CHAPTER 3: THE MORAL ACT, THE PASSIONS AND CONSCIENCE
Objectives of this chapter:

· 1. To learn how to analyse human moral acts in terms of moral object, intention and  circumstances.

· 2. To understand the various factors which can impair moral freedom.

· 3. To understand how the passions need to be integrated into holistic moral living by growth in the virtues. 

· 4. To analyse the nature and the different levels of conscience. To understand the psychological development of conscience and the varieties of erroneous conscience.
Article 4 -  The Morality Of Human Acts

Necessary Reading: 

CCC 1750-56

Fernandez & Socias ch.6, pp.105-10

1. The personal nature of human acts


Human acts are not like simple physical events such as the flowing of a river or the falling of leaves. Human acts are the outward expressions of a person's choice. They reveal what sort of a person the agent is as a moral being. At the core of a human action is a free, self-determining choice: I choose to give you a birthday present, I choose to shout at you and insult you, I choose to take you to a concert tonight.


If I choose to betray my spouse and commit adultery, by that very act I become a different sort of person, an adulterer, whose instincts and desires are now subtly different from before. Of course, I can make another deliberate choice: to repent of my sin, break off the wrongful relationship, and to make amends to my spouse. Then I have become a repentant adulterer, determined, by the help of God's grace, to be in future a faithful, loving spouse once again. For better or for worse, our moral acts cause our character, our personality, to grow in a particular way.


"Human acts are moral acts precisely because they express and determine the goodness or evil of the individual who performs them. They do not produce merely a change in the state of affairs outside of man but, to the extent that they are deliberate choices, they give moral definition to the very person who performs them, determining his profound spiritual traits." (VS 71)


I sit here writing this book, rather than drinking vodka and watching TV at 4 in the afternoon. This choice, this act, is causing me to grow into a particular sort of person. You are choosing to study this text: you could alternatively have gone to the horse races, or be selling drugs on the street corner. Your choice causes your character to develop in a certain direction. 


These choices are good or evil, depending on their relationship to our final goal of beatitude. I am not free to redefine reality, as if to say: "It is morally better for me to get drunk now. Maryvale can wait another week for their textbook." Nor can you legitimately say: "It is morally better that I earn some money selling Ecstasy in the night clubs than studying: after all, what will moral theology ever earn me?"  The two lesser goods, pleasure and money, acquired at the cost of our moral integrity, will not help us towards beatitude, which is so rapidly reached by studying moral theology!


Our choices are good or evil, depending how they relate to "The highest norm of human life . . .  the divine law - eternal, objective and universal, whereby God orders, directs and governs the entire universe, and all the ways of the human community according to a plan conceived in wisdom and love." (Dignitatis Humanae 3)

The moral law is the objective norm which determines the morality of a particular action. A person's intention is the subjectlve norm. In evaluating human acts, we have to understand how these elements are combined.

The Analysis of Human Acts


Traditional moral theology lists three sources of the morality of an action: object, intention and circumstances. If any one of these is bad, the action is deemed immoral. Or for Latin lovers, "Bonum ex integra causa, malum ex quovis defectu".

1. 
The moral object of the act (finis operis) is the effect it directly causes. This comprises not only its physical or biological consequences (the material object), but also its overall effect upon the moral integrity of the acting person(s) (the agent) and his or her final end (known as the formal object).     



For example, the material object of an act of adultery is the physiological event of intercourse and the possible conception of a child. The formal object includes the assumption of marriage rights by unmarried partners to the detriment of a third party (the other spouse), the spiritual/psychological effect of the adultery upon that marriage, upon their own characters and upon  their relationships with God.  Both material object and formal object together make up the moral object. The moral object is the primary and decisive element in moral judgement.



The moral object of an act can be good, bad or indifferent. Sitting in a deckchair of itself is a pretty indifferent act: the intention and circumstances would determine its morality. The Church insists that certain moral objects are always evil and can never be justified under any circumstances or with any intention. It is easy to agree that paedophilia, incest, bestiality, or dropping a nuclear bomb on a major city are intrinsically evil acts. However to many people it is not clear why artificial contraception is also be ruled out in this way.

EXERCISES: 


a)  Two men drink a one-litre bottle of gin together in two hours. Analyse the moral object of the act as above.


b) Is torture an intrinsic evil? A terrorist has primed a nuclear bomb to explode in 24 hours' time somewhere in central London. It will kill maybe two milion people. The police and intelligence services capture him. Are they justified in using torture to force him to reveal the bomb's location and de-activation code?


 c) Which five intrinsically evil acts are mentioned in this section by the Catechism?

2. 
The end intended by the agent (finis operantis), his purpose in acting. By intellect the person perceives the situation and the human values before him. However he may sometimes misunderstand or miscalculate where the genuine good lies. e.g. a sincere humanist attacks organised religion because he genuinely believes it is an obstacle to progress and the happiness of mankind.  



It is by the will, rightly or wrongly informed, that the person chooses his goal and decides to act so as to attain his desired object. The object appears as a good to him at the time, although it may not actually be so. Like the half-litre of gin above.



A good motive can make a bad action less reprehensible. For example, a schoolboy gets off the bus without paying to save money for his mother's birthday present. St. Francis of Assisi sells his father's cloth without permission to give the proceeds to repair the church of San Damiano in Assisi. A bad intention can make a neutral object bad. For example, a man stands on a street corner watching for police cars – does he want to report a crime, or is he the lookout for his mates robbing a bank nearby? The man sitting in a deckchair at Marbella - an indifferent moral object in itself -  is an international cocaine smuggler, waiting for a contact to deliver.

