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42- Catholic teaching on conscience (L-13)
 1) Conscience is a natural facility to judge: Public disagreement with Church teaching, on contraception for example, is disturbing to many Catholics. Further disturbance arises when theologians publicly disagree with official Church teaching and, in general, urge greater freedom of conscience. Why should there be ambiguity and confusion? How do we cope with it or live with it—or even come to understand it? Hence, it is necessary to know what conscience is and how it should function.  The Catechism of the Catholic Church explains, "Conscience is a judgment of reason by which the human person recognizes the moral quality of a concrete act" (CCC 1796).Conscience is a natural facility of our reason that does three things: 1) It reminds us always to do good and avoid evil. 2) It makes a judgment about the good and evil of particular choices in a specific situation. 3) It bears witness after the fact to the good or evil that we have done. Conscience is a powerful and remarkable facility that is distinctly human. As a judgment of reason, conscience uses the objective principles of the moral law to judge the morality of acts in specific circumstances. Bur conscience is not itself the source of the moral law. This is a common point of misunderstanding. Many who reject Church teaching will say, "I'm just following my conscience." What they usually mean is that they're looking to their conscience as the source of moral principles, which is a serious error. Everyone has a duty to form his or her conscience. Formation of conscience simply means educating and training it. We do this by learning and taking to heart the objective moral law, as found in Scripture and in the authoritative teachings of the Catholic Church. This forms the conscience in objective moral truth as taught by Christ and his Church. Practicing the virtues is another aspect of forming the conscience. This not only lets us do good acts, but it trains the will to desire to do good. In particular, the virtue of prudence affects the ability of conscience to judge rightly. For authoritative details read (http://www.scborromeo.org/ccc/p3s1c1a6.htm (Chapter on Conscience in Catechism of the Catholic Church) and Pope John Paul II’s encyclical: http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_06081993_veritatis-splendor_en.html).  

2) We must follow our conscience: A fundamental principle of Catholic morality is that we must follow our conscience. But we must be careful: there's a strong tendency for all of us to distort the full meaning of that principle! We tend to use it as a giant loophole for doing any old thing that we'd like. A well-formed conscience will never contradict the objective moral law, as taught by Christ and his Church. (Catechism, 1783-5, 1792, 2039). A safe way to read this principle is: if our conscience is well-formed, and we are being careful to reason clearly and objectively from true moral principles, then we must follow the reasoned judgment of our conscience about the morality of a specific act. Otherwise, we need to seek reliable guidance in forming our conscience. The Second Vatican Council’s teaching on conscience shows us clearly that man’s obligation to follow his conscience in every sphere of activity does not mean that man has a moral right to be wrong. Man is not morally free to follow his conscience while ignoring the truth. Man is, in fact, bound to form his conscience in accord with the objective truth of the divine law of God. In Dignitatis Humanae, the Council teaches that there is a "moral obligation of individuals and societies toward the true religion and the one Church of Christ" (DH 1). But is man morally obliged to conform his conscience to the teachings of the Catholic Church? Vatican II says yes. 

3) Why should we follow our conscience? The principle that we must follow our conscience derives from the dignity of conscience. The authority of conscience, and our need to follow it, come from its dignity. Pope John Paul II tells us that conscience is an "interior dialog of man with himself" about right and wrong. It "is also a dialog of man with God": it is "the witness of God himself" calling him to obey the moral law, and is a person's "witness of his own faithfulness or unfaithfulness." This is the basis of the great dignity of the conscience: it derives from its witness to objective moral truth. (Veritatis Splendor, 57-58, 60). Conscience is the means God has given us to make moral decisions. Our freedom demands that we use it: "When he listens to his conscience, the prudent man can hear God speaking" (Catechism, 1777). But we compromise this dignity of conscience if we haven't formed our conscience well, or when we do not take care to reason clearly and objectively. Again, Pope John Paul II teaches: Jesus alludes to the danger of the conscience being deformed when he warns: "The eye is the lamp of the body. So if your eye is sound, your whole body will be full of light; but if your eye is not sound, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light in you is darkness, how great is the darkness!" (Mt 6:22-23). (Veritatis Splendor, 63) 

4) Erroneous judgment: Conscience does not always judge properly. Because conscience is a judgment of the intellect, it can be wrong—like any other judgment of the intellect. Conscience is not infallible. Out of ignorance or bad reasoning, it can judge wrongly. Erroneous judgment is often our own fault, and can have many causes (from Catechism, 1791-2): i) Lack of care in forming our conscience or in using our powers of reason. ii)  Misunderstanding of the nature of conscience. iii) Damage caused by repeated and habitual sin. iv) Following the bad example of others. v) Rejection of Church teaching. vi) Ignorance of Christ and the Gospels. vii) Neglecting the work of our conversion to Christ. viii) Neglect of charity. If our conscience errs, and we're responsible for the error, then we are guilty of the evil committed. We are not guilty for the evil if we're not responsible for the error. But even if the guilt is not imputable to us, it's still an evil act. This greatly hinders our ability to advance in the moral life and live in union with God. As Pope John Paul II puts it: ...The performance of good acts... constitutes the indispensable condition of and path to eternal blessedness.... Only the act in conformity with the good can be a path that leads to life.... If [an act is not good]..., the choice of that action makes our will and ourselves morally evil, thus putting us in conflict with our ultimate end, the supreme good, God himself. (Veritatis Splendor, 72, emphasis in the original).

