i 987 statement from 
the Vatican Congregation for the · 

. .Doctrine of the Faith that was · .· , 
· approved by Pope John Paul II, "The . 

.. ·: connection between irMiitro fertilization 
and the voluntary destruction of human 

· embrYcis·occurs too ofteri; This is sig: 
. nificarit: through these. procedures, . 
with.apparently contrarY purposes, life .• 

· • and death are subjected to the decf: · ·· 
sion of man, who thus sets himself up . 
'as the giver of life and 'death by .. • . . 
decree.•'····.· .. ········•.···"'i::r'.;~< \. 

Aside from the obvious theological. •-·. 
problems with .the procedure, · · · · 

thefactthatmostpeoplestilllook'· its website: And places like the tude. has hardened society 
at their doctors as the authority .Pop~PaulYIInstituteinOmaha; ; accepting the deaths ofHume:r·•·". 

· oriwhatisgoodartdright,Nohirei ~Neb;;iand ·the. FettilityCiue ,, ous embryoniC · · 
noted. Unfortunately; she said, . Centersof Atriericaspecialize in .. involv~d ~n .. · ... · . .· .. · 
manymedicaldoctorstodayl:lave . :using moral.tnethods to help she satd. • . , ··.· · : · 
little ethical concern With these · couples. aChieve· pregnancy by ·•·... . Smith believes' 
issues and!nstead just focus on .addressing. undedying health ·· ~ould and should 
providing a service; . issues thatillay _contribute. to 
. Dr.Hanna:Klaus,founderand infeftility, .· . ' •.. ··· .. · ... on these issues, 
executive director·of·TeeriSlfi\Rt\iii•>•;Soi•huw.''<l.oes'ori!l' determine ;~,people;-too;-have a r. dp,onsibil-?·• 
(Sexuality teaching in i:he'con~ the morallt}' '9Ca~· infertility .· ityto incteasetheir"."'1Pr•t~rin­
text of .Adult Responsibility), 'treatment?'·::;· < < < · • ·• · • ingofthefaith. They'candothat 
agreed~ · · . . · · ·.. .· .· ·.· · . · · ··. · f'Anything that assists nature ... '· byreading or attl!nliirtg confer• 

·"People are so pragmatic," ·is acceptable; ·anything that <ences,shesaid. 
Klaus said. "When the Holy Father. replaces nature is not acceptable:' . · 
wastalkingabout'thetytannyof That's your bottom line,"·· Loving outwardly ··wantchildten;rrianyailingpeo­
relativism,' he was not just explained Klaus, who also is a AndwhataboutCatholiccou- pie want good health. But we 
whistling 'Dixie.' People think medical consultant to the U.S. pleswhoexhaustall the Church- sholildn'tstealthespousesorchil­
that the only thing that matters bishops' Diocesan Development approved treatments and still drenofothers,orengageinmed­
is whether something works or Program for Natural Family cannot conceive? ical practices that are immoral 
not;" Planning. (See story on Page 11 "I certainly sympathize with to meet our desires.'' 

However, those pragmatic on Church-approved methods.) them;'Smithsaid."Thedesirefor Theanswerisforpeopletofind 
people should be aware that the children is natural and strong. good ways to cope with the crosses 
immoral methods don't work as Life objectified "It is important, however, to they carry, Smith said, perhaps 
wellasadvertised,Kiauswarned, Janet Smith, an ethicist who keepthingsinperspective:Many through adoption or by being 
noting that among the IVF din- holds the Father Michael J. people have strong desires for good unclesandauntsorcoaches 
ics reporting statistics, none get McGivneyChairofLifeEthicsat whatisnaturalandright,andcan't and mentors. 
better than a 30 percent success Sacred Heart Major Seminary in get what they want. Many single Klaus said she tells infertile 
rate. Detroit, explained further: "The people want spouses and can't couples that "God doesn't mean 

The method also can be dan- crucial point for the Church is find them; many single people for you to have the gift of a child, 
gerous for women because the 
hormones for inducing ovulation 
can cause later health problems, 
Klaus noted. 

