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Resourceful

by nature

Farm families who use NFP enjoy a unique integration
of lifestyle and livelihood sy xahteen iz sasi

When Jim Noll gets up to teach NFP,
he tells students something most of
their peers will never hear: A roost-
er’s sperm can survive for weeks in a
hen’s reproductive tract.

“I tell them that so they don’t

think five days’ viability is a big deal,”

he said.

Noll, aretired veterinarian from Edgewood, Ky., came
to NFP after their sixth child was born prematurely,
living only a few days. During their CCL classes, Jim
recognized the same patterns he had been working with
in animals his whole career. “I know that!” he said. “Why
didn’t we think about it before?”

For farmers who use NFP, their daily work under-
scores these connections. “You don’t plant a seed today
and harvest a crop tomorrow,” said Noll. “It takes time.”

“Understanding the seasons, the dying and rising,
means it doesn’t take much for me to understand that
the body would also have seasons,” said CCL teacher-in-
training Tom Ramthun, a 27-year-old cattle and grain
farmer from West Bend, Wis. “Nature can be so intensely
beautiful — the amazing skyscapes and life and plants
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and animals. I just can’t separate marriage and our rela-
tionship from that feeling of completeness in nature. Our
marriage and relationship is part of this intensely beauti-
ful creation.”

Because they are accustomed to living by the cycles
of nature, NFP seems inevitable. “We are so dependent
on nature and so, in a sense, NFP is a lot like watching the

weather forecast: Things can change, but we can plan be-

cause we have better knowledge of what is coming ahead,”
Ramthun said.

The spiritual insights CCL farmers glean are abun-
dant — and worth celebrating this harvest season.

“Farming is a constant giving of the future to God,”
said CCL Teaching Couple Mary-Lynn Ott, who, with her
husband, Tom, owns a dairy farm in Modesto, Calif, “NFP
is a constant giving as well.”

Medical acumen

Working with animals clarifies many things. “We
teach both a farming community and a city one,” said Ott.

“We have had a few laughs over a few guys mentioning

that the ‘mucus sign is not a problem because a cow has
mucus when it’s in heat too.”

As aveterinarian, Jim Noll made connections that
many might never consider. “Contraception treats people
like animals,” he said. “I’ll artificially inseminate a cow,

spay a dog — but I also eat cows. You use something that
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Less than

70 of Americans are employed as farmers.

connection find that their work and
faith lives are uniquely integrated.
“Farming and NFP complement
each other,” Tom Ramthun said.
“They fit in a holistic way of under-
standing creation.”

belongs to you. That’s not how people
should be in relation to each other.
We're the owners of the animals, but
God is the owner of us.”

Noll is particularly vehement
on the subject of the birth control
shot Depo-Provera. “I hate that stuff.
When I graduated in 1970, vets had
already stopped using that with dogs
because it was too dangerous.” Even
today vets still don’t advise using it,
due to the risk of mammary tumors,
breast cancer, metabolic problems
and more. “Yet the doctors give it to
our daughters!”

Tom Ramthun’s wife, Amanda,
notes that in our culture “we think
we have to intervene with our natural
rhythms and make them coincide
with our plans, instead of changing
our plans to fit our natural rhythms,
as we often have to do in farming,

My fertility cycle just seems like a
short version of a year-long farming
season.”

To CCL member Emily Stiegel-
meier, who runs a certified organic
farm in Selby, S.D, the parallel is
obvious. “Why did Jesus use agricul-
tural parables?” she asked. “Because
people understood nature.”

But seeing the correspondence
doesn’t mean NFP is always easy to
practice. The Otts point out that very
few of the farmers in their area are
on board with NFP — and it was a
tough sell for them as well.

“We have always been tied to
farming, but NFP was a challenge in
the beginning,” Mary-Lynn said. “In
farming the recognition is already
there that you do not have control,
but when it came to NFP we did not
make the connection. As we’ve grown
in our faith, giving our fertility to God
became easier.”

Still, those who have made the

Feast & famine

In every life there are times of

feast and times of famine. But for
farmers, those times are quite literal.
“You understand how dependent

you are on God,” Stiegelmeier said.
“I don’t control the weather; God
controls the weather. Recognizing
our dependency on God on the farm
becomes how we live.”

continued on page 15




Each cow has one calf per year and
milks for 10 months. Then she needs a two-
month break before bearing another calf
and starting the process over. A typical dairy
farmer can expect to have calves throughout
the year.

There is no such thing as a day off. And
vacation time? That's hard to come by.

Unless you're Jerry and Amy Geisler.

Jerry and Amy grew up on dairy farms
only a few miles away from each other in
northern Wisconsin. In the spring of 1988,
when they decided to get married they
went to a premarital seminar, which is
where they first heard about NFP.

“It clicked for us right away,” Jerry said,
“because we had been doing that all our life
with cows.” In a dairy herd, cows are impreg-
nated via artificial insemination. Because
the farmers control the process, they have
to keep track of their cows’ cycles — includ-
ing monitoring mucus that would look very
familiar to women who use NFP.

Jerry and Amy had been married for
a decade before it occurred to them they
could use their NFP knowledge to give
themselves some time off. “We were coming
back from a party — we'd had to leave early
because we had to get home to milk. We
<aid, "What are we going home for? We're
missing the party!” And it occurred to us:
‘Why don't we breed the cows s0 they all
calve at the same time?""

