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1.  The voice of conscience 

1.1 What conscience is not 

I keep a lady in my car. From the dashboard she instructs me on which way I should go in 
life. “In three kilometres turn left,” she commands. “Turn around,” she pleads. “Coming up, on your 
right, you have arrived,” she advises. She is, of course, a global positioning satellite navigator and I 
would be lost without her calm voice telling me where to go. She can be wrong at times, due to 
mechanical faults or wrong information, especially about new developments on the roads. 
Sometimes I ignore her or switch her off. But usually I obey her; and I have found that when I fail 
to do so, due to inattention or a belief that I know better than her, I am usually sorry later. 

In lots of ways conscience might seem to function like my satellite navigator and so we might 
call her Conscientia. Though I will argue that conscience is, in the most important respects, not like 
a satellite navigator, many people think it is just like that: a sort of angelic voice distinct from our 
own reasoning which comes, as it were, from outside us, even if we hear it inside our head or heart; 
it is generally trust-worthy, but we must nonetheless decide to obey it or not. Cardinal Newman, 
“whose life and work could be called one great commentary on the question of conscience”,1 might 
have encouraged such a view when he called conscience – at its best – a messenger of God, ‘the 
aboriginal Vicar of Christ’.2 Newman’s influence at Vatican II is evidenced in the citation of this 
text in the Catechism of the Council3 and in the Council’s poetic description of conscience as a 
‘voice’ of God, echoing in the depths or core or sanctuary of the human person. 

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. Conscience is the most secret core and sanctuary of a man. There he is alone with 
God, Whose voice echoes in his depths.4 

Whatever these passages mean, they clearly do not mean that conscience is a divine or diabolical 
voice that intrudes into our ordinary reasoning processes, commanding or complaining, and that 
acts as a rival with our own moral thinking. If we experience such voices we should probably see a 
doctor or an exorcist! Were conscience really a voice from outside our reasoning it would play no 
part in philosophical ethics and there might be some kind of double truth in moral theology: my 
merely-human practical reason tells me to do X, but my divine voice says to do Y not X.5  

Ockhamite voluntarism led much Christian moral theology down just such a blind alley after the 
high scholastic period.6 On this account 

the human will was a purely autonomous power, completely indeterminate and free. Its regulation came not from 
practical reason, or the intellect directing it from within, but from law, as an extrinsic principle obligating and 
constraining it. Here too, the idea of law was radically deformed. Whereas St Thomas Aquinas saw law as an 
‘ordinance of reason,’ that is, reason’s own internal illumination and direction of the will, in Ockham’s scheme law 
emerges as a gratuitous and arbitrary check upon the will. Obedience thus replaces prudence as the chief cardinal 
virtue. The virtues themselves, seen by Aquinas as ‘excellences’ or powers informing and educating the passions 
from within, are downgraded. They now exercise the negative function of repressing the passions and keeping them 
out of the will’s way in its obedience to the law.7 
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Various schools of thought – laxists and rigourists, probabilists, probabiliorists and equi-probabilists – 
gave different legal interpretations and diverse cases, but once the law applicable to the particular case 
was known it was thought that there was nothing more to do than conform. Magisterium became the 
satellite navigator and the rôle of conscience was to hear, interpret and obey this externally-imposed 
law.  

Many theologians and pastors today are heirs to this. For some the solution to the 
contemporary crisis of moral authority is to keep calling for submission to the navigator 
Magisterium. Moral tax-lawyers, on the other hand, try to find ways around the navigator or ways to 
‘sail as close to the wind as possible’ without actually breaking the moral law. They ask: how far can 
you go? How much can you get away with before it becomes (seriously) sinful? Can you do a little bit 
of abortion or embryo experimentation or euthanasia without breaking the moral law or reclassify 
some abortion or embryo experimentation or euthanasia as something else and thereby avoid the law? 
What both approaches have in common with the late schoolmen is a view of the magisterium as a 
voice external to conscience which commands things to which conscience is not naturally disposed; if 
conscience cannot find a way around such commands it must simply acquiesce to the law-giver or 
disobey and take the consequences.  