3. 
The circumstances of an act are a secondary factor. The can increase or diminish the moral goodness or evil, or the culpability of a human act. For example, the same alms of £500 may be given by a rich man or by a poor man (more meritorious), privately or publicly (less meritorious), on Monday or on Saturday (no difference). Circumstances affect the goodness or badness of the act: the denial of faith under threat of torture is less evil than the denial of faith to improve one's prospects of career promotion. It is worse to commit the sin of detraction before ten people than before one person. It is worse for the bishop to have a liaison with the actress than for an unmarried layman.



When Cicero enquired about relevant circumstances, he used to ask: "Quis? Quid? Ubi? Quibus auxiliis? Cur? Quomodo? Quando?"  that is, Who? What? Where? With whom? Why? How? When? 

3. The impairment of human acts:


Modern psychology and sociology have made us much more aware of the extent to which people are conditioned by their backgrounds and situations. The behaviourist school of psychology (Skinnerism) views humans as 100% conditioned, like Pavlov's salivating dogs. Extreme behaviourism regards everybody as a victim of circumstances with no responsibility for their actions. This is unacceptable. Our free will is not an illusion: it is one of the most basic realities of our consciousness. Unless proven otherwise, we assume that the subject - although to some extent conditioned - usually acts with a substantial degree of freedom and knowledge.


Knowledge of a moral situation is impaired by ignorance, by error and by inattention. Invincible ignorance is an ignorance of which the subject is not aware, and which he is unable to overcome by himself e.g a market stallholder has bought branded goods which he thought were genuine. In fact, his wholesale supplier has sold him fakes at the price for the genuine goods. The fraud is only discovered when Trading Standards come round to investigate customer complaints.


Vincible ignorance describes an ignorance which is the fault of the agent, such that if he had conscientiously availed himself of opportunities offered, he could have corrected it e.g. a heart surgeon's patients keep dying because he has not properly mastered new techniques. It is his professional duty to keep up-to-date, and not to risk procedures which he is not sure of. Another example would be a bishop, who privately dissents from the Church's teaching on contraception, and so avoids teaching Humanae Vitae. He has never troubled to learn that the Pill is partly abortifacient, nor looked into the reliability and benefits of NFP. 


The fact that an abortion has never been shown on TV means that many people are vincibly ignorant of the horror it entails, but they could find out if they took the trouble to. If they come up against a moral decision concerning abortion, they have an obligation to overcome their ignorance before acting.


Error about moral truths is very widespread in mass-media culture - the "fraud of the masses". The tabloids can easily whip up xenophobic hysteria of the "Bash the Argies", "Clobba Slobba" or "This is the most dangerous man in Europe" variety.


Inattention may be the result of drunkenness, of violent emotion, sleepiness or absent-mindedness. To drive for 6 hours non-stop on the motorway and cause an accident implies culpability, because the driver should have known to stop for a rest. But the driver who crashes on his way home from work, because he is upset at just having being made redundant, is probably less to blame.


Full consent to a particular moral act is impaired by antecedent passion, by fear, by force or by ingrained habit. These may lessen responsibility for an evil or a good action. 


Vehement passion may reduce the voluntariness of an act, because it weakens or swamps the working of reason. The hormones produced during sexual arousal in the human male have been proven to reduce activity in the rational centres of the brain, something which women long suspected anyway. If a man starts a fight, because his mother was abused and insulted in a way that made him very angry, the courts may punish him less severely, when they see that his provocator was chiefly to blame.


Fear is the shrinking back of the person from an impending evil. It is reckoned to be grave when there is a threat of death, torture, unemployment and destitution. Grave fear can excuse from compliance with positive (church and civil) law and affirmative natural law (affirmative means it entails positive actions, like attending Mass), but not from the negative prohibitions of the Decalogue.  Slight fear does not excuse.

 
Social pressure is an very pervasive form of fear, operating through the instinct for acceptance, esteem, safety, competitiveness. Those who flatter themselves as freethinkers may simply be going along with the flood of fashions in ideas and lifestyle. "Be not conformed to this world," writes St Paul (Rom. 12:2). 


Force is where violence is employed to constrain a person to act in a certain way. After the Reformation, gaoled Catholic recusants were occasionally taken by force to attend the Anglican service against their consciences. Some show of resistance was called for, especially where the old Catholic altar had been set into the porch floor, so that even entering the church meant trampling underfoot the sacred slab on which Mass had been offered for centuries. Indeed there are some cases where the recusant was so strong that the escorts physically could not carry him into the church building and gave up.


Absolute force removes voluntariness and culpability, if the person dissents totally and resists as best he can. The girl who is non-consensually raped commits no sin whatsoever. British PoWs imprisoned in Auschwitz during WW II could do nothing to save the Jews bound for the gas chamber, but some did occasionally leave food hidden for them. Relative force only lessens the voluntariness of an action, it does not remove it totally, as when a prisoner betrays his fellow soldiers under torture.

4. The role of dispositions and habits. 

Inherited or acquired, dispositions and habits have an impact upon man's free will and inclinations. Depth psychology and study of the unconscious mind have taught us that many tendencies have deep, hidden roots. e.g. a person's aggressiveness, rebellion against authority, fear of social contacts, or avoidance of confrontation at all costs. These factors all narrow a person's liberty and diminish to some extent the voluntariness of his actions. In a pathological personality there may be areas of psychic compulsion which reduce liberty to near zero. Determined will and discipline, plus divine grace, may help a person to eliminate or considerably reduce such tendencies as kleptomania, pyromania, sexual fetishes, hyper-scrupulosity. 


