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CONSCIENCE 

BRIAN MOORE, S.J. 

INTRODUCTION 

The topicality of a subject is not necessarily an indication of its importance. 
However, in "conscience" we have a subject which is not only much discussed 
nowadays but is clearly of great importance in leading a Christian life. 

A noted religious educationalist, Elizabeth McMahon, succinctly describes an adult 
Christian in the following words: 

The adult Christian is one who enlightened and strengthened by the 
indwelling Spirit, has assumed the responsibility not only for his actions, but 
for himself. He is a person who has an understanding of the moral 
implications of the Gospel, has made them a subjective norm of his action, 
can read the exigencies of a situation accurately, and responds consistently 
with love and generosity. 

If to be thus is our goal as adult Christians who aspire "to grow to full maturity 
in Christ", then a clear understanding of the nature of "conscience" is essential, for 
we will be mature Christians only to the extent to which our conscience is maturely 
Christian. 
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1. Faith shows the way 

Christian morality springs from Christian faith. Divorced from Christian belief and 
doctrine, Christian morality would still be a lofty moral code, but it would cease to 
be specifically Christian morality. It is our faith and the concrete beliefs which we 
hold (rather than any abstract notions of 'good' and 'evil') which, applied to life's 
concrete situations, show us how we must act in any given circumstances. 

Christianity is conversion and commitment to Jesus Christ. It is He himself who is, 
ultimately, the Christian's conscience. For the Christian, it is a case of 'For me to live 
is Christ', and the Christian conscience is most perfectly formed when a man has in 
him 'the mind which was also in Christ Jesus'. Christian morality cannot be separated 
from the Person of Jesus Christ, nor from the absolute claims he makes on men. We 
cannot, as Pilate did, 'find no fault in Him' and yet refuse him our mind and heart 
through faith and love. So too we cannot praise or practise Christian morality, 
precisely as Christian, in separation from Christian truth taught us by Christ who is 
the Truth. 

Faith shows the way 

In his first letter to the Christians at Corinth, St. Paul deals with a number of 
questions related to the eating of meat sacrificed to idols. Part of the pagan 
religious practice of the city was to offer animal sacrifice to a particular god and 
then to eat the meat in a fraternal meal — thereby to enter into communion with 
the god himself. 

One of the questions put to St. Paul was, apparently, 'If we Christians are invited by 
our pagan friends to join them in such a meal, may we do so?' In answer, St. Paul 
reminds them of the Eucharistic Mystery which is central to their faith.  

The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not a participation in the blood of 
Christ? The bread which we break, is it not a participation in the body of Christ? 
Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body — for we all 
partake of the one bread. Consider the people of Israel: are not those who 
eat the sacrifices partners in the altar? What do I imply then? That food, 
offered to idols is anything, or that an idol is anything? No, I imply that what 
pagans sacrifice they offer to demons and not to God. I do not want you to be 
partakers with demons. You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of 
demons. You cannot partake of the table of the Lord and the table of 
demons. 

 1 Cor. 10: 16-21 (R.S.V.) 
 

From their faith in the nature of the Christian Eucharist, that is, there follows the 
impossibility of sharing in the pagan celebration. 
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(In the following chapter, St Paul will return to the nature of the Eucharist, 'the 
Lord's Supper', in order to bring home to his wayward flock the wrongness of their 
behaviour at the fraternal meal which at Corinth customarily followed the cele-
bration of the Eucharist.) 

Other questions related to the pagan custom of offering meat to their idols 
troubled the Christians of Corinth. Very often, the meat that was offered to the 
idols was not thus eaten in a fraternal meal but was offered for sale in the 
market place. Paul is asked, therefore, 'May we Christians buy and eat meat which 
has been offered to the idols?' 

 Again, Paul appeals to the faith they hold as offering a solution to their moral 
problem. The 'gods' are nothing, are nonexistent. The fact that their worshippers 
have offered the meat to these gods before putting it on sale does not, therefore, 
have any relevance to the shopping or to the eating habits of Christians. 

Yet another tricky situation can arise. 'If we Christians are invited by pagan friends 
to take a meal with them (an ordinary meal, that is, not a religious communion meal) 
do we have to enquire if the meat served us has been sacrificed to the gods or 
their idols?' St. Paul says, No; they enjoy the liberty of the children of God and, as he 
has already said, the 'gods' are mere nothings. 

