
Infertility is defi ned as failure to conceive 
aft er one year of unprotected intercourse. 
About 10 percent of couples will 
experience it, or about 6.1 million couples 
of reproductive age. Th e condition can 

be likened to a chronic illness where the cause 
is oft en unclear and the outcome is sometimes 
unpredictable. Medical science has determined 
that roughly one third of cases are due to male 
biological factors and about an equal number 
to female biological factors. Th e remaining 
cases are either a combination of male and 
female factors or, for about 20 percent, simply 
unexplainable.1

Emotionally, infertility is a major life 
crisis for both men and women. However, 
the two sexes seem to respond to infertility 
diff erently. Although some women sail 
through unscathed, perhaps choosing to 
remain childless, more oft en than not this is a 
traumatic experience for women. Traditionally, 
women have been more identifi ed with 
fertility and parenthood. Th us it is deeply 
disorienting when a woman realizes she will 
not be experiencing what all along she took for 
granted, pregnancy and childbirth. 

Women may be aware of feelings of deep 
grief, helplessness, irritability, lack of energy, 
sorrow, and a range of other emotions they may 
acknowledge but not know how to deal with. 
In fact, it is asserted that “women with fertility 
problems suff er as much distress as women 

with heart disease or cancer.”2 Men, on the 
other hand, may not express these feelings since 
traditionally men have oft en been less willing 
to talk about the problem. Instead, they may 
show anger (a more acceptable male response) 
rather than sadness, and may fi nd outlets for 
confi rming feelings of self worth through work, 
sports and other activities. Nevertheless, they 
suff er as well. William Petok says that: 

“Th e notion of continuing a genetic line 
has strong emotional connections for many 
men, particularly those who are only sons. 
Infertility can mean not only the inability 
to pass along the family name but also the 
family genes. One result may be a man’s 
retreat into silence about his infertility. 
Th is might be a gender specifi c response 
to stress, not necessarily a lack of feeling 
about the situation. In some cultures where 
masculinity or machismo is very important 
it is common to fi nd the female partner 
taking public responsibility for the infertility 
as a way of protecting the man from the 
perceived shame of being the cause.” 3

No matter how they express it, both men 
and women may feel infertility as an assault 
on their sexual identity and have deep feelings 
of failure, shame and/or loss. Dealing with the 
emotional impact of infertility is oft en as time-
consuming and diffi  cult as dealing with the 
medical aspects.4
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Not all cases of infertility are permanent, 
of course. Some couples will go on to conceive 
without medical intervention and some will 
use reproductive technology that results 
in conception. But some will have to deal 
with infertility as a last word on biological 
reproduction. Although each of these scenarios 
is diff erent, the emotional and spiritual toll of 
all of them can be profound. According to the 
American Society for Reproductive Medicine: 
“Infertility oft en creates one of the most 
distressing life crises that a couple has ever 
experienced together.”5

But, in addition, infertility can also become 
the fi rst real spiritual crisis that many people spiritual crisis that many people spiritual
experience.6 For infertility has the potential 
to call into question one’s relationship with 
God, one’s faith, and one’s deepest values.7 As 
we will see later, however, an experience of 
infertility can also be used as a turning point 
that positively re-orients one’s spirituality and 
life in the world. 

Before we can appreciate the unexpected 
benefi ts that can happen when infertility is 
allowed to promote spiritual growth, the crisis 
must fi rst be acknowledged. Th erefore, let me 
chronicle some of the reasons that infertility—
hard enough just biologically and emotionally—
can be made harder spiritually as well by 
society, church, and inadequate theology.

 Th e Stress on the Biological Family
For religious people, procreating is more than 
simply a normal human expectation. In the 
view of Christianity, it is oft en presented as 
an especially valued thing. Th e Bible seems 
to promote this in many ways: Adam and Eve 
are told to be fruitful and multiply (Gen 1:28), 
people are identifi ed through their family 
genealogies (for example, 1 Chronicles chapters 
1-8; Luke 3:23-38), and God is oft en portrayed 
as blessing people by giving them children (for 
example, 1 Samuel 1:17-20; Luke 1:13-14). If 
childbearing is such a good thing, a couple may 
wonder, why is it being denied to them?