Here we see why education in good habits is so important. The child who learns to resist sin from an early age will have a much greater degree of freedom as an adult, and be able to channel her energies far more constructively.


Nor is a person without responsibility for allowing a bad habit to develop e.g. heavy drinking, acts of impurity, dishonesty at work, rudeness to others. The person who just goes along with their bad habits and makes no resistance or attempt to improve, is fully responsible for the sins committed. The person who struggles against bad habits and tries to overcome them, but occasionally lapses back into sin, is less culpable. 


For example, a man who curses and uses bad language - if he sincerely repents and resolutely fights against his bad habit, but still an occasional swear-word slips out accidentally against his good intentions, he is not guilty of sin.  If his repentance is but tepid, and he opposes his bad habit only weakly, he is still responsible for his bad acts to the degree of his indolence and lack of effort.

5. Some case studies for you to ponder:  

1. Fifteen year-old Sarah is made pregnant by her (older) boyfriend, who wants nothing to do with her when he finds out. Her respectable parents are shocked and insist on her having an abortion. The G.P. tells her that it's only a lump of inanimate matter inside her and refers her to a clinic, where the fee for termination is £350. Frightened and very reluctant Sarah agrees to the abortion, but even during it she wishes she could have kept the child. Analyse the moral responsibilities of all parties concerned in the abortion in terms of object, intention and circumstances. Canon 1398 states: "A person who actually procures an abortion incurs a latae sententiae excommunication." Who would that be in this case?

2. Vanya works on an ex-Soviet collective farm (kolkhoz) somewhere near the Volga as a tractor driver. His salary is 300,000 roubles per month (value £30 until mid '98, now about £8). The farm is five months behind in paying his wages because it has no money from the Ministry of Agriculture. However, Vanya has two hectares of private land where he and his wife and two children grow potatoes, beet, cabbages etc. They have two pigs, one cow, some chickens and geese, so they manage. Like the other kolkhoz employees and managers, Vanya occasionally steals sacks of wheat, mechanical and electrical components and tools from work. Some are for his animals, or his own family; others he barters with relatives and friends, to earn money to repair the TV, mend his bicycle, to buy pens and paper which the children need for school etc. Or at Christmas and Easter, to buy kolbasa (sausage) and vodka for the feast. Analyse Vanya's stealing and offer him some moral guidelines!

3. Gerry lives with his wife and four sons on a small farm in South Tyrone. He knows that the family on the neighbouring farm are IRA supporters, but he supports the peace process and usually votes SDLP. He suspects that his neighbours have Semtex and Armalite rifles hidden in a secret cellar under one of their outbuildings. Across the intervening field, he has noted cars arriving at strange times, and when he has been out tending his cattle, he has noticed strangers with heavy bundles moving about in his neighbour's farmyard. "Just remember that you've seen nothing and keep your mouth shut, if you know what's good for you," a friend of his neighbours told him one night in the pub.  So when the R.U.C. called round once to ask questions, he denied seeing anything. Having had one cousin shot by the Army, and other family members interrogated and beaten up, he has no trust in British justice. Nor does he want to suffer the fate of an informer.

As you realise, the rules can be black and white, but subjective guilt is not always easy to apportion.

EXERCISES: Complete questions 1-6 in Fernandez & Socias p.124. The answers can be found in the coursebook supplement.

EXTRA READING:

G.V.Lobo, Guide to Christian Living,  pp. 341-59

K.H.Peschke, Christian Ethics Vol.1, pp 247-85

B. Häring, The Law of Christ Vol 1, pp.105-19 & 287-94

Article 5 -   Morality of the Passions

Trahit sua quemque voluptas - Everyone is drawn on by their favourite pleasure. (Virgil)

Necessary reading: CCC 1762-70

Historical overview of the nature of the passions. 


The word "passion" calls to mind strong sexual desire or intense suffering. Please forget both these meanings for now. Here "the passions" means emotions, feelings, appetites in general.


The medieval scholastics defined a passion as "a movement of the sensitive appetite which is produced by good or evil as apprehended by the imagination." They classified the passions as follows:

· 1. Concupiscible  (from concupiscentia - desire): love, hatred, desire, aversion, joy, sadness.
· 2. Irascible (from ira - anger): anger, courage, fear, hope, despair.
What part do these passions have to play in Christian morality?


This is easiest to understand against the foil of non-Christian beliefs. In the ancient world there were several major schools of philosophy: the Greek Stoics regarded emotion and desire as something evil. The soul was a prisoner in the body. It was buffeted by bodily desires and emotions, worldly likes and dislikes. The Stoic ideal was αταραξια, (ataraxia), total detachment and imperturbability. A poor man dies in the street. A girl tries to seduce you. The city state loses a war. Pay no attention. Learn to be indifferent to external influences! Virtue resides in the will - "only the will is good or bad", said Epictetus. It was important to free oneself from all desires and passions. 


Similar to them were the Cynics (from κυνος -dog) who advocated withdrawing from a world which was fundamentally evil. Diogenes lived in a large barrel and rejected all the appurtenances of society: normal food, clothes, personal hygiene etc. Live like a dog, because nothing in society matters. Only individual virtue is important. Cynicism has some similarities to the extreme asceticism later practised in the early monastic movements.

 
At the opposing end of the spectrum were Epicurus and the hedonists (from ηδονη - pleasure). Pleasure is the highest good. Epicurus' writings suggest how to live pleasurably without indulging to excess and suffering pain in consequence. The Hedonists believes that men do pursue pleasure, and only pleasure, in their lives. All their activities are directed towards the enjoyment of pleasure and avoidance of pain. The ethical Hedonist goes further, arguing that men are right to do so, because pleasure is the only good.