Furthermore, IVF is fraught 
with abuses, she said, such as sub­
stituting sperm or ova, implant­
ing the wrong embryo, creating 
millions of "excess" embiyos; 
and causing 'legal. nightmares · 
over parental rights. · . · 

"It's unbelievable the. mess 
we've created;' Klaus said. 

A more natural way 
Klaus and Notare both advised·. 

that the best way to begin to 
address an infertility issue. is to 
leatn natural family planning 
(NFP), because that helps the 
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and you will have to use your 
paternal or maternal powers and 
desires in what is called 'spiritual 
motherhood' or'spiritual father­
hood.' 

"You can either adopt, if it's 
possible, or do so many other 
things. But you need to turn not 
just in on yourselves, but to turn 
that love outward. And there are 
so many ways of expressing 
Christ's love in the world.'' 

Ann Carey is a senior 
correspondent for OSV. 
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l\IORAL SOLUTIONS 

Church approves of some methods 
. Further reading Treatments that assist married couples to 

conceive through normal intercourse are OK . • "Catholic Bioethics and the Gift · · 
of Human Life," by William E: May (Our 
Sunday Visitor, $17.95) · 

M uch of what the Catholic 1 ,. I A 1 · · • "Catholic Sexual Ethics," by.· 
Church teaches about noertll ty In mer ca Father Ronald Lawler, O.F.M.Cap., 

respect for human life and the Of the 62 million women Joseph Boyle Jr: and William E. May 
dignity of procreation is found of reproductive age in .(Our Sunday Visitor, $14.95) · 
in Donum Vitae ("The Gift of 2002, 2 percent had had ·· · · · ··· · · · · • "Fertility, .. · 
Life"),a 1987 statement from the an infertility-related medial Cycles & 
Vatican Congregation for the appointment in the previ- Nutrition," by 
Doctrine of the Faith that was ous year. Another 10 MarilynM. 
approved by Pope John Paul II. percent had sought infertil- Shannon CCCL, 
Thedocumentshouldbereadin ity services at previous $12.95) 
its entirety, but here are two key times in their lives.. '··' • "Sex and> 
paragraphs: Source: CDC's 2003 tlle.Marriage · ,. 

"In reality, the origin. of a Assisted Reproductive Covenant," by 
human person is the result of an Technology Report John. F. Kippley 
act of giving. The one conceived (Ignatius, $16.95) 
must be the fruit of his parents' · · • "Theology · 
love. He cannot be desired or con- approve of treatments that assist of .the Body," by 
ceived as the product of an inter- in achieving conception in nor- Pope John Paul II (Pauiine Books & •. · 
vention of medical or biologi- mal intercourse. These would Media, $24.95) · · . 
cal techniques; that would be include: · • 'Women Healed," edited by Jean. 
equivalenttoreducinghimtoan • Training in determining '·Blair Packard(Pope Paul VI Institute; · 
object of scientific technology. andtakingadvantageofhighfer- $lL95) · · · · · 
No one may subject the coming tility days (natural family plan-
of a child into the world to con- ning). · .· .' :rwo papaL encyclicals also provide insight into the topic: 
ditions of technical efficiency • Moral mediCal testing of •.·'•Humanael(nae'("OfHuiTian,Life"),byPopePauiVI 

·~~~~~:~~!··!;~;:~$~~!;:, '~·'"~~·····' .. 'iif~iitfl~r!:1l 
link between the meartingsofthe · • Medication to ptoyidemore 
conjugal act and between the normalfunctioningoftherepro~. of the tube. 
goods of marriage, as well as the · ductive system, such as improv-. Theologians disagree over the 
unity of the human being and ing ovulation or the quality of · morality of some other treat­
thedignityofhisorigin,demand sperm. ments about which the Church 
that the procreation of a human • Surgery to enable normal has not yet spoken. 
person be brought about as the functioning of the reproductive One of these disputed tech­
fruitoftheconjugalactspecific system, such as removing niques is gamete intrafallopian 
to the love between spouses." obstructions from the fallopian transfer (GIFT), in which an 

Thus, the Church does not tubes or reversing a vasectomy. ovum from the wife is separated 
approve of in-vitro fertilization • Low tubal ovum transfer by an air bubble in a tube from 
or artificial insemination, even (LTOT). If a fallopian tube is semen of the husband that has 
when the sperm and ova are blocked or damaged, the ovum been gathered after intercourse, 
those of the married couple. may be transferred past the and both are placed in the 

However, the Church does blockage and into the lower part woman's fallopian tube for con-

ception to. take place within her 
body. 