That year the Geislers waited until
Thanksgiving Day to start breeding and they
bred the herd at the same time. That meant
that the cows all went into their rest period
during July and August the following year in
preparation for fall calving.

And just like that, the Geisler family had
six to eight weeks off milking.

It's not exactly a vacation; they still
have to put up the crops. But the break from
milking frees them to travel with their five
children, have leisurely breakfasts by the
campfire, or do projects that wouldn't get
done otherwise.

Of course, like humans, not all cows

get pregnant on schedule. “They may not
ovulate, | may not get them bred at the
right time, or it may be bad semen,” said
Jerry. "But in our herd, we have a really good
conception rate.”

Synchronizing the herd is possible
because Jerry does his own insemination,
without having to depend on an artificial
insemination technician's schedule. “I will
breed early morning, late at night — | watch
them. | know when they need to be bred.”

Jerry keeps trying until the window
closes for a September or October delivery.
Any cow that does not calve in September or
October gets sold to another farmer.

It sounds terrific.

So why doesn't everyone do it?

First, because the time off comes at a
price. "Fall is very intense,” Amy said, “with
canning and getting going with schooling
and getting the harvest in, on top of calving.”

Jerry puts it this way: “We can have five
to eight cows calve the same day. Some-
times | will get up several times in the night
to check on the cows. We can't afford to
lose one. And when | start inseminating, we

can have eight to 10 cows showing signs of
fertility in one day. | have to take a piece of
paper out to keep track of them all”

But Jerry thinks finances are the real
obstacle. “When we quit milking cows, we
don't get a paycheck for six to eight weeks. |
think the biggest holdback for a lot of farm-
ers is they can't make it without that check

coming in. In the wintertime when the cows
are milking good, we put away a couple
checks to make it through that dry time."
Sound familiar? Times of feasting,
times of abstinence?
For the Geislers, marrying NFP to their
vocation as farmers has been a rich blessing.

"\We have a lot more fun, more time for the

kids" Jerry said. "We're really busy in the
fall and early winter, and then everything
levels out, It's hard work for a short time
but not forever.”

Perhaps the greatest blessing is the
chance to show their five children, all
homeschooled, how faith and work can be
intertwined. “Even the 6-year-old knows
what clear mucus means,” Jerry said with
alaugh. “Many of our nieces and nephews
have learned about the natural rhythms of
life here on the farm.”

Everyone has their job. “The girls take
care of the calves, the oldest son does all
the feeding,” Amy noted. “They're learning
about life.”







The good times on the farm are
ery good. For the Otts, raising chil-
Iren on the farm tops the list of the
lessings of rural life. Having space
or kids to run outside made them
nore willing to have a larger family.
VIary-Lynn loves nursing her babies
vhile she looks out the window and
yatio door into the open fields.

But it can also be difficult.

“The busy times of year don’t
\lways coordinate with my fertil-
ty cycles,” said Amanda Ramthun.
When we were trying to delay preg-
1ancy, there were many times when
[om was working extremely late
juring Phase III, so our abstinence
ime was lengthened simply because
1e couldn’t be home. We had similar
sroblems when we were trying to
ichieve pregnancy.”

Emily Stiegelmeier knows the
1ps and downs of rural life more inti-
mately than most. After an accident
~laimed her husband’s life (see page
14), she became a farmer in addition
‘0 a homeschooling mother of seven.
That year also marked the beginning
of a five-year drought.

One particularly difficult day,
struggling with the burden of her
responsibilities, she sensed a mes-
sage from God: “You've got the easy
part. You've just got to put that seed
in the ground. I'm the one who makes
it grow.”

And grow it did.

“My fertility cycle just seems like
a short version of a year-long
farmil’lg SeaSOl’l” Amanda Ramthun

The Stiegelmeier farm produced
crops during each of those dry years.
“There was nothing I could have done

to make that ground produce,” she
said. “Some of it was Jim’s manage-
ment practices, but really it’s God.”

Passing on the legacy

The integration of work and faith
gives the Otts great hope that their
children will inherit more than just
afarm. “In our evening prayers, we
pray to St. Isidore for our crops and
farm, St. Francis to protect our ani-
mals, and St. Bridget to protect our
workers,” Mary-Lynn said.

The Stiegelmeier children
have grown up recognizing the link
between farm work and NFP work.
They sat on their parents’ laps during
CCL classes, listening in, and then
they saw it in action on the farm.
Now, as her children prepare for
marriage, they don’t need much
NFP instruction.

“My son said, ‘I think we get it,
Mom. How different can it be from
cows?”

These days, Stiegelmeier is
preparing to hand over control of the
farm to the next generation. When
she and her husband were young,
Jim’s parents gave them land to help
them get started. She plans to do the
same for her children. “It can feel a
little scary, but when I started real-
izing the big picture, I felt very free,”
she said.

The lessons Stiegelmeier learned
from the farm have helped her man-
age her burdens, but they are just as
valuable to those of us off the farm.

“God created this world perfect,”
she said. “It’s fallen, but there’s still
so much that works the way God
intended it to work. Why would we
mess with it? Trusting God with
your fertility is no different from
trusting him with your crops. He
really is in control.”