So on the one hand we see the Stoics and Cynics destroying the passions and living by pure will power. Opposing them, the Hedonists believe that pleasure - the satisfaction of passion -  is the only good and should be the number one goal in life.


The man who got it nearly right, however, was Aristotle. He taught that the good life is a life of happiness, and happiness is achieved by the Golden Mean i.e. by acting moderately, striving for the mean between two extremes: neither gluttony nor insensitivity to food, but a healthy and pleasant diet; neither overwork, nor sloth, but a diligent and well-balanced lifestyle.


It is said that St Thomas Aquinas "baptised" Aristotle, by reworking his philosophy within Christianity. It is to his school that we now turn for our enlightenment.


Thomas writes: "It belongs to moral perfection that man be moved not only according to the will, but also according to the sensitive appetite." (S.T.I-II q.24 a.3)   In the perfectly good man, the emotions, desires and feelings (the sensitive appetite) are harnessed and integrated with the will. Together they impel him towards the choice which is good. The whole man, body, psyche, and spirit, tends towards the good. The passions are not regarded as essentially evil or a hazard to be suppressed as in Stoicism.  Nor are they dissipated as in Hedonism. Instead they are tamed, trained and directed, like the energies of a powerful racehorse.


Scheler, the German personalist, wrote: "We know that all activity of men, action as well as neglect of action, his genuine love as well as his worst excesses, are linked with instinctive forces of passion." Without the drive of the passions, the spirit is relatively weak and insipid. Good must proceed from the whole man, for only the good of the whole man is fully good.

The Integration of the Passions for Holistic Moral Living:


Let me explain this by analogy. Perhaps you remember the theory of magnetism from school physics lessons. Magnetic metals are made up of a large number of "domains", each of which exerts its own magnetic field. In unmagnetized iron, these domains are pointing all over the place (fig.1), in totally different directions. When soft iron is magnetized, by placing it in a strong magnetic field, these domains all line up to point in the one direction (fig.2).


The passions are similar to these domains. Let the piece of metal represent the body-psyche elements of man. In fallen man, some of the domains are oriented towards the good, but not all of them (fig.3). As he grows in virtue and holiness, by the practice of good acts and the grace of the Holy Spirit, all these "domains" or passions become oriented towards the good (fig.4). He now has little attraction for any sort of evil. He has become magnetized towards God, and indeed exerts his own magnetic force for good upon others. In contrast, the wicked man, the more he indulges in sin, the more his passions become disordered and oriented away from the good, towards evil (fig.5).


In the truly holy person, the passions are all well focused and integrated towards what is good and beautiful. They are at the service of right reason, and serve his ultimate goal of beatitude with God. But the evil man develops a resentment of all that is godly, and a love of what is ugly and foul. His passions keep him away from the good and turn him constantly towards what is evil.


Note, however, that the analogy is misleading in this sense: the good is not unidirectional or one-dimensional. It is as rich and varied as God Himself. Ultimately it is evil which is stunted, dwarf-like and crippled.  C.S.Lewis in "The Great Divorce" depicts heaven as infinitely extensive and far more real than earth or hell. It is hell, which is small, shrunken to the self-absorbed horizons of the damned.


With his whole being, will and passions combined, the truly good man loves the good and hates what is evil. So, for example, he is loving and tender to his wife and children, and strong to defend them. His emotional energies are harmoniously directed towards being a good Christian, a good husband and father, worker, friend and citizen. He is moderate in his appetites: he enjoys a good meal, but does not overeat. He appreciates a good wine or beer, but does not get drunk. He can fast in Lent and feast at Easter. In his work he is diligent and professional, but does not curry favour with his superiors. He is not afraid to speak out - even to his own cost - if he sees others being maltreated or exploited. Social and moral evils make him angry, and impel him to act to remedy them. Because he is deeply attached to God, to his family and friends, his work, he is detached from what is evil and feels an instinctive repulsion from it. 


The man in whom all the passions were perfectly integrated was, of course, Jesus Christ. Love for the downtrodden, hatred of sin and hypocrisy, grief over Jerusalem's rejection of her Messiah. Joy, courage, fear, hope, anger and pain all play a part in his ministry and passion. He was a man fully alive.


If I may venture a controversial generalisation, the English character seems to combine public Stoicism and distrust of emotion, with outbursts of unhealthy sentimentality; often privately hedonistic, it is so tolerant as to be inert in the face of real evil.

EXERCISE:  Think about various leading characters in TV dramas and films: Braveheart, Inspector Morse, James Bond 007, war-heroes etc.    What virtues do they characterise, and which specifically Christian virtues appear to them irrelevant or unimportant?


As Christians we do not aim at suppressing or destroying the passions, but at harnessing and healing this psychological energy within. Repression leads to frigidity, a scornful pharisaism, or a cold puritanism secretly envious of those who seem to be immorally "having a good time". The person who represses his passions, without integrating them to the good, finds he must strain to exercise self-control. He has to distrust his emotions. He gives an impression of being only half-alive.


The person who has integrated and harnessed his passions for good is warm and emotionally well-balanced. He has a wide emotional range. He shows joie de vivre and appreciation of the good, coupled with a necessary detachment when required. He is fully alive and can trust his intuitions and feelings most of the time.