In all this we see how the thing which most fundamentally determines our 
behaviour is the content of our faith. We act as we do because we believe what 
we do. Inasmuch, then, as it regulates our conduct, Faith is the prime constituent of 
conscience. Faith is not something we create; it is a gift of God, and it has an 
objective content — divine truths which are true independently of man's acceptance 
or rejection of them. Since, then, the fundamental rule of conscience is the rule of 
faith, a Christian conscience cannot be a totally subjective thing. It must 
conform itself to objective faith. 

Faith, as it exists living in a person, is a personal engagement of the whole man 
with God, implying a particular mode of looking at the whole of reality. Now, this 
particular mode of looking at all reality, while it exists in an individual person and is 
his world-view, is not a subjective creation o/ his. It is his making his own the moral 
implications of the Gospels which exist independently of man's acceptance or 
rejection of them. The moral implications of the Gospels are objective; the mature 
Christian makes them the subjective norm of his own actions, he 'lives the Gospel'. 
Consequently, just as the fundamental constituent of conscience is objective faith, 
so the objective moral implications of the Gospel provide norms for the 
conscience in acting. 

 Neither in itself nor in its activity can a Christian conscience be a purely subjective 
thing. 
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2. The law of charity 

After the love of God, the chief moral law of the Gospel is the love of one's 
neighbour. The command to love our neighbour is laid upon us with such 
stringency that in order to fulfil it we may have even to forego the free exercise of 
a right conscience. 

The law of charity 

In writing to the Corinthians, St. Paul points out that the question of eating meat 
which has been sacrificed to idols is not wholly settled by the knowledge that 
idols and false gods are nothing — for, 'not all possess this knowledge', and they 
believe such eating to be wrongful. These are persons of 'weak conscience' — that is, 
persons whose consciences are inadequately formed. St. Paul writes: 

Food will not commend us to God. We are no worse off if we do not eat, and 
no better off if we do. Only, take care lest this liberty of yours somehow 
become a stumbling block to the weak. For if anyone sees you, a man of 
knowledge, at table in an idol's temple, might he not be encouraged, if his 
conscience is weak, to eat food offered to idols? And so, by your knowledge this 
weak man is destroyed, the brother for whom Christ died. Thus, sinning 
against your brethren and wounding their conscience when it is weak, you sin 
against Christ. Therefore, if food is a cause of my brother's falling, I will never 
eat meat, lest I cause my brother to fall.  

1Cor. 8: 8-13 (R.S.V.) 
 

 What St. Paul is so forcibly saying is, in the words of Professor Price, "One may 
ignore the pagan gods. They do not exist. But one cannot ignore a brother and the 
existence of his tender conscience." 

The mature Christian conscience, then, is a creation of faith; and in its exercise it 
is ruled by the moral implications of the Gospel, above all by the requirements of 
fraternal charity. The conscience is not purely subjective in its formation nor autono-
mous in its operation. 

 

3. When conscience errs 

From what has been said so far it will readily be seen how inaccurate, and even 
false, are many of the statements regarding conscience which are heard and read 
nowadays. One of the commonest inaccuracies is the notion that in following my 
conscience I can never do wrong—as if conscience could not err. 
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When conscience errs 

It was not only at Corinth that the problem of eating meat sacrificed to idols gave 
rise to doubts and scruples in the minds of the early Christians. In writing to the 
Romans, St. Paul has to deal with these questions and he does so in much the same 
terms as in writing to the Corinthians. In doing so, St. Paul makes two points: the 
conscience can be wrong; but even a false conscience must be followed. 

I know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself; 
but it is unclean for anyone who thinks it unclean. 

Happy is he who has no reason to judge himself for what he approves. But he 
who has doubts is condemned, if he eats, because he does not act from faith; 
for whatever does not proceed from faith is sin. 

Romans 15: 14 and 22-23 (R.S.V.) 
 

And here again, and at greater length, St. Paul insists that we are not free to act 
according to even, a right conscience when to do so would injure a brother. 

A man must always follow his conscience, and in doing so cannot be guilty of sin. 
Nevertheless, his conscience can be a false conscience and, even, his action can be 
objectively sinful even though he incur no personal guilt. However, we should 
remind ourselves that it is quite possible that we are blameworthy in having a false 
conscience in some given matter. We might, for example, be too proud to submit 
to one or other of the norms by which a right conscience is formed; we might, ' 
through our own fault, be quite ignorant of the moral implications of the Gospel; 
we might, through habitual self-deception, call our 'conscience' what is purely our 
will. 