 When couples desire to conceive but do not, 
many feel defective, marked, or embarrassed that 
such a seemingly natural accomplishment evades 
them. Th ey may wonder if God is punishing 
them for some reason. Th ey may think God has 
determined they would not be good parents and 
so prevents conception. Th ey may fear that some 
deep-seated sin, some ineradicable selfi shness, 
has somehow caused this plight. Sometimes 
other people approach the couple with similarly 

unhelpful theology. Some may tell them, for 
instance, to “just have more faith,” implying that 
some spiritual lack stands in the way of their 
goal. Others might ask, “What is God trying 
to tell you?” implying that God has sent this 
experience as a lesson. All of this just adds more 
doubts to the couple’s own. 

Th ese theological speculations are not only 
unproductive; they are unwarranted. We will 
see this later when we take a wider view of who 
God is and who we are. But fi rst we must ask 
why these reactions are so common. I contend 
that many of our initial spiritual speculations 
are provoked not just by inadequate theology, 
but also by societal issues out of our control. 
Consider, fi rst, our contemporary situation. 
We live in a highly mobile, bureaucratic, 
anonymous and transient world. People move 
frequently, don’t know their neighbors well, 
live far from their birthplaces, and have no 
permanent group to rely on.  It is no wonder 
that today many people feel alienated and 
alone.8

Many of us long for community and for 
people who are a reliable presence in our day-
to-day lives. Th is is a normal human need, 
which has been met in a variety of ways in 
diff erent eras.9 Th ese arrangements include 
such things as the monastic community, kin 
groupings, the utopian society (such as the 
Shakers10) and the extended family. It is the 
extended family, however, that people oft en 
compare with our contemporary world. 
Indeed, our families are quite minimalist by 
comparison. For where once people could 
nurture long-lasting relationships through 
multiple roles—as daughter, aunt, cousin, 
sibling—today we have many fewer options. 

Today so many people are lonely that it 
seems logical that we look to the nuclear family 
with its parent-child bond as perhaps one of 
the main places to experience deep and abiding 
intimacy. While some of this longing for the 
idealized family may be a romanticizing of 
the past,11 the need for intimacy is real. So 
today, even though many of us look fi rst for 
intimacy from an adult partner, the prevalence 
of separation and divorce makes even that 
feel somewhat unreliable.12 With a child, on 
the other hand, many expect to have a more 
enduring relationship, at least until the child 
reaches adulthood. Th is desire for intimacy 
and for the parent-child bond is good, but it 
heightens the pain of infertility. We all need to 
fi nd a variety of ways to address our relational 
needs.  
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Th e church would be a likely place to look 
for such connections. However, over the past 
few centuries Protestantism in particular has 
shift ed its attention from Christian community 
to the Christian family.13 And while the church 
is aware and worried about our contemporary 
situation, it has oft en responded more reactively 
than creatively. For as churches look at this 
world of high divorce rates and out-of-wedlock, 
single, and alternative family groupings, many 
believe they are confronting the “breakdown of 
the family.”14 In reaction, they have tended to 
emphasize the biological family even more and 
to elevate “family values.” Although it is good 
that churches want to support families, the 
church’s eff orts can add to feelings of shame and 
isolation for infertile couples. 

Many couples struggling with infertility 
also just feel left  out.15 Church programs oft en 
center on some aspect of the standard family 
unit: religious education for children, groups 
for parents, events for young adults who seek 
to partner, support for widowed persons who 
have lost partners. In the midst of this activity, 
the unique needs of those who are infertile—as 
well as of divorced persons, single parents, and 
those disinclined or unable to marry—are left  
out, relegating these persons to a marginalized 
status. However, as we will see later, this is a 
less-than-biblical understanding of Christian 
community. 

To understand the higher calling of 
Christians and church, we need to explore 
several theological themes that relate to 
infertility and can lead to spiritual renewal, 
deeper relationships, and the abundant life we 
are promised in Scripture. 