Since there is theological dis­
agreement over the morality of 
GIFT, some bishops do not per­
mit GIFT in Catholic health insti­
tutions in their dioceses. 

For further discussion about the 
morality of various infertility 
treatments, see the comments of 
the U.S. Conference of Catholic 
Bishops at www.osv.com/ 
morereading. 
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INTERVIEW 

Center assists couples in conceiving naturally 
Ethics director of Pope Paul VI Institute explains technology that identifies pathologies that can prevent pregnancy 

T he Pope P au I VI suing moraltechniques and want 
to know whether they could be 

Institute in Omaha, helped by the NPT approach. 

Neb., is dedicated to study­

ing, developing, practicing 

and promoting Church­

approved methods of fam­

ily planning and reproduc-

· OSV: Do you see any progress 
in developing and improving the 
moral methods of addressing 
infertility? 

Sister Mirkes: High-tech 
reproductive technology gives 
every appearance of an unstop­
pable anti-life juggernaut. IVF,for. 

· •: • ·:· instance, is· now done in con-·" . 
tivemedid:rte. junction with pre-hpplantatioh · .• •· 

genetic diagnosis: Orily eggs that· • 
Franciscan Sist~r of Christian . are genetically free from the defect . 

Charity Renee Mirkes, who has a·,. bejng tested are brought to • the 
• doctorate in theological ethics, is • final stages offertilization,oronly · 
the institute's ethics director: She· embryos that are frtie from .the .. · 
teachesthephilosophicalandthe- genes or gender that the coil" ; 

. plogicalfoundations of the insti- pie is trying to avoid are tnins" 
lute-developed Creighton Model·· • ferred .. The latter.· practice, · 
FertilityCare System and NaPro ·· course, ieads; first, to the prac~ 
Technology (NaPro stands for tiCe of destroying any eady IVE 
natural procreative technology). embryos with the"wrong" genes. 

The Creighton Model F~·rtilityCare System; developed by the Pope Paul VI ln~titute in 
·Omaha, Neb., allows a woman to track her fertility with a chart like this one. osvPHoto 

She also lectures and writes on Second, it facilitates the pro-
bioethics topics and works with duction of so-called "savior sib­
peoplewhohavemoralquestions lings" who will supply a tissue 
on marriage and family, sexual- matchforanalreadyexistingsib­
ity, procreation and birth issues. ling who suffers from a serious 

Sister Mirkes spoke with Our genetic disease. 
Sunday Visitor about her work 
;n the field offamily planning and 
reproductive medicine. 

Our Sunday Visitor: Do you 
find that Catholics are well­
informed on what the Church 
teaches about the morality of 
various treatments for infertility? 

Sister Renee Mirkes: Couples 
.truggling with infertility who 
consult with me fall roughly into 
three categories in terms of under­
standing Church teaching. The 
first group is composed of folks 
who know next to nothing about 
the specifics of what the Church 
teaches. Usually, they are nudged 
- sometimes by others, some­
·=mes by their conscience- to 

•testigate the morality of the par­
:ular technique they are con­
mplating. 

The second group has some 
general idea about the immoral­
ity of technologies that involve 
conception in the lab like in­
vitro fertilization, but are con­
fused about procedures that 
allow for conception in the 
woman's body, like GIFT 
(gamete intrafallopian tube 
transfer). 

The third and smallest group 
of infertile couples is not only 
knowledgeable about what kind 
of reproductive techniques are 
moral, but they also know why. 
So they are committed to pur-

OSV: Do you think there is a 
connection between society's 
acceptance of contraceptives and 
the acceptance of immoral repro­
ductive technologies? 