Freud’s view of conscience as a psychic policeman, the inner remnant of childhood authority 
figures, and Nietzache’s view of conscience as a social policeman, the construct of a controlling 
community, both continued to posit a kind of internal war between conscience as an alien legal voice 
and the freedom of the agent to disobey. Enlightenment liberalism and existentialism likewise 
enhanced the rôle of the free subject – now not only over and against institutions such as church and 
state, but also vis-à-vis God and nature. Thus Newman warned as early as 1875 that the idea of 
conscience was fast degeberating into “an Englishman’s prerogative, to be his own master in all 
things”.8 Revelation, tradition, community, even reason itself, were increasingly seen as rivals with 
the free agent. Instead of being informed by right reason purified by Church teaching, conscience 
was now about personal choice over and against all constraints. In modernity autonomy trumps all, 
morality is merely a power game, and agents are consumers in the value-free market. 

By the 1960s conscience had become something like strong feeling, intuition or sincere 
opinion – what Allan Bloom called “the all-purpose ungrounded ground of moral determination, 
sufficient at its slightest rumbling to discredit all other obligations or loyalties”.9 To appeal to 
conscience was to foreclose all further discussion and to claim an immunity to reasoned argument 
or the moral law. In Catholic circles “a certain allergic aversion to law shifted the centre of gravity 
in moral theology away from law and toward personal freedom, the individual subject and 
conscience.”10 ‘Follow your conscience’ came to be code for pursuing personal preferences or 
reasonings over and against the teachings of Christ and the Church in areas of sexuality, bioethics, 
remarriage and reception of the Eucharist.11 “Here one’s conscience, anchored in genuine, authentic 
feeling, becomes the highest court of appeal”12 – it is infallible. The language of the primacy of 
conscience, unknown to the tradition, more often implied contest with the Church rather than with 
the spirit of the age or the surrounding culture.13 Sophisticated consciences yielded judgments in 
accord with the New York Times than L‘Osservatore Romano.  

By 1993 Pope John Paul II could sum up the ‘blind alley’ down which the conscience idea 
had been taken in the West: 

The individual conscience is accorded the status of a supreme tribunal of moral judgment which hands down 
categorical and infallible decisions about good and evil. To the affirmation that one has a duty to follow one’s 
conscience is unduly added the affirmation that one’s moral judgment is true merely by the fact that it has its 
origin in the conscience. But in this way the inescapable claims of truth disappear, yielding their place to a 
criterion of sincerity, authenticity and ‘being at peace with oneself,’ so much so that some have come to adopt a 
radically subjectivist conception of moral judgment.14  



The moral conscience in ethics and the contemporary crisis of authority— page 3 
 

 

As the Pope explained, this is not the Christian conception of conscience at all. It is, rather, as his 
collaborator and eventual successor observed, “a cloak thrown over human subjectivity, allowing 
man to elude the clutches of reality and to hide from it.”15  

 

1.2 What conscience is: a little history 

Well, if conscience is not this, what is it? The classical account of conscience begins by 
reflecting upon the universal experience of agency: that I can choose and that I can reflect upon 
past choices; and that in doing so I can judge rationally present possibilities and past choices. I have 
a sense of responsibility, of accountability, of self-possession in my present and future 
decisionmaking and in reflection upon my past decisions and actions. We may call this human 
capacity to know and choose the good and this human activity of thinking practically and choosing 
well ‘conscience’. 

The Old Testament has no word for ‘conscience’, but it does speak of the true heart (lêb) that 
interiorizes the divine law. God converts the hard of heart and recreates the heart anew. Some Old 
Testament figures experience God calling them to live his will or Law; at other times they experience 
him probing or judging their hearts.16 The shame of sinful Adam and Eve and the repeated remorse of 
Israel are amongst many Biblical examples of what was later called a retrospective judgment of 
conscience.17 The Eden story also describes well the process of self-justification or blame-shifting that 
commonly occurs when people find their heart judging them sinful.18 Jesus built on the idea of the 
right or pure or single heart that allows a man to judge justly and act authentically.19 

In the Septuagint translation of the Book of Job the Hebrew word ‘heart’ is translated with the 
Greek word συνειδησις (27:6).20 In the Wisdom literature the guilty συνειδησις of the unrepentant 
man adds to his misfortunes (Wis 17:11). Such texts echoed the philosophical wisdom of the Græco-
Roman world where some, such as the Stoics, called συνειδησις the human faculty of right decision-
making in harmony with the eternal world-plan or λογος. For these writers this natural law of the 
λογος would only be accurately discerned by the man with the virtuous habit or human excellence of 
Φρονησις. 