Humans and God
Christian theology spends much time 
considering what it means to be human. 
Humans are part of the created order, but we 
are also unique because we have a dual status. 
We are part of the earth and as such are fi nite 
biological beings, limited, mortal, bound in 
time and place. With other created beings 
we share certain characteristics: the drive to 
survive, to reproduce, to be social, and to seek 
affi  liation. As creatures of the earth, we are 
aff ected by our environment, and subject to 
disease, infi rmity, aging and death. 

But the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures 
teach that we are also made in the image of 
God. Th is Imago Dei gives us the ability to 
dream, plan, envision, transcend and transform 

our circumstances. We can hope for more 
than is simply in front of us, our desires can go 
beyond mere survival and avoidance of pain. 
We can creatively transform our situations in 
unexpected ways. Th us humans are caught in 
the tension between these two states, fi nitude 
and freedom. We can either respond to this dual 
state destructively or creatively. God’s grace, 
which surrounds us on all sides, gives us the 
ability to respond creatively. 

Th us for humans the impulse to survive, 
reproduce, and affi  liate can move beyond 
the biological level and assume spiritual 
proportions. It can help us become God’s 
emissaries, those who announce and model 
Scripture’s goal, the ultimate reign of God 
and the kinship of all peoples. Th e drive 
to reproduce can open out into a wider 
hospitality. Ideally, as we will see later, the 
family unit should not surround itself with rigid 
boundaries, delineating who is in and who is 
out. Rather, a more spiritual understanding 
of family sees it as a unit with distinctive 
yet permeable boundaries, one that makes 
room at the table for those not of our “blood.” 
Oddly enough it is the very experience and 
pain of infertility—coupled with our normal 
need to affi  liate—which can motivate us to go 
beyond the nuclear family and form spiritual 
community. And our group survival impulse 
can lead us to treat all of creation as our home 
and family. 

But none of this makes sense unless we 
fi rst understand the character of God. Th is 
is crucial because problematic theological 
ideas about God can cause special pain to 
those experiencing infertility. It is helpful to 
review some basic Christian beliefs about God. 
Christian theology teaches that God’s character 
is made most evident in the incarnation of 
Jesus Christ. Here we see a God that seeks 
us as fervently as a lover, who yearns for us 
to respond, and who is willing to go to great 
lengths to free us from the constraints that 
prevent us returning the divine love. Since 
God has created us, the divine Parent is well 
aware of our limitations and our weaknesses. 
God is also aware that we are subject to the 
presence of disease, biological infi rmities, and 
other external factors that theologians call 
“non-moral evil.” Th is includes those painful 
or harmful things for which humans are not 
directly responsible (tornadoes, earthquakes, 
tsunami, infl uenza, or infertility, for example). 
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Yet God has created us good and wants 
for us to be whole in every way, emotionally, 
spiritually, and physically. Reconsidering 
infertility in this light makes us realize that it is 
antithetical to the character of God to assume 
that infertility is “sent” as a lesson, punishment 
or curse by God. Nor is infertility God’s 
judgment on our selfi shness. God knows that 
everyone is selfi sh in some way. Scripture tells us 
that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory all have sinned and fall short of the glory all
of God.” [Romans 3:23] 

Sin can aptly be described as “being turned 
in upon yourself.” Th is common understanding, 
used by Martin Luther among others, can 
be defi ned as a kind of narcissism where 
we become our main concern and frame of 
reference. We spend our time “looking out 
for number one” rather than moving outside 
ourselves towards the pain and needs of others. 
Not only is God not surprised at this problem, 
but God’s grace is specifi cally directed at 
freeing us from it, not punishing us for it. And 
what better way to move beyond this than the 
sacrifi cial love required of a parent. Why would 
God deny us something that would very likely 
make us less self-centered?