SisterMirkes:Ithinkit'simpor­
tant to underscore the connection 
between society's ready accep­
tance of contraception or steril­
ization as the first domino that 
triggers the collapse of a series of 
other dominoes, including that of 
so-called assisted reproductive 
technology (ART). Once society 
accepted sterilization or sex sep­
arated from procreation - that 
is, agreed that it is OK to have sex 
without babies- it didn't have a 
leg to stand on when it came to 
protesting ART, which separates 
sex from procreation by advocat­
ing having babies outside of sex. 

OSV: Tell us about the differ­
ent approach of Natural 
Procreative Technology. 

Sister Mirkes: The NPT dis­
ease-based approach to infertil­
ityprovides an elegant ethical and 
medical solution, which IVF fails 
to do. NPT treatment constitutes 
good ethics because it affords the 
infertile couple the chance of 
achieving a pregnancy naturally, 
that is, within their acts of sex­
ual union. This is the only con­
text, as the Church points out, 
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"/ think it's important to underscore the 
connection between 
society's ready acceptance 
of contraception or 
sterz1ization as the first 
domino that triggers the 
collapse of a series of other 
dominoes." 

that is worthy of the conception 
of a new human being. 

Bycuringthepathologiespre­
venting the couple from con­
ceiving, NPT treatments unam­
biguously assist their act of sex­
ual union to achieve its natural 
end, namely, pregnancy. This 
approach constitutes good 
medicine, excellent medicine, · 
because the NPT approach to 
infertility addresses the etiology 
of the problem. It diagnoses the 
disease or diseases causing infer­
tility and treats them so the cou­
ple is empowered to achieve preg­
nancy naturally. 

OSV: When a couple contacts 
the Pope Paul VI Institute because 
ofinfertility, what is the sequence 
of events the institute would take 
them through? 

Sister Mlrkes: If the couple 
accesses NPT through the ethics 

- SISTER RENEE MIRKES 

center, we first examine the moral­
ity of the treatment being con­
sidered by the couple and con­
trast it with the morality ofNPT 
protocols for infertility. Then, if 
the couple decides to pursue our 
program, we suggest they con­
tact a FertilityCare practitioner 
in their area and begin to chart 
their cycles. 

At their first visit, Dr. Hilgers 
[Pope Paul VI Institute founder 
and director Dr. Thomas Hilgers] 
takes the infertile patient's history 
and determines her cycle category. 
Thesubsequentvisitsaretaken up 
with reviewing her most current 
charts and ordering various tests 
for both husband and wife. 

In the third visit, Dr. Hilgers 
shares the'laparoscopyvideotape 
with the couple, reviews all test 
results and gives a comprehensive 
case management review with 
NPT medical and surgical solu­
tions in mind. 

OSV: Are infertility problems 
usually with the woman? 

Sister Mirkes: About 30 per­
cent of the infertile couples who 
present at the institute have 
female-factor infertility, 30 per­
cent have male-factor infertility 
and 40 percent present with a 
combination of both. 

OSV: What is the institute's 
success rate in helping infertile 
couples? 

Sister Mirkes: Not every cou­
plegetspregnantasaresultofcom­
ing to us, but the NPT approach 
to infertility is one-and-one-half 
to three-and -one-half times more 
effective than IVF in helping cou­
ples achieve a pregnancy. 

OSV: What would you· tell 
couples who cannot conceive, 
even after trying all the Church­
approved technologies? 

Sister Mirkes: I always advise 
infertile couples to follow the wis­
dom of Donum Vitae [the 1987 
Instruction on respect for human 
life and the dignity of procreation, 
issued by the Vatican 
Congregation for the Doctrine of 
the Faith ].If and when they have 
exhausted all the reasonable 
means of getting pregnant nat­
urally, they should seriously con­
siderwhether God is calling them 
to bring their love to perfection 
by giving life to someone else's 
children. Adoption, foster care 
and Big Brother, Big Sister pro­
grams provide just such oppor­
tunities. 