St Paul was heir to both these Hebrew-Christian and Græco-Roman traditions. Some thirty 
times in his epistles and discourses he uses the term συνειδησις interchangeably with καρδια which 
English-language bibles commonly translate as conscience and heart. For Paul conscience is not 
some special faculty different from the rest of human thinking and choosing, nor is it some secret 
wisdom given only to a few. Rather it is the human capacity to know and choose the good, the mind 
thinking morally and the will acting responsibly. Thus for Paul: 

 συνειδησις is universal knowledge of God’s law (e.g. 2 Cor 4:2; Rom chs 1 & 2) 

 συνειδησις is also experienced as an inner tribunal guiding, accusing or approving outer 
behaviour, in prospect or retrospect (e.g. Acts 24:16; 2 Cor 1:12-14; Rom 2:14-15; 9:1; 2 Tim 1:3; 
Heb 13:18) 

 the judgments of συνειδησις, like other acts of the human mind, can be accurate (1 Tim 1:5) but 
can also be mistaken, for the mind and will can be weak or corrupt; conscience may falsely accuse 
us or remain silent when it ought to speak (e.g. 1 Cor ch 8 & 10:23-30; Tit 1:15; Heb 10:22) so 
that we “practise cunning and tamper with God’s word” (2 Cor 4:2); it may even be so stifled as to 
be inoperative (1 Tim 1:19; 4:2; cf. Mt 6:22-23) 

 the redeeming work of Christ and the action of the Holy Spirit heal, instruct and renew the human 
mind and will, including συνειδησις, so that we can “put on the mind of Christ” (1 Cor ch 2; Rom 
9:1; 12:2; Heb 9:14) 

 συνειδησις must be honoured even if erring (e.g 1 Cor 10:23-30; Rom ch 14).21 
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These themes, only very sketchy in Paul, were further developed in the Patristic period by Sts 
Jerome, Augustine and John Chrysostom amongst others.22 By this time the term συνειδησις had 
been mis-transliterated into Latin as synderesis. Augustine taught that God shares his saving truth 
with human beings through the illumination of their synderesis. However, ever since the Fall human 
beings have been inclined to errors of judgment, temptations, weakness of will, and thus to sin; they 
would not seek their genuine good without the tutelage of God’s law, moderating habits and the 
grace granted through Christ’s saving death – all of which were, he thought, only reliably 
communicated by the Church. Any tension between the individual’s conscience and the Church 
was, for Augustine, evidence of our fallen natures. The Christian would always seek to ‘put on the 
mind of Christ’ by bringing his synderesis into line with the Sacred Scriptures and Tradition. 

In the scholastic and pre-modern eras Peter Lombard, Stephen Langton, Philip the Chancellor 
and Sts Bonaventure, Thomas Aquinas and Alphonsus Ligouri all wrote on synderesis, conscientia 
and prudentia.23 Bonaventure followed Augustine and Lombard, teaching that “conscience 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.”24 
Aquinas added a good deal of Aristotle, by providing: first, a theory of practical reason by which 
primary moral principles or ‘natural laws’ are known by reflecting upon human nature and choice 
(synderesis), secondary principles are derived, and these are applied in choice (conscientia); 
secondly, a moral psychology of virtues both natural and infused which integrate, moderate and 
direct character, especially that virtue most essential to right-reasoning in moral matters, prudentia; 
and finally, a theology of grace and beatitude which clarifies, motivates and enables agents to 
pursue rightly their final good. Conscientia, for Aquinas, is the immediate or proximate norm of 
morality, that last, best judgment by which a person of right reason seeks to apply objective moral 
truth to his own choices.25  