Nor is it helpful to assume God wants us 
to be alone so we can pray more or be more 
devoted to God’s will. Although God does want 
our love, God does not deny us the intimacy 
of the parent-child bond like some narcissistic 
lover who wants us all for him or herself. 
Instead, God is supremely relational, which is 
what Christian theology means when it says 
that God is triune, a Trinity. God thus affi  rms 
relationship as good. Not only does God long 
for relationship with us, but God understands 
our need for human relationship. God knows 
it is not good for us to be alone. Indeed, when 
people long for intimacy they are refl ecting 
God’s very nature. So God understands, 
promotes, and supports the desire for deep 
intimacy that is oft en the basis of our longing 
for a child.

God is also supremely creative. God can take 
the problems of our lives and turn them into 
unexpected resources. But God will only do 
that with our consent since God has given us 
the ability to respond or turn away from divine 
grace, just so that we can come to God freely. 
Th erefore, how we respond to a crisis has much 
to do with the ultimate outcome. It is up to us to 
turn toward divine grace, to be willing to accept 
it, and to respond to normal human anxiety 
with creativity rather than destructiveness. 

By realizing God’s desire and love for us, 
we become more open to allowing God’s grace 
to fl ow in and through the spiritual crisis of 
infertility, such that a problem instead becomes 
a catalyst for a positive change in persons, the 
church and even society. It is amazing how God 
can use the crises that befall us to bring about 
unexpected spiritual riches, if only we open our 
eyes to the grace that surrounds us. Th e gospel 
message does not simply reserve abundance for 
the aft er-life, but promises that it is available 
now. Th us relationship, intimacy, peace and joy 
are all components of a grace-fi lled life in the 
here-and-now. 

From Reproduction to
Radical Hospitality
Infertility, while not sent or chosen by God, 
can nevertheless become something that divine 
creativity can use for good. Th ere is a way that 
infertility can open us up to a more radical 
hospitality than we have ever known. It helps 
to realize that biological reproduction does not 
hold supreme value in the Bible. Instead, we 
are called to a deeper and wider bond. While 
Scripture recognizes that children and family 
are a good thing, it points us to a greater calling. 
We are commanded, in fact, to be radically 
open to those not of our “blood.” 16

Th e Bible repeatedly calls believers to 
welcome the marginalized and the stranger. 
In Jeremiah, for example, the people are 
admonished to “Do justice and righteousness…
do not mistreat or do violence to the stranger, 
the orphan, or the widow.” (Jer 22:3) In the New 
Testament, believers are told they should “not 
neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for 
by this some have entertained angels without 
knowing it.” (Heb 13:2) Indeed, Jesus wanted his 
disciples to see his own face in the face of the 
stranger, and receive them as family. He tells his 
listeners to feed the hungry, visit the sick and do 
other acts of kindness for “just as you did it to 
one of the least of these who are members of my 
family, you did it to me.” (Matt 25:34-46)

Th erefore, while it is a natural part of 
love to want to share it—such as in birthing 
children—it is also possible to use the desire to 
reproduce in ways that open us to new forms 
of hospitality. Even the pain of infertility, when 
God’s grace is allowed to infuse it, can become 
a catalyst towards spiritual growth. As infertile 
couples become conscious of the ways they 
feel excluded from church activities and other 
child-centered events, they can begin to sense 
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the pain of other excluded persons, such as 
gays, lesbians, the disabled, and the immigrant. 
An awareness and empathy for others whom 
our society marginalizes can be one important 
spiritual gain from the crisis of infertility.

Th is new awareness does not end the pain 
of infertility. However, it can set it into a larger 
framework. Th e command to be fruitful and 
multiply can take a diff erent form and extend 
beyond procreation.17 Of course, procreation is 
a normal desire, but it is no longer a necessity 
in a world that is becoming increasingly over-
populated. While the urge to leave a piece 
of ourselves behind is understandable, even 
commendable, there is more than one way to 
accomplish this task. It is hard to give up the 
dream of a little person who has our eyes, our 
partner’s laugh, the family body type. But there 
is more than just one way to transcend and 
share ourselves. 