 

4. Prudence 

In the description of the adult Christian quoted in the introduction, the mature 
conscience is said to be able to 'read the exigencies of a situation accurately' and to 
respond 'consistently with love and generosity'. This ability is the keystone of St. 
Paul's teaching regarding the Christian conscience.  

Prudence 

In day to day living, even the man who has made his own the moral 
implications of the Gospel and has no other wish than to respond instinctively in a 
Gospel manner to life's situations, cannot rely solely on such spontaneous reaction. 
Though he may will only what is good, his judgment, and still more, his 
spontaneous reaction, may easily be in error. Again, as St. Paul says so often, 'All 
things are lawful, but not everything is expedient'. 
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For the Christian conscience, then, both to save it from error and to mediate its 
faith and charity a-right in concretely existing situations and circumstances, there 
is need of that ability to 'read the exigencies of a situation accurately'. This ability 
is known as 'prudence', 'discretion', or 'practical wisdom'.  

Unfortunately, in contemporary English usage, 'prudence.' and 'discretion' have 
overtones of calculation, caution and, even, of timidity. These things are totally 
foreign to the virtue rightly understood. "Prudence," says St. Augustine, "is love 
discerning correctly what helps and what hinders us in our attainment of God." 

Christ Our Lord warns us against the lack of prudence— as in the case of the 
man who built his house upon sand. He bids us act prudently—as in the case of the 
man who, considering building a tower, first sits down and calculates his financial 
ability to see the project through. He bids us imitate the prudent—as in the case of 
the five wise virgins. The writings of the Apostle are full of counsel to practical 
wisdom. 

There is, of course, a 'prudence' which is a vice, and which, like all vices, mimics 
the virtue. This is 'worldly prudence' against which we have to be on our guard. 
Our Lord warns us that saving our life in this world can mean losing it in the next. 
The Apostle contrasts the folly of the Cross, which manifests divine wisdom, with the 
wisdom of men which is derisory. This 'worldly prudence' is that too great solicitude 
for temporal things against which Our Lord warns us. 

Christians are 'searchers in wisdom': they seek God, and in all things they seek 
evidence of God's presence, hear his voice and see his hand at work. This is 
contemplative wisdom. When, then, they turn to take their place and act their 
part in the world, they seek to make their activity harmonise with the divine 
activity of the God they contemplate. This is practical wisdom, or prudence. 

Prudence, then, is the queenly virtue which mediates faith and charity to the 
concrete circumstances of daily living. It is prudence which enables a man to 
respond to life's situations with generosity and with love, for it has guarded the 
judgmental part of his conscience against pitfalls and has read the exigencies of a 
situation accurately. 

The dictates of the conscience (and this is often over-looked nowadays) are not laws: 
circumstances alter cases, and apparently similar situations can in fact be very 
different by reason of the introduction of new elements—one of which, for example, 
may be a greater understanding, in the person acting, of the demands of faith or 
the moral implications of the Gospel; another may be an accession of humility 
which dissipates that pride which clouds the judgment. Conscience, therefore, dic-
tates for individual cases, directs single actions. Similarly, prudence does not deal 
in generalizations such as 'good is to be done, evil avoided'; it is faith-illuminated, 
love-filled, but directs itself to the practical, and to the individual action.  

Prudence does not take a detached view of things; it brings a man's faith and 
charity to act—and with serenity and confidence. A sincere and upright conscience is 



CANISIUS PRESS - CONSCIENCE  

 

WWW.STMARYSWESTMELBOURNE.ORG   Page 7 of 17 

not enough to ensure good conduct (though it does ensure guiltlessness): under the 
mediatorship of prudence, which accurately reads the exigencies of the situation, 
good-will is activated into right action. 

 

5. Crippling the conscience 

The conscience is a creation of faith. It consists in making one's own the moral 
implications of the Gospel. It is, therefore, the great guarantee we have that our 
lives are grounded in God and lived in the Spirit of Christ. It is, therefore, a principle 
of liberty. In all this consists the nobility of the Christian conscience. Three things 
can destroy it. 

Crippling the conscience 

  In their 1973 Statement on the Formation of Conscience, the Canadian Bishops 
point to two extreme types of conscience: one arises through an infantile legalism, 
the other through unbridled subjectivism. Vatican II, in Gaudium et Spes, names the 
third enemy of the Christian conscience; 

Conscience frequently errs from invincible ignorance without losing its dignity. 
The same cannot be said for a man who cares but little for truth or 
goodness, or for a conscience which by degrees grows practically sightless as 
a result of habitual sin. 