While the concept of conscience played only a minor rôle in Aquinas’ moral theory, in the 
early modern period it was “hoisted to new heights” and a whole, lengthy tract was devoted to it in 
the manuals, while the rôles of practical reason and prudence were diminished. Soon “all roads, in 
the moral world, led to conscience.”26 Thus conscience was to feature especially often in the 
documents of the Second Vatican Council. In Gaudium et spes the Council sought to make its focal 
point “man himself, whole and entire, body and soul, heart and conscience, mind and will.”27 
Amongst the aspects of “heart and conscience” identified by the Council are that: 

 all are bound to seek, embrace and live the truth faithfully;28 

 conscience is experienced by human beings as an inner sanctuary or tribunal, rather than 
something external to them,29 yet it mediates a universal and objective moral law which is given 
rather than invented;30 

 conscience summons the agent to inscribe the divine law in every aspect of life by seeking good 
and avoiding evil, by loving God and neighbour, and by keeping the commandments and all 
universal norms of morality;31 

 conscience is common to all human beings, not just Christians, and the experience of and 
obedience to conscience is “the very dignity of man”, a dignity the Gospel protects;32 

 the moral law and the particular judgments of conscience bind the human person,33 so that 
human beings will be judged according to how they formed and followed their conscience;34 

 agents sometimes experience “anxiety”, “contradictions” and “imbalances” within conscience 
and conscience may err blamelessly out of “invincible ignorance” or by being blamefully 
corrupted;35 
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 claims of personal freedom or of obedience to civil laws or superiors do not excuse a failure to 
abide by the universal principles of good conscience;36 

 conscience must be properly formed and educated by ensuring it is “dutifully conformed to the 
divine law itself and submissive toward the Church’s teaching office, which authentically 
interprets that law in the light of the Gospel”; 37 and 

 freedom of conscience, especially in religious matters, must be respected by civil authorities 
and people not be coerced into any religious practice.38 

 

1.3 Three acts of conscience 
In its summary of the teaching of the Second Vatican Council on conscience, the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church distinguishes three acts or dimensions of conscience: the perception of the 
principles of morality; their application in the given circumstances by practical discernment of 
reasons and goods; and, finally, judgment about concrete acts yet to be performed or already 
performed.39 These require a little unpacking. 

The first act of the conscience, identified in the Catechism with synderesis, is what I call 
Conscience-1:40 the perception of basic human goods and the most basic principles of morality. I have 
already noted texts from Paul, the Fathers, Aquinas, Newman and Vatican II that presume a very 
high – some might say even romanticized – doctrine of Conscience-1 as a voice or vicar or 
sanctuary of God. These authors presume a long tradition of reflection on what we call today “the first 
principles of the natural law”: basic principles of practical reason accessible to all people of good will 
and right reason. 

The highest norm of human life is the divine law – eternal, objective and universal – whereby God orders, 
directs and governs the entire universe and all the ways of the human community by a plan conceived in wisdom 
and love. Man has been made by God to participate in this law, with the result that, under the gentle disposition 
of divine Providence, he can come to perceive ever more fully the truth that is unchanging. Wherefore every 
man has the duty, and therefore the right, to seek the truth in matters religious in order that he may with 
prudence form for himself right and true judgments of conscience, under use of all suitable means.41 

Because of their ‘givenness’ the principles of Conscience-1 provide us with bases both for self-
criticism and for social criticism, so that when our passions or self-interest or social pressures incline 
us in one direction, these principles may suggest another. Far from being a cause for the subjectivism 
of those who think conscience means “doing my own thing” or the relativism of those who think it 
means “doing what the group does”, Conscience-1 is actually the beginnings of an antidote to these. 

Conscience-2 involves further practical reasoning towards more particular moral principles and 
their application to given circumstances. It therefore requires certain habits of mind, especially 
prudence in deliberation. Some readers of the tradition, including some readers of St Thomas 
Aquinas, have suggested that this is the primary or only meaning of the word conscience: they equate 
conscience with prudence.42 Others have suggested, I think persuasively, that the habitually prudent 
operation of the mind when applying principles to circumstances is only one act of the complex of acts 
of conscience and as a habitus of mind should be distinguished from the acts of the mind in practical 
reasoning.43 Prudence, we might say, is really an adjective (a quality of the virtuous mind) and 
especially an adverb (a quality of virtuous doing), while conscience is really a noun (the mind thinking 
practically) and especially (as I will amplify below) a verb (doing practical reasoning toward good 
action). 

In Conscience-2’s process of deliberatio the mind often faces temptations, dilemmas and 
confusion.44 It is here that conflicts of conscience occur and, as I will argue later in this paper, it is here 
that any tension between the teachings of the magisterium and other parts of one’s moral reasoning 
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process arises. To reason well at this level requires qualities such as foresight, sensitivity and 
seriousness about moral reasoning and discernment: and for these qualities to be present conscience 
must not only be well-informed but well-formed.  