When it is a child that you want and cannot 
have, sometimes the initial sorrow, pain, 
emptiness, and grief—as well as feelings of 
anger, shame, envy, and/or bitterness—are hard 
to control.18 Th ese feelings can prevent us from 
seeing other ways to achieve our goals. Yet 
God’s grace can always fi nd ways to seep into 
the tightest box of despair. Our responsibility 
is to use our anxiety over infertility creatively 
rather than destructively, following the 
pinpricks of light that God uses to guide us 
beyond our distress.19

When the church lives out a larger vision 
of its role, it can help forge more creative 
and grace-fi lled ways to conceive family and 
community. Th e church is meant to be a form 
of community that provides non-biological 
connection, which includes an element of 
covenant. While alternative relationships 
will not take the place of children, we may 
nevertheless grow into deeper relationships 
with each other than we might have had 
otherwise. 

None of this is meant to minimize the 
importance of the nuclear family, for it also has 
the potential for practicing radical hospitality. 
Christians have oft en believed that the family 
is like a little church, a very small Christian 
community. But it should be a community 
with permeable, rather than rigid, boundaries. 
Everyone should have a place in this family. 
When families take the opportunity to 
welcome the stranger into their midst, church 
community is facilitated. Th is is preferable to a 
family so inward looking that it excludes others 

who are not “blood.”  It is not just individuals 
who can be “turned in upon themselves,” but 
also groups.  

Adoption as Metaphor and as Reality
Adoption is a perfect metaphor for the 
church community. While everyone is part 
of God’s creation, those who turn towards 
God intentionally are welcomed as sons 
and daughters; we are adopted and become 
no longer “slaves” but heirs and partners. 
(Galatians 2:4-7) Romans says: “For all who 
are led by the Spirit of God are children of 
God…you have received a spirit of adoption. 
When we cry, ‘Abba, Father!’ it is that very 
Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we are 
children of God.”20 In eff ect, the whole church is 
an adopted family. 

Th rough our connection with God and Jesus, 
we become siblings to each other. As scholar S. 
Scott Bartchy says: “Jesus…redefi ned the basis 
and limits of family life, rejecting blood ties in 
favor of the faith-based sibling-like bond he 
created among his followers. Persons who do 
God’s will have become Jesus’ siblings with God 
alone as their parent.” 21

Taking the model of church as an adopted 
family, we should be fi nding ways to include 
everyone. Newcomers and those without deep 
connections can be incorporated into particular 
families—such as for holiday celebrations, 
joint projects, errand sharing, meal-times or 
weekend outings. Older adults can become 
surrogate grandparents to children without 
grandparents. Single people can become 
honorary aunts and uncles. Networks of friends 
can act as extended family to each other, 
especially when sickness and crises occur, but 
also in times of happiness and celebration. 
Intentional bonds can be forged so that no 
one has to feel continually alone, isolated and 
un-included. When couples let the experience 
of infertility heighten their awareness of those 
who lack family ties or proximity, they have a 
new perspective even as they continue to seek 
ways to build their own nuclear family. And 
when they do achieve their goal, hopefully they 
will continue to model the openness they have 
learned.

Here, then, is a great area for spiritual 
transformation, both personally and societally. 
Th ose who experience infertility have both the 
need and the unique opportunity to practice 
a more radical openness than is common in 
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our world. Th is can be accomplished in many 
ways, but one of the most obvious is through 
the actual adoption of a child. While the bond 
with an adopted child is oft en just as strong 
as any biological bond, it can be diff erent 
in surprising, positive ways. For one thing, 
there are no genetic or biological markers to 
guide the parents, no bodily similarities, no 
personality quirks that they can attribute to a 
family tendency. Without these touchstones, an 
adoptive parent must be ready for anything and 
prepared to embrace someone from entirely 
diff erent “stock.”22 Th is is good practice for 
learning to accept others as they are without 
forcing them into our own mold. 

It is helpful to realize that Scripture shows 
God blessing people who fi nd creative ways 
to form bonds. For instance, the Book of Ruth 
shows two women, Ruth and Naomi, who are 
not blood-relatives, but mother-in-law and 
daughter-in-law. When they unfortunately lose 
all their biological kin—and logically should 
separate for purposes of survival—Naomi 
instead fully commits herself to Ruth. Th ey 
endure hardships together, help each other out 
and eventually enjoy God’s blessing of renewed 
life.