4) The key to the moral life: The good or evil of specific acts shapes our whole life. We choose God or reject him specifically in the morality of our actions. We must choose to do good in order to choose God, grow in freedom, sanctify ourselves, and let God's grace work in us to make us "children of God, adoptive sons, partakers of the divine nature and of eternal life." (Catechism, 1996). Moral conscience is the key that makes this moral life possible: it is exactly how we know what the good is in specific cases, and it beckons us always to choose the good. And even when we choose wrongly, conscience calls us to seek God's merciful forgiveness so that we can begin again. Vatican II’s decree on the modern world, Gaudium et Spes, teaches that every man is obliged to obey the divine law. It tells us that "deep within their consciences men and women discover a law that they have not laid upon themselves and that they must obey" (GS, 16). This law, according to Dignitatis Humanae, is the "divine law itself—eternal, objective and universal" and is "the highest norm of human life" (DH 3). Adherence to this divine standard of morality determines what Gaudium et Spes calls "correct conscience." According to the Council, man must seek out this divine law and conform his judgments to it. The Council also teaches what one might call the internal force of truth. Dignitatis Humanae makes it clear that no man is, by his very nature, exempt from the demands of objective truth: All human beings ". . . are both impelled by their nature and also bound by a moral obligation to seek the truth, especially religious truth. They are also bound to adhere to the truth once they come to know it and to order their whole lives in accordance with the demands of truth" (DH 2). According to the Council, the moral obligation to the demands of truth rests in the fact that "truth can impose itself on the human mind by the force of its own truth." Thus, the document states that "the sacred Council likewise proclaims that these obligations bind people’s consciences" (DH 1).

The role of the church in forming conscience: It is to this Church, the Council fathers professed, that the Lord Jesus entrusted the task of spreading his true religion to all the nations when he said: "Go therefore and make disciples of all nations . . . teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you" (Matt. 28:19–20). 
This command of Christ is at the heart of the Council’s statement that "the Catholic Church is by the will of Christ the teacher of truth" (DH 14). Gaudium et Spes tells us that the teaching authority of the Church "is the authentic interpreter of divine law" (GS 50). The Church is the divinely appointed means of communicating the fullness of revealed truth and all the principles of the moral order that spring from nature. Hence, Dignitatis Humanae teaches us that "in forming their consciences the faithful must pay careful attention to the holy and certain teaching of the Church" (DH 14). Vatican II did not teach that man’s conscience is independent either of the demands of truth or of the teachings of the Church. Man cannot be free from truth. He is compelled by his nature to seek truth, as taught by the Church, and to conform his conscience and his life to it.

The role of personal conscience: Official teaching is useless if it fails to influence people’s lives. Hence, the most important phase of the Church’s teaching mission is the individual believer’s response to Church teaching. Each of us must seek to be "teachable"—open, willing, even eager to hear the teaching of the Church, especially when it requires reexamining our values, opinions and conduct. Our duty in conscience is to know the official teaching of the Church. This means getting to the heart of the matter to discern the values being taught. To achieve that wedding—to assimilate Church teaching and translate it into action—is a big order. Indeed, there are two major steps we must take before this begins to happen. First, we must personally assimilate the Church’s values so that they become our values. Somehow this involves openness, sharing, trust and love between persons. Somehow this involves the whole question of religious education and formation of conscience. Somehow this involves finding people who embody values in an inspiring, personal way. Secondly, as values become ours, we discover something of our potential and hear the call to grow, and we are moved to seek concrete ways of embodying those values in our lives. Most of the time, we have no difficulty moving through these two steps. Most of the values the Church teaches are neither new to us nor foreign to our lives. Church teaching usually just chal​lenges us to keep struggling, to do better. But once in a while the Church’s teaching calls for radical change. Vatican II, for instance, called for changes in our attitude toward other faiths, more active participation in the Eucharist and a sense of the positive call to holiness (keeping the Commandments is not enough!). Or sometimes the Church’s teaching is so demanding that we try to ignore it. This has been the case, for instance, with the powerful and emphatic papal appeals for social justice in this century. (L/13)
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