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50TH ANNIVERSARY OF HUMANAE VITAE 

by Bishop John M. LeVoir 
 

In May 1968, I graduated from the University of St. Thomas. At that time, the Catholic world was debating the 

merits and demerits of contraception. In my final year at St. Thomas, it was a frequent topic of conversation at the 

university. Some were in favor of contraception, and some were not and were in favor of natural family planning. 

 

On July 25, 1968, fifty years ago, Pope Paul VI, now Blessed Paul VI, issued the encyclical letter Humanae Vitae 

(On Human Life). In it, he wrote: “The Church, nevertheless, in urging men [and women] to the observance of the 

precepts of the natural law, which it interprets by its constant doctrine, teaches that each and every marital act must 

of necessity retain its intrinsic relationship to the procreation of human life” (n. 11). In other words, in accord with 

natural law and Church teaching, each marital act must be open to life. 

 

However, the encyclical goes on to state that if “there are serious motives to space out births, which derive from the 

physical or psychological conditions of husband and wife, or from external conditions, it is licit to take into account 

the natural rhythms immanent in the generative functions.” Today, we call the observance of the natural rhythms 

immanent in the generative functions, natural family planning (NFP). NFP is to be used by couples within the 

context of responsible parenthood. 

 

Little known at the time, the future pope, St. John Paul II, cardinal archbishop of Cracow, Karol Wojtyla, was a 

member of the commission advising Pope Paul VI on the issue of responsible parenthood. It was largely due to his 

influence that Pope Paul VI wrote Humanae Vitae.   

 

Later, as pope, John Paul II would write what has come to be known as the Theology of the Body, as well as the 

apostolic exhortation, Familiaris Consortio (On the Family), giving cogent, comprehensive, and understandable 

reasons for the Church’s teaching on birth control. During this fiftieth anniversary year, it would be well worth 

reading the three publications: On Human Life, Theology of the Body, and On the Family.   

 

Sr. Candace Fier is the diocesan director of the Office of Family Life. She is a certified Natural Family Planning 

practitioner. The Office of Family Life helps the faithful of the Diocese of New Ulm to know, love, and serve God 

by promoting marriage and family life according to the teachings of the Catholic Church and by a diocesan-wide 

educational approach to natural family planning (NFP), the theology of the body, chastity education, and ethics and 

morality. Sr. Candace is always most happy to respond to inquiries. 

 

The bishop’s priorities for the diocese 

People often ask what the priorities of the Diocese of New Ulm are. I have been talking about them in almost every 

place that I go. They are as follows: evangelization, pastoral planning, unity among clergy, and to make our way 

through the process of Chapter 11 Reorganization. 



 

Currently, there are only one-third of our Catholics who attend Mass on any given weekend. Under the banner of 

missionary discipleship and the New Evangelization, the diocese is formulating ways in which to reach out and 

invite home the two-thirds of our Catholics who have drifted away from the practice of their faith. There is also an 

emphasis on forming our youth in the Catholic faith.   

 

Please see this issue of The Prairie Catholic for news on pastoral planning efforts. We continue to implement the 

Fourth Plan for Parishes. The diocese has a declining number of priests and parishioners, as well as an aging 

population. Through pastoral planning, the merging of parishes will result in a greater number of worshipers at 

fewer weekend liturgies, a reasonable workload for our priests, and parishioners actively involved in missionary 

discipleship and the New Evangelization. 

 

In speaking to other bishops, they tell me that unity among clerics is an issue that they continue to work on. I 

addressed this issue in the homily at the Chrism Mass and will continue to ask our clergy to work toward a unity 

among themselves in Jesus Christ. I ask your prayers and involvement in all of these efforts. 

 

With regard to Chapter 11 Reorganization, the two goals are to work for healing for those who have been sexually 

abused as minors by clergy and providing compensation that is as fair as possible, while continuing the good work 

of the Church. It has been a little over one year that the diocese has been in Chapter 11 Reorganization, and since the 

beginning of the process, these have been our steadfast goals.  

  

Diocese of Winona–Rochester 

The Congregation for Bishops has decreed that the Diocese of Winona will now be called the Diocese of Winona-

Rochester and that St. John the Evangelist Church of Rochester will be designated as a co-cathedral. Congratulations 

to our neighbors to the south! 

 