Of the conscience which operates through an infantile legalism, the above 
mentioned Bishops' Statement has this to say: 

In the first category are those who have developed a static or complacent 
conscience. These persons have not accepted the dynamics behind the 
changes in the Church and in society, and have not seen the positive value 
which can come from personal acceptance of moral responsibility. They insist 
that the Church must spell out for them every obligation down to the last 
detail. This attitude of conscience is of course a denial of responsibility and can 
result in negating the whole positive value of the movement of the Spirit at 
the present time. Par. 20 

A conscience such as this comes dangerously near to incurring the condemnation 
of Our Lord of the mentality which 'tithes the mint and cummin and neglects the 
weightier matters of the Law'. Such a conscience is greatly upset at the great 
relaxation of her disciplinary laws, such as those regulating Lent, for example, 
which the Church has made in recent years. The great danger with such a 
conscience (which can spring from causes as diverse as timidity, pride, sloth or, 
even, love) is that it gives scope to the letter to extinguish the spirit which gives 
life. 
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 At the other extreme is a conscience formed by an exaggerated subjectivism. Of 
such a conscience, the same Statement says: 

This characterizes the person who has totally misread the idea that everyone 
must ultimately be the judge, before God, of his actions and that in the 
ultimate decision he must make up his own mind. The persons in this category 
have distorted an appeal to intelligent decision into a destruction of law, 
objective structures, and have arrived at the conclusion that no one can 
tell them what to do, including the Church. It is seldom stated this way but it is 
where this type of exaggerated subjectivism necessarily leads. Par. 21 
 

6. Conscience as Law 

The prevalence of this exaggerated subjectivism today, what Vatican II calls a 'false 
autonomy', is not an isolated phenomenon. It is closely connected with that 
'personalism' and pursuit of 'freedom' which is found everywhere today. Under its 
influence, we are perhaps witnessing the passing of that view of conscience which 
was held sway in the Church for the last three hundred years. 

Conscience as Law 

Late in that century and early in the 17th, eminent Catholic theologians put forward 
as the ultimate and inviolable norm of moral living a conscience that was formed 
and conditioned by the demands of laws. 

As a result, subjective good faith or the good intention of the individual became of 
more importance than objective reality and the law of God, author of that reality. 
Whether the person's moral judgment were true or false, the judgment right or 
wrong, it was, either way, equally the voice of God for the person. The judgment 
and the conscience became largely mechanical and impersonal. Conscience lost its 
roots in living practical faith and became dependent on the precepts of positive 
law and the varying opinions of theologians. 

There is, of course, a paradox in all of this. For whereas the ultimate norm of the 
morality of any given action is the subjective judgment of the individual, the 
individual is bound to follow the law if a law exists. If no law clearly exists or if 
there is doubt as to whether the law binds a given individual, he must follow 
sometimes the safer, sometimes the allowable course of action, generally derived 
from the consensus of opinion of moral theologians. 

Here we have a conscience which is both subjective and mechanistic. We have seen 
described in the Canadian Bishops' statement a conscience which is subjective and 
personalistic to the point of nullifying law. The authentic Christian conscience is 
neither of these things 
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7. A summons to be 

 In his Three Issues in Ethics, John Macquarie notes that conscience, at its most 
concrete, wrestles with some particular occasion of choice and decides on the right 
course of action in that situation. We can also think of conscience as a more 
generalized knowledge of right and wrong, of good and bad. Finally, it can be 
understood as a special and very fundamental self-awareness. (Not that these three 
levels are discontinuous.) 

Hence, to return to our introductory quotation, the 'conscientious' man is one who 
'accepts responsibility not only for his actions but for himself'. 

A summons to be 

In a passage, already quoted, from his letter to the Romans, St. Paul says, 'Happy 
is he who has no reason to judge himself for what he approves’—that is, to judge 
himself for his judgments. Conscience, at its deepest level, therefore, reveals us to 
ourselves, will accuse us if necessary, and will always call us to be, in our activity, 
fully human, fully Christian, fully Catholic. Every failure, therefore, to do the 
human, the Christian, the Catholic thing is a failure to be fully human, Christian, 
Catholic. To go against conscience is, ultimately, a sort of self-destruction. As the 
Canadian Bishops' Statement notes,  

the very gift of our freedom indicates that when we misuse it, we ourselves 
will suffer. Par. 27 

Here, in the last analysis, is the reason why conscience cannot be a purely 
subjective thing. Our common experience supplies us with reasons enough for 
admitting that the conscience must look to norms outside itself for its right 
formation. Few could say they have never acted through ignorance or through only 
partial knowledge, through prejudice rather than through judiciousness, through 
pride or some other passion rather than through reason; and few have not 
experienced man's enormous capacity for self-deceit whereby his whim or wish is 
conveniently co-incident with the right, the good thing to do. This common 
experience, if nothing else, should convince us of the need for formative norms 
outside ourselves. 