In prayer too, the passions have their role to play. We know we must go by faith, not by feelings. Nevertheless sometimes holy desire moves us to sing, to worship with the body, to feel deep emotional affection for the Lord. A profound love of the Church, of the saints and God's people, is not only a matter of the will. It needs to involve the emotions and passions as well.


The essential part of contrition for sin is the will to amend one's ways and make reparation. But the passions can strengthen the will. How appropriate when we experience emotions of sorrow and regret our sins, when we repudiate and dislike them, even being moved to tears at the goodness of God and one's own unworthiness. Is this not being fully human?


The body and psyche are not the prison of the soul. They are really part of us, just as much a part as the immortal spirit. The Incarnation and Resurrection teach us that. When we die, and our souls go to God, we are incomplete until the resurrection of the body on the Last Day. Only then we shall be complete human beings once more, when the just will share body and soul in the glory of heaven.

Article 6  -   Conscience

Necessary Reading:  


CCC 1776-1797. 

Fernandez & Socias ch.4


The theme of conscience is obviously central in moral discourse, so we shall treat it at some length.
Before we begin, think how you would describe "conscience" to an enquirer about the Faith.


In popular parlance we hear of "conscientious objectors", "prisoners of conscience", "my conscience is clear," "a guilty conscience." People speak of conscience as "a sense of right and wrong"; "It makes you feel bad when you've done something wrong;" even "God's voice inside you telling you what to do."

1. Vatican II on Conscience:


"The Creator of the world has stamped man's inmost being with an order which his conscience reveals to him and strongly enjoins him to obey" (Pope John XXIII,  Pacem in Terris). If a man really cares to search for the good and the true, then in his conscience 'he is alone with God, whose voice echoes in his depths' 

ESSENTIAL READING:  Gaudium et Spes 16, cf. CCC 1776 and the document on Religious Liberty (Dignitatis Humanae) paragraphs 3 and 14. Summarise the main points in note form.


Conscience these days is often confused with arbitrariness. People appeal to "freedom of conscience" in order to excuse all kinds of immoral behaviour. It is often said, mistakenly, that DH introduced the idea of "freedom of conscience" at Vatican II. It did not even use the phrase. What is often meant by "freedom of conscience" is the theory that I have the right to do whatever my conscience tells me, simply because my conscience tells me to do it. This is a perilous theory, open to subjectivisms of the wildest sort, as if it were my conscience, not the objective truth, which determines what is ultimately right and wrong. We will look at the question of religious liberty in Ch.6.

2. The Scriptures on Conscience:


Ancient Israel practised at first a collective morality, laid down by precept in the Torah. It is in the prophets that the notion of individual responsibility for one's actions comes to the fore. The OT usually employs the word 'heart', but also occasionally 'spirit' or even 'loins', to indicate that inner sanctum where man is alone with his Maker, whence his desires and decisions flow: "Create in me a clean heart, O Lord, and renew a right spirit within me." (Ps 50). In the days of the New Covenant, says the Lord, "I will put my law within them, I will write it on their hearts." (Jer 31:33)


The word "conscience" does not appear in the Gospels. Nevertheless Jesus warns against the obscuring of conscience when He says: 'If the light in you is darkness, how great is the darkness' (Mt. 6:23). Conversely, 'If your whole body is full of light, having no part dark, it will be wholly bright, as when a lamp with its rays gives you light' (Lk. 11:36).


St Paul is the first biblical author to introduce "conscience": 


"For God shows no partiality. All who have sinned without the law will also perish without the law, and all who have sinned under the law will be judged by the law. For it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous before God, but the doers of the law who will be justified. When Gentiles who have not the law do by nature what the law requires, they are a law to themselves, even though they do not have the law. They show that what the law requires is written on their hearts, while their conscience (syneidesis, συνειδησις) also bears witness and their conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them . . ." (Rom 2:11-15)


Here Paul is discussing the fact that the Gentiles, without the revealed Decalogue and Torah, nevertheless have an innate sense of good and evil ("natural law" - see next chapter). See also 2 Cor. 4:2, 5:11 and Rom. 13:5. Everyone, he implies, Jew and Gentile alike, has a conscience and thus some intimation of the natural law.

3. Aspects of Conscience   

A. "Transcendental" conscience -  a fundamental mode of self-awareness (GS 16)

Syneidesis was the term used by the Stoics to describe one's personal and spontaneous reaction (often negative) before or after some moral decision or act. Etymologically it means "with-knowing", as does the Latin "con-scientia", which translates into English as both conscience and consciousness.


So "conscience" is a special mode of moral self-awareness, the inner voice of man to man, the sense of "how it is with oneself." 


St Bonaventure and the Franciscan school, following Augustine, spoke of conscience as the "scintilla animae", the imperishable "spark of the soul" which reflects God's creative wisdom and shines in the heart of every man. It is an awareness of God in the human heart, the place of loving colloquy between God and man. They considered that conscience was primarily operative in the will. It was a matter of inclination towards the known good.

"Conscience is the witness of God Himself, whose voice and judgement penetrate the depths of man's soul, calling him fortiter et suaviter [with strength and gentleness] to obedience." (VS 58) John Paul II then quotes St Bonaventure:

B. General moral conscience


Conscience also is a broader, generalised knowledge of good and evil, a personal awareness of basic moral principles and truths: "love good and avoid evil" is the most fundamental of these. The scholastics referred to this aspect of conscience as synteresis or synderesis (probably from a scribe's miscopying of syneidesis).

Conscience confronts man with an awareness of the law. It provides a "witness" to man of his own faithfulness or unfaithfulness with respect to the law, of his own rectitude or iniquity. (VS 57) It is indeed the only witness, because what takes place in the very heart of a person is hidden from outsiders. Only the person himself knows his own response to the voice of conscience within.


