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United Methodist Teaching on Birth Control 

 and Women’s Health 
 

Recent political debate and action shines a light on questions of public policy and personal 

morality regarding responsible parenthood, birth control, abortion, women’s health care and 

separation of church and state.  In these debates we have heard the strong voice of the Roman 

Catholic Church influencing public policy based upon its teaching.   

 

The United Methodist Church has a Christian voice and perspective that are different from the 

Catholic Church’s.   Our church teaches that life is complicated, decisions are difficult, and that 

God works through families and the church in the heart and mind of each person to come to 

difficult moral decisions.  As you hear proposals to exempt religiously affiliated hospitals and 

schools from providing insurance coverage for birth control for its employees, or to de-fund 

Planned Parenthood, or to require intrusive medical tests before an abortion, I want you to know 

what your church teaches about these topics.   

 

Below are selections from the teaching of the United Methodist Church, found in The United 

Methodist Book of Discipline, 2008 and The United Methodist Book of Resolutions, 2008.  These 

positions are the shared wisdom of 1000 United Methodist lay and clergy delegates elected from 

around the world to the General Conference of the church since 2004.  Only the General 

Conference can speak on behalf of the church.  Not all United Methodists agree with every 

teaching of the church.  This April and May another General Conference will consider again what 

the public teaching of the church will be on many matters. 

 

 

Q –   What does the United Methodist Church teach about having children? 

 

A –  Each couple has the right and the duty prayerfully and responsibly to control conception 

according to their circumstances.  They are, in our view, free to use those means of birth control 

considered medically safe.  As developing technologies have moved conception and reproduction 

more and more out of the category of a chance happening and more closely to the realm of 

responsible choice, the decision whether or not to give birth to children must include acceptance 

of the responsibility to provide for their mental, physical, and spiritual growth, as well as 

consideration of the possible effect on quality of life for family and society.   (UMBR, 

“Responsible Parenthood,” page 118) 

 

  People have the duty to consider the impact on the total world community of their decisions 

regarding childbearing and should have access to information and appropriate means to limit their 

fertility, including voluntary sterilization.  (UMBOD, “Social Principles:  The Social Community:  

Population,” page 112) 



Mountain Sky Outlook  March 2012 2 

 

Q –   What about women’s role in deciding to have children? 

 

A –   Throughout the centuries, women have been little consulted or involved in the decisions 

regarding fertility-related laws or practices.  For women, particularly, the ability to make choices 

concerning fertility is a liberating force, helping to safeguard their health and that of their 

children, to plan for the future, to assume wider roles and responsibilities in society. 

  The United Nations has declared that education and access to means for determining the 

number and spacing of children is a human right, yet this is an ideal far from realization.   

  Coercion is still common, sometimes aimed at increasing births, sometimes at limiting them.  

Evidence now clearly shows that many poor, particularly ethnic, women have been sterilized 

without their understanding of what was being done to them and without their informed consent.  

In many places, safe and legal abortion is denied, in some cases even to save the life of the 

pregnant woman.  In other cases, women are threatened that welfare payments or aid programs 

will be cut if the pregnancy continues.  Such inconsistency reflects lack of value-centered 

decision making, as well as insensitivity to the personhood of the woman involved. 

  While societal needs should be considered more and more in fertility matters, this should 

never be at the price of demeaning the individual or applying restrictive measures only to the 

poor.  Women should be fully informed and fully involved in the decision making.  (UMBR, “The 

Status of Women,” page 529)  

 

Q –   What does the church say about unintended pregnancies and abortion? 

 

A –   The beginning of life and the ending of life are the God-given boundaries of human existence.  

While individuals have always had some degree of control over when they would die, they now 

have the awesome power to determine when and even whether new individuals will be born.  Our 

belief in the sanctity of unborn human life makes us reluctant to approve abortion.   

 But we are equally bound to respect the sacredness of the life and well-being of the mother 

and the unborn child. 

 We recognize tragic conflicts of life with life that may justify abortion, and in such cases we 

support the legal option of abortion under proper medial procedures.   

We support parental, guardian, or other responsible adult notification and consent before 

abortions can be performed on girls who have not yet reached the age of legal adulthood.  We 

cannot affirm abortion as an acceptable means of birth control, and we unconditionally reject it as 

a means of gender selection.   

. . . . The Church shall offer ministries to reduce unintended pregnancies.  We commit our 

Church to continue to provide nurturing ministries to those who terminate a pregnancy, to those in 

the midst of a crisis pregnancy, and to those who give birth.     

. . . . We affirm and encourage the Church to assist the ministry of crisis pregnancy centers and 

pregnancy resource centers that compassionately help women find feasible alternatives to 

abortion.  (UMBOD, “The Social Principles: Abortion,” page 105) 

 

Q –   What does the church teach about birth control? 

 

A –   . . . . We affirm the right of men and women to have access to comprehensive reproductive 

health/family planning information and services that will serve as a means to prevent unplanned 
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pregnancies, reduce abortions, and prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS. . . .  (UMBOD, “The Social 

Principles:  The Social Community:  Right to Health Care,” page 118) 

 

Q –   What does our church teach about church and state? 

 

A –   The church should continually exert a strong ethical influence upon the state, supporting 

policies and programs deemed to be just and opposing policies and programs that are unjust. . . .   

The United Methodist Church has for many years supported the separation of church and state. 

. . . Separation of church and state means no organic union of the two, but it does permit 

interaction.   The state should not use its authority to promote particular religious beliefs 

(including atheism), nor should it require prayer or worship in the public schools, but it should 

leave students free to practice their own religious convictions.  We believe that the state should 

not attempt to control the church, nor should the church seek to dominate the state.  The rightful 

and vital separation of church and state, which has served the cause of religious liberty, should 

not be misconstrued as the abolition of all religious expression from public life.  (UMBOD, “The 

Social Principles:  The Political Community:  Church and State Relations,” paragraph 164.B and 

.C, page 124) 

 

. . . The United Methodist Church has understood . . . that government must be neutral in 

matters of religion and may not show preference of one religion over others, for religion in 

general, for religion over nonreligion or for nonreligion over religion.  (UMBR, “Separation of 

Church and State,” page 661) 

 

Q –   What about churches providing social services to the public? 

 

A –   We recognize that appropriate government bodies have the right to prescribe minimum 

standards for all public and private social welfare agencies.  We believe that no private agency, 

because of its religious affiliations, ought to be exempted from any of the requirements of such 

standards.  (UMBR, “Church-Government Relations,” page 652) 

    
_______________________________ 

 

 

Whether you agree or disagree with these teachings, you have a right to know what our church 

teaches.  Underlying all our social teaching is this statement:   

 

    We acknowledge our complete dependence upon God in birth, in life, in death, and in 

life eternal.  Secure in God’s love, we affirm the goodness of life and confess our many 

sins against God’s will for us as we find it in Jesus Christ.  We have not always been 

faithful stewards of all that has been committed to us by God the Creator. . . 

   We pledge to continue to be in respectful conversation with those with whom we differ, 

to explore the sources of our difference, to honor the sacred worth of all persons as we 

continue to seek the mind of Christ and to do the will of God in all things. 

      

UMBOD, “Social Principles:  Preamble,” page 98   

 