But there is something else. If, at its deepest level, conscience is a summons to 
be ourselves, it is a call to be somebody not we ourselves but God has made. We do 
not elect ourselves to membership of the human race; nor do we elect ourselves to 
be members of the Body of Christ which is the Church: we accept and respond to 
what God's gift calls us to be. 

If then, we are constituted human, no inhuman act can be in accordance 
with conscience which continually calls us to perfect selfhood. And so, too, no 
un-Christian act, no un-Catholic act can be in accordance with a conscience 
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which God has called to be Christian and Catholic. To quote the Canadian Bishops 
again: 

It is the proper dignity of every human being to feel the responsibility which is 
postulated by God himself in the manner in which he has created us. This is 
the basis for the argument which St. Paul presented in his letter to the 
Romans, where he so clearly enunciates the fact that every human being, in 
coming into the world, has God's law in his heart. By this he means 
two things. First, that man is responsible for his acts, and secondly, that he 
cannot take it upon himself to act according to the whims of the moment 
without reference to his creator, to his fellow men and to himself. (Rom. 2: 14-
16). Par. 24 

 
And again: 

We have already pointed out that the basic responsibility of every human being 
lies in the fact that he is God's creature and that, as a result, he must assume 
responsibility for his actions over which God has given him direct stewardship. 
But we have also pointed out that for the Christian and for the Catholic 
Christian, in particular, there are guides which he has freely accepted which 
are meant to help him to discover that light of God's guidance within him. Par. 
28 

8. Listen to My voice 

In one of the Psalms, Psalm 81, God is represented as saying: 

My people would not listen to my voice, Israel would not obey me: 
Therefore I gave them over to the hardness of their hearts —  let them 
follow the counsels of their own devising! 

Ultimately, either God's will-made-our-will or our own self-will will be our guide. For 
the Catholic Christian, God's will is revealed in his own humanity and in Sacred 
Scripture and Tradition authentically interpreted by the Teaching and Praying 
Church. 

Listen to My voice 

  In discussing Faith and Morality in a Secular Age, Bernard Haring notes that 

. . .  in a secular age, the man who has lost contact with a community of faith 
falls all too easily into an arbitrary individualism solely concerned with his own 
freedom and his self-made 'conscience'. 

  Not only they. Many a person who still regards himself as  belonging to the 
community of the Catholic faith has fallen into a similar situation. 

To a large extent this may be the result of a maturing process whereby 
individuals are growing out of that infantile legalism of conscience deprecated in 



CANISIUS PRESS - CONSCIENCE  

 

WWW.STMARYSWESTMELBOURNE.ORG   Page 11 of 17 

the Bishops' Statement and coming to an attitude of greater personal 
responsibility. If so, as a sign of the times it is to be welcomed, as the Bishops' 
Statement does in the words, 

In our times we welcome the growing maturity of our people who understand 
this first element (that is, personal responsibility based on an understanding of 
the dignity of the human person); but we remind them that so to judge is 
not to dispense them from the second element of referring to God's 
presence, variously but truly manifested in their lives and guiding their 
judgments. Par. 25 
 

Undoubtedly, that an awareness of the need of personal responsibility in matters 
of conscience is so widespread among Catholics today is due, in the main, to 
Vatican II. The teaching of Vatican II on conscience is scattered over several of its 
published Documents; and it would be well at this stage to gather together the 
main points the Council makes. 

The foundation of all the Council's teaching on conscience and on religious 
freedom is 'the excellence of liberty': 

Only in freedom can a man direct himself towards goodness . . . Authentic 
freedom is an exceptional sign of the divine image within man. For God has 
willed that man be left 'in the hand of his own counsel' so that he can seek 
his Creator spontaneously, and come freely to utter and blissful perfection 
through loyalty to him. Hence man's dignity demands that he act 
according to a knowing and free choice. Such a choice is personally motivated 
and prompted from within. It does not result from blind internal impulse nor 
from mere eternal pressure. (The Church Today — Par. 17). 