Conscience rests upon this inner awareness of the transcendental moral law, which exists outside of us. It approves or condemns our actions accordingly. Hence it puts us in contact with the Lawgiver, God Himself. 


It is very important to note that conscience does not decide good and evil: it discerns them, more or less accurately. It is not the source of moral law, but a detector. In analogy to radio, it is a receiving set, not the transmitting station. 


"Conscience is not an independent and exclusive capacity to decide what is good and what is evil. Rather there is profoundly imprinted upon it a principle of obedience vis-à-vis the objective norm which establishes and conditions the correspondence of its decisions with the commands and prohibitions which are at the basis of human behaviour." (VS 60)


Conscience is about freedom in the truth, not freedom from the truth. Man's genuine dignity, in fact, consists in doing the good and living out the truth, even in the face of lies, propaganda, and the abuse of power by others. Claiming rights of conscience in order to "validate" immoral conduct, in the name of an alleged autonomy, is an abuse of conscience and a loss of human dignity.  Newman described this faulty view of conscience long ago:


"When men advocate the rights of conscience, they in no sense mean the rights of the Creator, nor the duty to Him, in thought and deed, of the creature; but the right of speaking, thinking, writing and acting, according to their judgement or their humour, without any thought of God at all. They do not even pretend to go by any moral rule, but they demand, what they think is an Englishman's prerogative, for each to be his own master in all things, and to profess what he pleases, asking no-one's leave, and accounting priest or preacher, speaker or writer, unutterably impertinent, who dares say a word against his going to perdition, if he like it, in his own way.


Conscience has rights because it has duties; but in this age, with a large portion of the public, it is the very right and freedom of conscience to dispense with conscience, to ignore a Lawgiver and Judge, to be independent of unseen obligations. It becomes a licence to take up any or no religion, to take up this or that and let it go again, to go to church, to go to chapel, to boast of being above all religions and to be an impartial critic of each of them. Conscience is a stern monitor, but in this century it has been superseded by a counterfeit, which the eighteen centuries prior to it never heard of, and could not have mistaken for it, if they had. It is the right of self-will."     (Letter to the Duke of Norfolk, 1874)

C. Particular moral conscience 


For St Thomas and his school, conscience is a judgement of practical reason, connected with the virtue of prudence (right judgement). It applies the moral law to specific situations (VS 59). As a practical judgement about concrete situations, conscience tells us: do this, avoid that (see GS 16.2 above). The medievals referred to this alone as conscientia in the strict sense.


For example, a tramp comes to the presbytery door. He does not seem to be a con-man, and I decide to give him tea and sandwiches but not money. This is a practical judgement. My intellect assesses the situation, my conscience tells me that it would be wrong to refuse him help, but unwise to give him money which he might spend on alcohol.


Here conscience formulates a moral obligation in the light of the natural law of generosity to the needy. "Whereas the natural law discloses the objective and universal demands of the moral good, conscience is the application of the law to a particular case." (VS 59)  It reveals what ought to be done in practice here and now. . It is the proximate [subjective] norm of personal morality, I know from past experience, that if I send him away with nothing, I will come back into the kitchen to carry on cooking my big, tasty dinner, and Jesus' words will come to mind: "Give to anyone who asks of you . .", along with quotations about "seeing Christ in the face of the poor". And I will feel guilty.

Peschke summarises these three different aspects in his description of conscience:
"It is that faculty, situated in the very depth and centre of the human person, which accords to man an understanding of his meaning and destiny, an awareness of the divine purpose behind the world, a perception of his personal calling within God's plan, and an experience of the imperative character of this calling.. . the faculty which makes known to man his moral obligations and urges him to fulfil them." (Christian Ethics I.205).
4. The Development of Moral Conscience: CCC 1783-85 (See DH 14 above)


Sigmund Freud was the founding father of modern psychoanalysis. He divided the human psyche into three sections: the superego, a distillate of parental and societal influences, which disapproves or approves our actions; the ego, the central integrating subject; and the id, full of blind, instinctual, subconscious passions. Freud made the mistake of identifying conscience with the superego, as if conscience were merely an externally imposed set of moral rules which made us feel guilty when we disobeyed them.


Freud also made the very serious error of pan-sexualism: he considered the sexual drive to be the most important force in human life, and explained all other behaviour in terms of suppressed or diverted libido.


The growth of developmental psychology has led to a better understanding of children and adolescents' stages of moral development. Piaget worked in child psychology, and Erikson divided life into eight principle psycho-social phases. Each of these has its own particular moral challenge and developmental task.


Lawrence Kohlberg researched the moral development of conscience. He distinguishes six stages at three levels of development:

1.  The pre-moral or pre-conventional level.  


Stage 1. Reward and punishment orientation (0-7 years). Children experience right and wrong in terms of their immediate consequences: the pleasure or pain following an action are the deciding factors. There is great deference to authority itself, actually to the person who has the power to punish.


Stage 2. Instrumental relativistic orientation (usually 7-10 years). Right is perceived as that which leads to one's needs being satisfied or some reward obtained. There is some perception of values like fairness and reciprocity (I'll give you one of my doughnuts if you let me play with your toys.), but not really a sense of personal responsibility to others.

2. The conventional level (10-13 years)


Stage 1. Interpersonal concordance or "good boy/nice girl" orientation. Good behaviour is that which helps or pleases others and is approved by them. There is much conformity to stereotyped images of what is majority or 'natural' behaviour. One earns approval by being 'nice'.  The child is motivated by the anticipation of praise or blame. There is some sense of responsibility to the other person, but it is primarily 'authority' which must be pleased and respected.