Morality is not just a mind game. Its purpose, the ancients insisted, is choice: the choice of 
some real action by a real person in real circumstances. Thus Conscience-3 is our best judgment  
“about concrete acts yet to be performed or already performed”. When theologians such as St 
Thomas used the word conscientia it was usually in this sense. This explains why, unlike the 
manualists and to the surprise of some modern readers, St Thomas did not bother to provide a 
treatise specifically on conscience in the Summa theologiæ: the tracts on natural law, practical 
reasoning and the virtue of prudence sufficed for his purposes.  

Conscience-3 is only worthy of respect when it can bite, i.e. when it can tell us to do what we 
might otherwise be disinclined to do, or vice versa, or when it can give us cause for remorse about 
something we have already done or failed to do. Once again, there is plenty of ground for error 
here. Thus while insisting that we must follow our last, best judgment of conscience as the 
proximate norm of action, St Thomas wrote so much about how we might ensure such a judgment is 
a reliable application of moral truth. He would, I think, have been bewildered by contemporary talk 
of ‘the primacy of conscience’ or the primacy of any intellective operation. Just as the value of 
memory is in remembering accurately, so the value of conscience, for Thomas, is in yielding the 
right choice. Truth always had primacy for him.45 

The Catholic view of conscience presupposes an optimistic view of human capacities to discern 
the good and ultimately, I would suggest, a theological position on the way man discerns God’s will 
even after the Fall. The reason for this optimism is that God is the creator of the human mind and the 
origin of the ‘natural law’ of human beings, that God purifies and confirms that natural reasoning 
through revelation, and that God redeems the human mind through His healing grace. But if 
conscience is reduced from objective God-given principles to subjective sincerity or from shared God-
given principles to private ones, it is hard to see why we would take people’s consciences so seriously 
or how we could have any real moral conversation – let alone consensus – with people different to us. 
Too often in recent years those desperate for moral education or advice have been fobbed off with 
“follow your conscience” or indulged with “do what you think is best”. Too often in international 
forums human rights documents have become weapons against the rights of some people and 
apparently innocent words code sinister meanings. Without shared objective principles, appeal to 
conscientious belief degenerates into window-dressing for the raw expression of preference or power. 
And we have no way of knowing whether our conscience is well-formed or not, well-functioning or 
not, accurate or disastrously off-course. 

 

1.4 The authority of conscience 

Thus when the documents of the Second Vatican Council use the term conscience 52 times 
and its Catechism also, both texts presume a long history and complex content not necessarily 
shared by many users of the word conscience or spokesmen for the Council’s ‘spirit’. Nor does the 
concept of the ‘infallibility’ or ‘primacy’ of conscience appear anywhere in the Council’s texts. On 
the contrary, for all its celebration of the dignity of conscience, the Council always qualified the 
word conscience with adjectives such as ‘right’, ‘upright’, ‘correct’, ‘well-formed’ or ‘Christian’ – 
allowing, by implication, that not a few consciences are confused, deformed or otherwise 
misleading, and that there is some other standard by which that might be judged which has 
‘primacy’.46 The Council pointed out that conscience often goes wrong, sometimes ‘invincibly’ (i.e. 
by no fault of the agent and so without losing its dignity) but at other times ‘voluntarily’ (i.e. due to 
negligence or vice, in which case conscience is degraded). 
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In fidelity to conscience, Christians are joined with the rest of men in the search for truth, and for the genuine 
solution to the numerous problems which arise in the life of individuals from social relationships. Hence the 
more right conscience holds sway, the more persons and groups turn aside from blind choice and strive to be 
guided by the objective norms of morality. 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.47 

Two thousand years before, St Paul had made the same point in rather more colourful 
language: those of corrupt conscience are good for nothing. 