To act from impulse or passion is every bit as great a slavery as to act under 
external compulsion; nor is it liberty freely to chose wrong. The choice itself may 
be a free act; but the total execution of such a choice is, as was noted in the last 
section, an act of self-destruction not of self-fulfillment. If I ask myself, "Who am I? 
I must reply, I am who I am. If I ask myself, When am I? I can only answer, When I 
am free to be myself. Being made by God to come to goodness and truth, I am 
certainly not Who I am when I choose, however freely, to accept untruth or to do 
wrong. 

The Council goes on: 

Man achieves such dignity when, emancipating himself from all captivity to 
passion, he pursues his goal in a spontaneous choice of what is good, and 
procures for himself, through effective and skilful action, apt means to that 
end. Since man's freedom has been damaged by sin, only by the help of God's 
grace can he bring such a relationship with God into full flower. Before the 
judgment seat of God each man must render an account of his own life, 
whether he has done good or evil. (The Church Today— Par. 17).  
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 The Council notes that 'man's freedom has been damaged by sin and that 'as a 
result of habitual sin, a conscience can become practically sightless'. But God has 
not abandoned man to this condition of weakness and blindness. He has sent his 
Son 'to enlighten every man who comes into this world', and has strengthened 
man by the outpouring of his Spirit. The man, then, who is docile to the Holy Spirit 
and who is a true follower of Christ finds in the teaching of Christ new and 
infallible guidance for his conscience when he makes his own the moral implications 
of the Gospel. 

That conscience which is the common possession of all men can be regarded as 
that personal integrity by which a man is true to himself in his inmost 'I am 
who I am'. (This, of course, is not a kind of 'splendid isolation'. As A New Catechism 
notes, "The personal conscience does not exist in isolation from the conscience of 
the community'; and Vatican II reminds us in The Church Today that, 'In fidelity to 
conscience, Christians are joined with the rest of men in the search for truth.')  

If the common conscience of man, then, is fidelity to the person, the Christian 
conscience is essentially fidelity to Christ.  

The Canadian Bishop's Statement, having sketched the two undesirable extremes 
which were quoted above — that is, infantile legalism on the one hand and 
exaggerated subjectivism on the other — goes on to describe 

. . . the conscience which we consider to be the proper attitude of any human 
being in today's society, and particularly of the Catholic Christian. We can 
qualify this as the dynamic Christian conscience. This is the conscience which 
leads us to have a responsible attitude to someone, to Jesus, to the 
community, to the Church, etc. Every person who fits into this category feels a 
responsibility for a progressive search and striving to live out a life ideal 
according to the mind of Christ. (Phil. 2: 5) Par. 22 

 

9. Conscience and Community 

 Earlier on we posed two questions: Who am I? When am I? The answers given 
were, I am who I am, and, I am when I am free to be who I am. A man can ask 
himself a third question about himself. What am I? And the answer comes, One 
of the human race. Each man is an individual person and at the same time 
belongs to a community. Just as his personal development takes place in 
community, so the formation of his conscience takes place in community. 

Conscience and Community 

Consequently, as is noted in A New Catechism, 

Commandments and conscience interpret the same values. We should be 
very much mistaken if we tried to make our conscience a purely private 
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matter, our own special secret, without any links with the community. This 
would estrange men from one another. It would be inhuman. 

Now, the community to which the Catholic Christian belongs, and in which he must 
form his conscience, is the Body of Christ, which subsists in the Catholic Church. He 
cannot, therefore, form a right conscience if he fails to give due place and weight 
to the laws and to the teaching of the Church.  

1. Conscience and the teaching Church 

Vatican II teaches us that 

In the formation of their consciences, the Christian faithful ought carefully to 
attend to the sacred and certain doctrine of the Church. The Church is, by the 
will of Christ, the teacher of truth. It is her duty to give utterance to, and 
authoritatively to teach, the Truth which is Christ himself, and also to 
declare and to confirm by her authority those principles of the moral order 
which have their origin in human nature itself.  (Religious Freedom) 

The consequences of this are enlarged upon in the Canadian Bishops' Statement 
of which Paragraphs 38-41 read: 

For a believer, this teaching of the magisterium as outlined above cannot be 
just one element among others in the formation of his conscience. It is the 
definitive cornerstone upon which the whole edifice of conscientious judgment 
must be built. 'You are built upon the foundation laid by the apostles and 
prophets, and Christ Jesus himself is the foundation stone.' (Eph. 2: 20) 'You 
are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my Church.' (Matt. 16: 18). What 
must be kept in mind is that we are in the dimension of faith. And we should 
be encouraged and hopeful because we can count on the continued 
assistance of the Holy Spirit in a manner which pure reason could never give. 