Stage 2. 'Law and order' orientation. The growing person perceives the values of authority, order and reliability. Fixed rules and doing one's duty are important. The motivation is desire for social approval, respect for authority, and a felt obligation to maintain social order. There is some discernment of the distinction between good and poor exercise of authority. 

3. Post-conventional level (13-16 years)


Stage 1. Social contract orientation with utilitarian overtones. Here are the beginnings of autonomy and of self-accepted moral principles. One begins to have respect for the rights of others. This stress on individual rights leads to the need to find consensus. There is an effort to define moral values apart from the groups holding them or the group to which the youngster belongs. Personal points of view are regarded as relativistic, not absolute, and democratic compromises must be negotiated. Laws can be changed. Kohlberg regarded this as the level of the U.S. legislature.


Stage 2. Universal principle orientation. The universal ethical vision takes over. Right is defined by the decision of conscience in accordance with self-chosen ethical principles appealing to logic, consistency, universal justice, equality and reciprocity.


A dynamic runs through Kohlberg's entire scheme. There is a progression from egocentric perspectives, towards the social group, then beyond to the wider society and universal principles. The stages are not hermetically sealed, but lead on to one another and may intermingle in the same individual. The type of moral education, which a particular person needs, is related to the stage they are at. Some children will progress very rapidly to a high stage of moral perception. Others may be blocked well into adulthood. One prison chaplain described many convicts as having "children's brains in grown-up bodies." Kohlberg was convinced that children can learn early to accept authority when they are helped to understand its goodness and to see the reasons behind the rules.


Kohlberg’s scheme is not set in concrete. It may be mistaken in some details. But I include it in order to stress the point that different people and different ages will require a different angle on moral teaching. Prior to Vatican II much of Church moral teaching was presented at levels 1 and 2. Suddenly everyone was expected to leap overnight to Level 3.2.


Some have criticised Kohlberg's work because of its intense focus on moral judgement and reasoning, not on moral behaviour. It is a cognitive study, not behavioural. Intellect and will are quite different faculties. A person may know what the good is, but he does not necessarily act in accordance with it. He needs the will to do good, not just knowledge of the good. If the world could be saved by knowledge, we would have built heaven on earth by now. A person may perceive things at level 3, but behave as if at level 1 in some areas of living. Habits, virtues, hopes and intentions are also important.


Kohlberg himself suggested the possibility of a Level 4, concerned with the philosophical basics of morality: why be moral at all? It suggests the need to discover a metaphysical, even religious, foundation for the entire moral enterprise. Tragically he ended his own life by committing suicide.


Kohlberg was Jewish, and his was never intended as a distinctively Christian scheme. It is difficult to deduce universal principles without some religious or philosophical assistance. I would like to postulate one further level of development, that of conversion to Christianity, and the acceptance of the Church's teaching as normative for moral reasoning:

4. Conversion to Christianity level


Stage 1. The universal ethical vision is clarified by the teachings of Jesus in the Scriptures. Conscience – aided by divine grace - recognises His Divinity and the will determines to follow Him who is the Son of God and Messiah, the Way, the Truth and the Life.


Stage 2. The Catholic moment.  Having sought throughout the entire world, having examined the multitude of religions and philosophies in human history, notwithstanding the moral inadequacies of her human members, aided by grace an individual recognises the Catholic Church as the most faithful interpreter of the Son of God's teaching and moral vision. By study, prayer and moral living, he/she seeks to make this vision their own. He/she enters into and enriches the communion of the Church, the Church Christ himself founded. Thus he or she is saved from theological relativism and from isolation - the individual's burden of unlimited autonomy coupled with limited intellectual and moral resources.  

5. The Erroneous Conscience  (CCC 1790-94)

Conscience, as the judgement of an act, is not exempt from the possibility of error:


 "Not infrequently conscience can be mistaken as a result of invincible ignorance, although it does not on that account forfeit its dignity, but this cannot be said when a man shows little concern for seeking what is good and true and conscience gradually becomes blind from being accustomed to sin." (VS 62)


The standard Christian teaching is that a person must always obey their conscience: conscientia semper sequenda. However, judgements of conscience are objective only when made by a thoroughly reasonable person who has reached the impartiality, which comes from a full friendship with God and man.


Who can be certain that they hear the voice of God without any interference from the multitude, from their own particular group, from their own biased self-love? In conforming our consciences to the teaching of Christ, we find guidance in the writings of the saints and doctors of the Church. They loved God and their neighbour in a far more sacrificial way than we probably do. 


The Church serves conscience by "helping it to avoid being tossed to and fro by every wind of doctrine proposed  by human deceit, and helping it not to swerve from the truth about the good of man, but rather, especially in more difficult questions, to attain the truth with certainty and to abide in it." (VS 64)


The Christian heeds Christ when he conforms his conscience to the teaching of those duly commissioned: Go, therefore, make disciples of all the nations . . . and teach them to observe all the commands I gave you" (Mt 28:19-20). The teaching of the Apostles and their successors is not their own teaching, but that of the Lord who sends them. "He who hears you, hears me." 


The Lord guarantees the solemnly defined teaching of the Church on matters of faith and morals under carefully defined conditions (LG 25). On other matters individual churchmen do not speak with infallibility, although their opinions should be listened to with respect. There is a legitimate right of conscientious dissent in areas where the Church does not teach definitively or infallibly e.g. on unilateral nuclear disarmament, on the use of the death penalty, on the duty of military service, on the evils of liberal capitalism. (see Ch.5)


Conscience obliges even against military or State orders. The Nuremberg trials rejected the Nazis' defence that they were only obeying orders. It was held that they should have disobeyed their military oath to the Führer on certain points.