To the pure all things are pure, but to the corrupt and unbelieving nothing is pure. Their very mind and 
conscience [συνείδησις] are corrupted. They profess to know God, but they deny him by their actions. They are 
detestable, disobedient, unfit for any good work. (Tit 1:15-16) 

In the tradition that followed Paul conscience, like any intellectual ability, could err because the 
human mind can be more or less mature, experienced, trained, healthy, sophisticated, imaginative, 
prudent, integrated with passion etc. As a result conscience can be more or less sensitive, realistic, 
impartial, wise… The self-evidence of per se nota goods and principles is therefore no simple 
matter,48 let alone the derivation of secondary principles and their subsequent application, and people’s 
thinking in these matters can be clouded or corrupted. Conscience is only right conscience when it 
accurately mediates and applies that universal natural law which participates in the divine law; it is 
erroneous when it does not. Thus, as I have suggested above, it may be more helpful to think of 
conscience as a verb (a doing word), describing the human mind thinking practically towards good or 
godly choices, rather than reifying it as a noun, a faculty or voice with divine qualities.49 

Despite the tendency of conscience to error, the Church maintains its high view of the dignity of 
conscience. From this several things follow: 

 that we must do our best to cultivate a well-formed and well-informed conscience in ourselves and 
those we influence; 

 that we must take responsibility for our actions and thus always seek seriously to discern what is 
the right choice to make; 

 that we should seek to resolve doubt rather than act upon it;  

 that we must follow the last and best judgment of our conscience even if, unbeknownst to us, it is 
objectively in error; 

 that we must do so in all humility, aware that our choice may be wrong and so be ready, if we later 
realize it is, to repent and start afresh; and 

 that we should avoid coercing people’s consciences: people should, if possible, be persuaded 
rather than forced to live well and so be given a certain latitude for moral choice; we should expect 
and tolerate some differences of moral opinion.50  

Such reverence for persons and so for their “heart and conscience” is perfectly consistent with denying 
that conscience is infallible or that it has “primacy” over truth or faith or the teachings of Christ and 
his Church. As we will see, the magisterium seeks to enable conscience to achieve a more reliable 
mediation and application of moral truth: it is always the objective moral truth of the moral law and of 
the Gospel which has primacy and only this which can be infallible. 

 

2. The voice of the magisterium 

2.1 What is ‘magisterium’? 

‘Magisterium’ refers to the teaching authority of the Church, restating or unfolding the 
implications of Christ’s teaching.51 
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The task of authentically interpreting the word of God, whether written or handed on, has been entrusted 
exclusively to the living magisterium of the Church, whose authority is exercised in the name of Jesus Christ. 
This magisterium is not above the word of God, but serves it, teaching only what has been handed on, listening 
to it devoutly, guarding it scrupulously and explaining it faithfully in accord with a divine commission and with 
the help of the Holy Spirit, it draws from this one deposit of faith everything which it presents for belief as 
divinely revealed.52 

Where do Christians get this idea from? The Christian notion of magisterium begins with certain 
claims about the reliability of the Church: as Paul put it, the Church is “the pillar and bulwark of 
truth” (1 Tim 3:15). These claims were based upon Jesus’ own promises to be with his Church 
always: 

Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them. When they saw 
him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on 
earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. 
And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” (Mt 28:16-20)53 

Interestingly – given the recent controversy about whether the Church can teach infallibly in morals 
or only in matters of faith – Jesus’ departing charge here is not to teach the nations Christology or 
Soteriology or even Fundamental Moral Theology, but rather to teach them his commandments. In 
promising to be ‘present’ to his Church he is promising the Holy Spirit to guard its veracity: 

I will pray the Father, and he will send you another Counsellor, to be with you for ever, even the Spirit of 
Truth... When the Counsellor comes, whom I shall send you from the Father, the very Spirit of Truth, he will 
bear witness to me...When the Spirit of Truth comes, he will guide you into all truth... (Jn 14:16f; 15:26; 16:13 
etc.) 

Thus in their various epistles the apostolic generation set the trend of Church leaders offering 
a great deal of advice not merely on matters of ‘faith’ but also on the living out that faith in daily 
life, sometimes offering only their own opinions, but at other times claiming to teach with the 
authority of Christ or the Holy Spirit.54 Thereafter Christians continued to rely upon certain 
authoritative guardians and interpreters of the Gospel. I will not examine the evolution of this 
reliance here: it is long and fascinating, and has been detailed by students of the history of the 
magisterium.55 On Francis Sullivan’s view, for instance, Christians came to see that genuine 
Christian faith entailed trust in the reliability of the Church as the mediator of that faith; this in turn 
entails the notion that the propositions in which the Church’s normative faith is expressed are true: 