The responsible person, as defined above, must weigh the facts before acting. 
This is far removed from saying that he may act in accordance with his whims 
and wishes. A believer has the absolute obligation of conforming his conduct 
first and foremost to what the Church teaches, because first and foremost for 
the believer is the fact that Christ, through his Spirit, is ever present in his 
Church, in the whole Church to be sure, but particularly with those who 
exercise services within the Church and for the Church, the first of which 
services is that of the apostles.  

Furthermore, even in matters which have not been defined ex cathedra, i.e. 
infallibly, the believer has the obligation to give full priority to the teaching of 
the Church in favour of a given position, to pray for the 'light of the Spirit, 
to refer to Scripture and tradition and to maintain a dialogue with the 
whole Church, which he can do only through the source of unity which is the 
collectivity of the bishops. The reality itself, for example, sex, marriage, 
economics, politics, war, must be studied in detail. In this study, he should 
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make an effort to become aware of his own inevitable presuppositions as 
well as his cultural background which leads him to act for or react against 
any given position. If his ultimate practical judgment to do this or avoid that 
does not take into full account the teaching of the Church, an account based 
not only on reason but on the faith dimension, he is deceiving himself in 
pretending that he is acting as a true Catholic must. For a Catholic 'to follow 
one's conscience' is not, then, simply to act as his unguided reason dictates. 
'To follow one's conscience' and to remain a Catholic, one must take into 
account first and foremost the teaching of the magisterium. When doubt 
arises due to a conflict of 'my' views and those of the magisterium, the 
presumption of truth lies on the part of the magisterium. 'In matters of faith 
and morals, the bishops speak in the name of Christ and the faithful are to 
accept their teaching and adhere to it with a religious assent of soul. This 
religious submission of will and mind must be shown in a special way to the 
authentic teaching authority of the Roman Pontiff, even when he is not 
speaking ex cathedra.' (Lumen Gentium, No. 25). And this must be carefully 
distinguished from the teaching of individual theologians or individual priests, 
however intelligent or persuasive. 

2. Conscience and the Law 

 Community cannot exist without law. In any society, good laws are the fruit of 
experience or of foresight. They exist in order to enable the members of that 
society to live in such a way that what is considered worthy of preservation in 
that society will be preserved and what is considered inimical to the best interests 
of that society will be forestalled. As a visible society, the Church has laws; but as A 
New Catechism notes, 

The Church is concerned with the relationship between one's self and God. 
Hence the laws of the Church are of a different order than those of the 
State. The laws of the State are concerned with public order and do not 
claim to have to do with conscience. This does not mean that they cannot bind 
in conscience. But that is not the business of the State. The laws of the Church, 
however, claim to bind in conscience, because they are supported by conscience. 
There is no outward coercion, but an inward call. 

Part Five of the Canadian Bishops' Statement addresses itself to the task of 
leading its readers through the delicate and complex question of the relation of 
conscience to law. It begins by drawing a 'crucial distinction' between 'law as 
precept' and 'law as the dynamic structure of personal being'.  

That 'law' which is 'the dynamic structure of personal being' is the New Law of 
Christ, and is 'the operation of the indwelling Spirit of Christ', is 'the conformity of 
our nature to Christ's word in our hearts'. Our discipleship of this word gives us 'the 
freedom of the sons of God'; our docility to this indwelling Spirit is what shows 
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us to be sons of God, since 'they who are sons of God are led by the Spirit of 
God'. 