The Austrian, Franz Jägerstätter, refused to fight with the Wehrmacht when he was called up to join Hitler's armies. His local parish priest and bishop urged him to comply with Nazi law. He refused, was imprisoned and finally hanged for his conscientious objection. He has now been beatified.


Although we have a duty to educate and form our consciences by the teaching of Christ, many people suffer erroneous consciences. They do not recognise the inner voice of God clearly. This may be due to upbringing, culture, ignorance or cowardice, or because by deliberately persisting in sin, their consciences have become darkened.

· 
 Invincibly Erroneous Conscience: the individual does not know and has no way of knowing that his conscience is mistaken. He is incapable of correcting the error without somebody else's help. For example, children brought up in a home where obscene language is commonplace may use swear words without realising there is anything wrong with them. If they have parent and older brothers and sisters who behave promiscuously, they regard such behaviour as normal, and fail to understand anything wrong with it. Like the people of Nineveh they do not know their right hand from their left in moral matters. “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”  One commits no sin in following an invincibly erroneous conscience. In fact, according to Aquinas, one must do so unconditionally e.g.  


A Muslim who converts to Christianity against his conscience for economic gain, committing apostasy from what he believes to be the true faith Islam, is subjectively guilty of a mortal sin, despite the fact that conversion to Christianity is objectively a great good. A sincere communist who believes that Marxism is the way forward for humanity, and that religions are a retrograde falsehood, may be committing no sin in voting for a measure to curtail religious practice. The Hindu who believes that it is sinful to eat cattle-flesh, must abstain from it.


Newman insisted: "I have always contended that obedience even to an erring conscience is the way to gain light." (Apologia pro Vita Sua VI.212)
· Vincibly Erroneous Conscience: can develop "when a man shows little concern for seeking what is good and true, and conscience gradually becomes almost blind, from being accustomed to sin." (VS 62).   Faulty judgements of conscience are then rooted in former sins. The individual clings to these sins with a deliberately fixed and perverted attitude of mind, and claims that his conscience agrees with his acts. Such a culpably erroneous conscience is in fact not a true judgement of conscience at all. At a deeper level, there is the insistent divine summons to drop the self-deceit and to repent. Conscience protests when it is stifled. It is sinful to follow such a culpably erroneous conscience.  


The vincibly erroneous conscience also occurs when a person begins to realise that he may have been wrong in the past. It dawns on one of the children in the previous example, that his/her moral outlook is wrong, because at school the teacher punishes bad language.  As he grows up he needs to clarify his moral standards by taking advice from good people.

· Lax Conscience is a variety of the vincibly erroneous conscience. It is inclined to judge as lawful something which is in fact sinful, or as venial something which is grave e.g. a businessman who regards defrauding large sums of income tax, or the selling of sub-standard goods, as a minor matter. Such laxity is usually the result of grave lukewarmness in the service of God (cf. Rev. 3:15-20), moral dullness and indifference to correction. 
· The pharisaic conscience attaches great importance to petty rules, and neglects weighty matters. In one survey of social attitudes, many English people ranked queue-jumping as more serious than adultery. Others, as we know, become far angrier about fox-hunting and whaling than about babies being killed in the womb.
· The bourgeois conscience is sentimentally distraught about evils close at hand, but unconcerned about events in a different country, or among a lower class.
· Over-Scrupulous Conscience : A person suffers from a gnawing, unreasonable fear that he/she has offended God or is about to do so at every step. He lives in permanent dread of committing mortal sin over the smallest matter. Morbid scrupulosity is an anxiety neurosis which needs special counselling.  Sometimes it derives from being brought up in a religion of fear, with rigid rules but little love.

· Perplexed conscience: A person has two apparently binding precepts in front of them, but they are unable to fulfil both, and must choose only one. For example, a nurse is tending a critically ill patient, but also needs to attend Sunday Mass. In fact, the urgent work of charity prevails, and she is excused from Mass. No-one is bound to do the impossible.

· Doubtful conscience  

A person can be perplexed because they are unsure what the law requires (a doubt of law): is the Immaculate Conception a Holyday of Obligation here? Or because they are not sure about the facts of a situation (a doubt of fact): is this film pornographic?


Doubt can also be speculative (is it ever lawful to kill a tyrant?) or practical (is it permissible to vote for this candidate who is standing for the National Front and is anti-abortion?)


The basic principle for a doubtful conscience is this: "In a practical doubt regarding the lawfulness of an action, one may never act." The action must be postponed until practical certainty has been reached, by reflection, consultation with experts and studying relevant books.

If the doubt cannot be solved directly, the following reflex principles may be applied:

(a) In doubt, favour the possessor; 

(b) In doubt, favour the accused, i.e. guilt must be proven, not presumed;  

(c) In doubt, presumption stands on the side of the superior; 

(d) In doubt stand for the validity of the act (e.g. a matrimonial bond, admission to an office, an exam pass etc);

(e) In doubt, amplify the favourable law, restrict the unfavourable;

(f)  In doubt, follow daily and ordinary experience;

(g) In doubt, favour the customary and hitherto approved;

(h) A doubtful law does not oblige (lex dubia non obligat).

EXERCISES: Please answer the questions on pp.83-84 of Fernandez and Socias. You will find suggested answers in the coursebook supplement.
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