
Seeking Clearness on Childbearing in a Crowded World
WE AS FRIENDS seek Divine Guid-
ance in all realms of our lives. Couples
seek clearness on their calling to spend
the rest of their lives together. So too,
having a child is a life-changing commit-
ment that merits deep spiritual reflec-
tion, not only in regard to the personal
sacrifices and rewards included, but also
in regard to the larger issues of the soci-
ety and environment. In the manner of
Friends, bringing this reflection to a
clearness committee can help in deci-
sion-making.

The setting
THE WORLD POPULATION is growing by
about 78 million persons a year. It is expected to
reach 7.0 billion by 2012, more than double the
3.0 billion counted over half a century ago in
1960. On a finite planet, this rapid population
growth threatens the survival of humans and
other species. With the current average lifestyle
and population in the world, it would take more
than one planet to support us sustainably—but
we have only one. Worldwide, in order for popu-
lation to stop growing by 2050, couples must
have on average fewer than two children be-
tween now and then, and after 2050 on average
around two children.

Globally, a substantial percentage of preg-
nancies are unintended and many of those are
unwanted. If only wanted pregnancies occurred,
then the world fertility rate would decline sub-
stantially. As Friends, we can go beyond the idea
of wanted births to the concept of parenthood as
a calling. In worship-sharing with Friends on this
concern, one Friend offered the following: “How
beautiful it would be if every [pregnancy and]
birth represented a calling on the part of the
parents.”

Social and economic pressure
in regard to reproduction

TRADITIONALLY, bearing and mothering a
child were essential parts of a woman’s identity,
and couples with few or no children were pitied.
A woman’s status in some cultures has been
measured by her ability to bear children, and
infertility was a basis for a man to divorce his
wife. In traditional agricultural societies, a
woman’s status increased with the number of
children she bore; more children meant more
hands to work in the fields or carry water. This
cultural attitude is changing now as countries
rapidly become urbanized, so there is less need
for farm labor. Additionally, the costs of feed-
ing, clothing, and educating children in the city
are substantial.

In developed countries there is a tendency
to believe that couples independently decide
whether to have children and how many to
have. But such decisions are always made

within a larger social context, and typically
there are considerable pressures. There may be
subtle or not so subtle pressure from one’s aging
parents who would like to become grandparents,
or from peers who are having children.

Also many people believe that children with-
out siblings are “spoiled,” although studies show
the contrary. Those who choose not to have
children are often regarded as selfish. But in our
overpopulated world, deciding not to have chil-
dren could be seen as an unselfish act. In this
context, how does one discern whether the de-
sire to have children is a calling or more a result
of social pressures and expectations?

Lifestyle is another factor that can influence
a couple’s decision to have children. Quaker val-
ues regarding simplicity and consumption are
relevant. Couples who realize that every person,
from babyhood onward, adds environmental
stress to the earth, may decide not to have any
children. This is especially so in developed
countries, where each individual typically uses
six to ten times more resources than a person in
a less developed country.

Clearness
A CLEARNESS COMMITTEE can help a
couple balance their desire for children and
their concern for the effects of an additional
birth on the preservation of the earth. Chesa-
peake Quarterly Meeting of Baltimore Yearly
Meeting, for instance, stated in a Minute (ap-
proved in 6th month of 1992):

“....Meetings should make known the
availability of clearness committees for
couples who are considering additions to
their family and want support in making a
responsible decision.....”

A clearness committee can raise many issues
concerning childbearing. For instance, couples
who have two children, and no more, are only
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reproducing themselves, not increasing the next
generation. Couples who choose to have only
one birth are helping to slow population growth.
Adoption is a positive option for the sake of the
earth, especially for couples who are called to
have and care for larger families.

Quaker families committed to reducing their
material consumption can still give their chil-
dren the really important things in life: love,
companionship, a sense of wonder, the chance
to be creative, the joy of learning, sharing, for-
giving, fun, a chance to grow, an appreciation of
nature, and a spiritual base. These traditional
Friends’ values are all available with no adverse
impact on the earth.

Children in one-child families need not be
lonely or isolated; with a support group of par-
ents, grandparents and other Friends and their
families, children can have an extended network
of “siblings.” Friends who choose not to have
children can play important roles in the lives of
children in the Meeting. The Meeting under-
takes to care for children of its members.

The queries that follow can help Friends
considering these choices on their own or with a
clearness committee.

Queries for Friends
considering childbearing

(for both couples and individuals)
1. How does our faith influence our decision

regarding childbearing?
2. Do we feel adequately prepared to be respon-

sible parents?
3. What social pressures affect our choice to

have a child or not?
4.Have we considered our attitudes and expec-

tations concerning childbearing?
5. Have we explored our attitudes about contra-

ception and other aspects of family planning?
6. How do we feel about adoption?
7. What factors have we considered as we envi-

sion our family of the future? Have we con-
sidered our attitudes about the sharing of
family responsibilities and the availability of
family and/or community support? Have we
considered how to add parenting to our other
roles?

8. Do we have time and financial resources to
devote to child-rearing? Are we ready for a
full-time commitment which parenting re-
quires?

9. Have we considered our family’s use of natu-
ral resources? Are we aware of the dispropor-
tionate ecological impact on the earth that
each child from a developed country makes?

10. How might we talk to Friends about family
size?
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WE WORK to integrate into the beliefs and practices
of the Religious Society of Friends the Truth that
God’s Creation is to be respected, protected, and
held in reverence in its own right and the Truth that
human aspirations for peace and justice depend
upon restoring the earth’s ecological integrity.

How beautiful it would be
if every birth represented a

calling on the part of parents.