This note of the freedom of the sons of God is crucial because it establishes the 
ultimate priority of personal conscience informed by the Spirit of Christ in the 
case of possible conflict with extrinsic law . . .  In our day the supremacy of 
the voice of God making himself heard in the depths of the personal 
conscience has been reaffirmed, as already stated, by the Second Vatican 
Council. Par. 45 

However (and this is a point of vital importance), 'The new life of Christ is not 
yet fully accomplished in us'. None of us has completely in himself 'the mind 
that was in Christ Jesus'; no one has so completely 'put on Christ ' as to be 
totally divested of 'the old man'. Even St. Paul experienced the pain of living in 'a 
body of death' whereby he experienced 'another law fighting in his members' and 
'making him captive to the law of sin1'. The Bishops draw attention to how 

the presence of evil within us and the ability we have'to explain away our 
most bizarre actions easily incline us to ignore facts arid assume a false sense 
of values,  

and point out that 

it is precisely as an antidote to this soft deception that laws have been 
formulated. Par. 49 

While then 'all forms of preceptive law stand under the Spirit of love released 
when Christ, by suffering in himself the consequences of the law, passed from death 
to life' and 'any law is ultimately subject to the influx of that Spirit', still, precisely 
because 'the new life of Christ in us is not yet fully accomplished' 

the preceptive law of legitimate authority must be taken into account in every 
moral decision because it has the right to command our assent and stands as 
a constant reminder of our sinfulness and our dependence upon a source of 
life which transcends our individual selves. Moreover, it would be unthinkable 
that the Spirit, speaking in the heart of the redeemed Christian, would be in 
opposition to himself teaching in the authority established by Jesus. Par. 46 

Consequently, 

Any law set up by legitimate authority and in conformity with divine law must 
be taken into account in every moral action. Par. 49 

Some, set by God in the very manner in which he has created us and the 
universe, are immutable and not subject to any exception. Such are the 
prohibitions against killing the innocent, adultery, theft, etc. . . . Others are 
established by legitimate human authority to regulate and regularize our 
human relationships and to govern society whether civil or ecclesiastical. 
These presume the great laws of God and take them for granted as a basis 
for this obligatory nature. Par 50 



CANISIUS PRESS - CONSCIENCE  

 

WWW.STMARYSWESTMELBOURNE.ORG   Page 16 of 17 

In the same context, laws made for the proper government of the Church are 
required for the inter-relationships of the People of God and for the guidance 
of believers. In every case, they should postulate the law of love and be 
designed to assist us in its realization. A totally mature and saintly People 
would require a minimum of laws. But the Church is a pilgrim Church and a 
Church sent precisely to redeem sinners. The laws it promulgates are 
specifically to guide our feet away from the traps set by our sinfulness and our 
own tendencies to sin. Par. 51 

 

To the universally prohibitive laws promulgated in the Ten Commandments there 
can be no exceptions. However, positive laws (such, for example, as the 'Sunday 
Obligation') can and do admit of exception. This is only common sense; and we are 
aware that such laws bind us only when it is reasonable— that, for example, 
state of health or duty to others may excuse us from their observance, or that we 
may be dispensed from their observance by legitimate authority. We are aware 
that the great principle governing the application of such laws is that laws 
conceding freedom in a certain matter are to be extended to as many persons as 
possible within the meaning of the law, and those which restrict freedom are 
themselves to be restricted to fall on few as possible within the meaning of the law.  

 It is when confronted with such laws and we feel that our circumstances are 
exceptional that we experience the need of a conscience which is humane and serene 
because it is well informed and prudent. We have serenely to opt one way or another: 
we may choose to claim our freedom; we may choose the path of sacrifice. 
Whichever way it must be with consistency and real love.  

Exceptions to the law 

It is in this area that the particular spirit of the times and place in. which we live 
will manifest itself. But always the Cross draws us to self-sacrifice, and charity to 
consider the conscience of others. On the use of exceptions, the Bishops' Statement, 
Par. 52-54, may be allowed the last word: 

In particular, we warn our faithful people about the misuse of exceptions to 
the law in particular cases, a misuse which has now become so widespread as 
to threaten the whole structure of our moral lives. This misuse is very akin to 
the condition described above where some feel exempt from being told 
anything by anybody, an exaggerated and flagrant abuse of 'I must form my 
own conscience'. 

It is understood that every law is for a general condition and there may be 
situations in which a person not only is not bound to respond to the law but 
may not be able to do so. (We refer, of course, to matters which are 
covered by ecclesiastical law, by positive law, not to the great moral laws 
that have been given us by God and, as stated, are without exception.) In 
exceptional circumstances, the true believer, understanding the law of love, 
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has no feelings of guilt, but a certain regret in not being able to fulfill the law 
in this particular instance. 

 But the use of exceptions ('epikeia') has its requirements. And, as we have already 
intimated, the truly sincere person uses such a device only when absolutely 
necessary and regrets the need to be an exception in the community in this 
particular regard. One who understands that he has been commanded in love will 
respond in love and will not be a seeker of exceptions. 


