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“This is intolerable language. How could anyone accept it?”

Such was the reaction of some of Jesus’ followers to His teaching on the Eucharist as His own flesh and blood. Today, some who call themselves Jesus’ followers, nevertheless reject in the same manner Christ’s teaching through Peter and the Apostles.

The subject at issue may be usury, the waging of war, ecumenical relations or world poverty. More likely it concerns family life and sexuality: contraception, pre-marital or homosexual relations, divorce and remarriage. 

While wishing to retain the blessings of Church membership, individuals often appeal to “freedom of conscience” to justify their dissent from Catholic moral teaching. It is important, therefore, to understand what Vatican II and recent Encyclicals teach about the rights of conscience.

In Gaudium et Spes 16 we find this description of conscience: 

“In the depths of his conscience, man detects a law which he does not impose upon himself, but which holds him to obedience. Always summoning him to love good and avoid evil, the voice of conscience when necessary speaks to his heart: do this, shun that. For man has in his heart a law written by God; to obey it is the very dignity of man; according to it he will be judged.” 

The Scriptures seldom use the word conscience. They speak rather of the “heart” of man, from which thoughts and actions flow, good or evil. Conscience means a “with-knowing,” from the Latin “conscientia.” It is the place where the human person reflects upon his own situation and moral choices. It is the locus of self-awareness, where a person dialogues with himself.

This “still small voice” of conscience acts both in advance and in retrospect. Aquinas treats conscience as a faculty of the moral judgement. Before an act, our conscience encourages us to do good, and warns us against evil. After an act, if we chose good, our conscience approves and lauds us. It we did evil, it reproves us, making us guilty and uncomfortable.  

Genuine guilt feelings are not, as some allege, the pathological consequences of a Catholic upbringing. They are rather the response of a healthy conscience to one’s own culpably evil actions. It is the person who feels no guilt about mugging pensioners, euthanasing the elderly, abandoning his spouse, or indulging in a promiscuous lifestyle, who is morally sick. It is the absence of guilt feelings after evil-doing which is pathological, not their presence. Guilt has a purpose: to drive us to repentance and amendment of life.  

The blessings of a good conscience are finely expressed by St Robert Southwell “My conscience is my crown / Contented thoughts my rest;  / My heart is happy in itself; /My bliss is in my breast.”

Conscience rests upon an inner awareness of the transcendental moral law, which exists outside of us. Hence it puts us in contact with the Lawgiver, God Himself. In this lies “the entire mystery and the dignity of the moral conscience: in being the place, the sacred place where God speaks to man". 

So besides judging our moral choices, conscience is an awareness of the divine within the human heart. It is the locus of dialogue with the Absolute: 

“Conscience is the witness of God himself; whose voice and judgment penetrate the depths of man's soul, calling him fortiler et suaviter to obedience. . .” (Veritatis Spendor 58)

St Bonaventure and the Franciscan school, 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. 

For St Bonaventure, "conscience is like God's herald and messenger; it does not command things on its own authority, but commands them as coming from God's authority, like a herald when he proclaims the edict of the king. This is why conscience has binding force".
Conscience detects the natural moral law engraved into the very nature of our human being: "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).

Cardinal Newman put it this way: “Conscience is the aboriginal vicar of Christ, a prophet in its informations, a monarch in its peremptoriness, a priest in its blessings and anathemas . . .” 

It is very important to note that conscience does not decide or determine good and evil for itself autonomously: rather it discerns them, more or less accurately. It is not the source of moral law, but a detector. 

Making an analogy with radio, our conscience is our receiving set, not the transmitting station. We need to make sure it is well tuned in to the signal from within and without. 

“For his part, man perceives and acknowledges the imperatives of the divine law through the mediation of conscience. In all his activity a man is bound to follow his conscience in order that he may come to God, the end and purpose of life.” (Dignitatis Humanae 3)

The formation and education of conscience is of vital concern for salvation. 

“In the formation of their consciences, the Christian faithful ought carefully to attend to the sacred and certain doctrine of the Church. For the Church is, by the will of Christ, the teacher of the truth. It is her duty to give utterance to, and authoritatively to teach, that truth which is Christ Himself, and also to declare and confirm by her authority those principles of the moral order which have their origins in human nature itself.  (DH14)  . . . 

The disciple is bound by a grave obligation toward Christ, his Master, ever more fully to understand the truth received from Him, faithfully to proclaim it, and vigorously to defend it,

The Church’s teaching helps people to educate their consciences well: “The Church puts herself always and only at the service of conscience, helping it to avoid being tossed to and from by every wind of doctrine proposed by human deceit (Eph 4:14), 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.”  (VS64)

On account of bad upbringing, or a corrupt social climate, people’s consciences may be defective through no fault of their own. This is described as “invincible ignorance.” “Conscience frequently errs from invincible ignorance without losing its dignity. The same cannot be said for a man who cares but little for truth and goodness, or for a conscience which by degrees grows practically sightless as a result of habitual sin.” (GS 16)

The latter counts as vincible or culpable ignorance. By obstinate indulgence in sin, the conscience is gradually blinded and stifled. The divine image within a person is marred and distorted. He becomes unable to recognise divine Truth.

Conscience is about freedom in the truth, not freedom from the truth. Man's genuine dignity 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 “freedom 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)