Hopefully, this kind of openness and 
hospitality—whether through actual adoption 
or seeing the church as an adopted family—will 
become a habit. Hopefully, it will extend 
beyond the walls of the church as well. Learning 
to see fellow congregants—people who, just like 
family members, one does not always choose 
and may not feel affi  nity towards—is excellent 
practice for treating the human community in 
the same way. All children are, in a way, our
children for they are our future. All the elderly All the elderly All
are our ancestors and deserve our respect and 
care. As we learn to see those in our spiritual 
community as family, we should begin to realize 
that our lives are bound up with so many others 
even if they are not “of our blood.” Th rough 
learning openness to caring for non-family 
members, we may begin to see our whole 
interdependent world as God’s family and our 
own. 

Th ere is no denying that infertility is a 
profound crisis with many diff erent facets. But, 
as with the many other shocks and unexpected 
hurts in life, it can become the impetus for 
spiritual growth, a new perspective on life, and 
a personal transformation that God can use to 
help our troubled world. 
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Endnotes
 1  According to the Centers for Disease Control 

(1995 U.S statistics) 6.1 million women ages 15-
44 had an impaired ability to have children; 9.3 
million women used infertility services; 2.1 million 
married couples were diagnosed as infertile. From 
Fertility, Family Planning, and Women’s Health: 
New Data from the 1995 National Survey of Family 
Growth; CDC Division of Reproductive Health, 
National Institutes of Health, U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention. From the National Center 
for Health Statistics, Hyattsville, MD 20782, 
(301) 458-4000.

 2  See, for instance, “A New Fertility Factor” in 
Newsweek, p.72-74, Sept. 27, 2004.

 3  William D. Petok, Ph.D., “Male Infertility” from 
Family Building Magazine [no date or pages given, 
cited by 1998-2004 RESOLVE: Th e National 
Infertility Association]  www.resolve.org. Petok 
adds that “Sexual problems can surface with 
a diagnosis of male factor infertility. Erectile 
dysfunction and loss of desire can occur. If he feels 
that his masculinity is compromised a man may 
worry so much about his ability to function as a 
‘man’ that he fi nds himself unable to achieve or 
maintain an erection. Or, the same feelings can 
rob him of desire for sex. Treatment, which tends 
to remove the privacy of sex because diagnostic 
procedures can require ‘sex on demand,’ further 
exacerbate these problems, even when a couple is 
being sexual for other than procreative reasons. 
Th e fun and intimacy can leave the process due 
to worry and frustration. Some may feel that 
making love is pointless because it can’t result in a 
pregnancy.” 
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 4  For in-depth information on the emotional 
aspects of infertility consult RESOLVE’s Fact 
Sheet #18a. Th is can be ordered from their website 
www.resolve.org. See also “Th erapies for the 
Emotional Issues of Infertility” by Barbara Blitzer, 
MSW, www.inciid.org [InterNational Council on 
Infertility Information Dissemination, Inc.]

 5  “Th e long term inability to conceive a child 
can evoke signifi cant feelings of loss. Coping 
with the multitude of medical decisions and the 
uncertainties that infertility brings can create 
great emotional upheaval for most couples. If you 
fi nd yourself feeling anxious, depressed, out of 
control, or isolated, you are not alone.” 2000-2004 
American Society for Reproductive Medicine 
(formerly Th e American Fertility Society). Listed 
on Infertility Resources, developed and hosted by 
Internet Health Resources, www.ihr.com.

 6  “Rev. Laura Taylor, assistant pastor at Ellisville 
United Methodist Church in Missouri, gives an 
annual sermon on infertility and includes her 
own story of struggling with infertility, adopting 
two girls and fi nally having a biological son. She 
says some people’s fi rst spiritual crisis is linked to 
infertility. Not being able to have children is the 
fi rst time they realize they are not in total control 
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