I do not see how one can hold that the Church is really ‘maintained in the truth’ by the Holy Spirit, and at the 
same time hold that the Church could oblige its members to confess their faith in propositions which would 
actually be not merely human, partial, limited, capable of more adequate expression, culturally conditioned, etc., 
but downright false. In other words the indefectibility of the Church in the truth requires that its normative 
confession of faith be expressed in propositions which, for all their inevitable limitations, are still true.56 

Thus by the time of Vatican II the Church could assert that Christ’s faithful ought to give the 
unconditional obedience of faith (obsequium fidei) to all that it proposes as certainly true.57 

How is this magisterium operationalised? In Lumen gentium Vatican II identified several 
modes of infallible teaching.58 The first is by the People of God when, united with their bishops, 
they manifest universal agreement on some matter of faith and morals. Next it is exercised by the 
bishops in their ‘extraordinary magisterium’ when together in an ecumenical council they teach that 
something is to be held definitively and absolutely. Next it is employed by the bishops in their 
‘ordinary magisterium’ when they teach something in common to be held definitively and 
absolutely. Also it is exercised by the pope who in his ‘extraordinary magisterium’ proclaims some 
doctrine in an absolute decision. And finally it is employed by the pope in the ‘ordinary 
magisterium’ of his definitions in conformity with revelation transmitted integrally through the 
tradition or held by him in common with the bishops. 
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Of course to say that the Church is infallible in these situations is not to say that it is 
omniscient or inerrant in everything it says and does. In addition to infallible magisterial teaching 
there are the much more common pronouncements by various Church bodies or leaders proposed 
with a lesser degree of authority or more tentatively. Such teachings must be taken very seriously 
by believers out of respect for the Church as an inspired teacher; but they do not command the 
unconditional ‘obedience of faith’, only some degree of ‘religious assent’. What degree depends 
upon who teaches and when and how. 

Unlike the unconditional obedience of faith, such religious assent is provisional: while prima 
facie true, there is the possibility that what is proposed might be mistaken or in need of considerable 
qualification and development. Thus when a person’s own reasons against a particular non-
infallible teaching are so convincing to him that he cannot give an honest interior assent to the 
teaching, he nonetheless remains a Catholic.59 On the other hand, it must also be recognized that 
some teachings not yet infallibly defined do in fact belong to the core of our tradition and may well 
in the future be the object of an infallible determination.60 If unsure of their own conclusions, 
believers will therefore be inclined to follow even a non-definitive teaching until such time as they 
can clarify their own best judgment of what faith and reason require of them. 

 

2.2 Examples of moral magisterium 

What are some examples of magisterial teaching on moral matters of such high authority that 
they are infallible? In the Synoptic Gospels we hear Jesus repeatedly confirm the authority of the 
decalogue: 

As he was setting out on a journey, a man ran up and knelt before him, and asked him, “Good Master, what must 
I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus said to him... “You know the commandments: You shall not murder; You shall 
not commit adultery; You shall not steal; You shall not bear false witness; You shall not defraud; Honour your 
father and mother.” He said to him, “Teacher, I have kept all these since my youth.” Jesus looked at him and 
loved him. (Mk 10:17-21 et par) 

Paul, again, pulls no punches: irreligion, unchastity, theft, greed and so on are inconsistent with the 
life of God’s kingdom.61 The continuing authority of the Decalogue was then confirmed by many of 
the Fathers, Popes and Councils of the Church. 

There are many such passages in the Scriptures as in the Sacred Tradition. An example of the 
latter is the Council of Trent’s anathema against polygamy.62 More recently the Second Vatican 
Council condemned in no uncertain terms attacks on human life and dignity, the failure to share 
with the needy, and the use of weapons of mass destruction against whole population centres.63 
Rather than offering any definitions of moral dogmas in Veritatis splendor (1993), Pope John Paul 
II recalled examples of moral matters long taught definitively by the magisterium.64 Having laid this 
groundwork, John Paul then explicated three moral ‘dogmas’ in his sequel on bioethics, 
Evangelium vitæ (1995). Here he was careful to cite the texts from Vatican II regarding the papal 
and episcopal magisterium in moral matters, and to use the language of Petrine authority. The 
clearest exercise of the highest level of papal magisterium was with respect to the grave immorality 
of the direct and voluntary killing of the innocent.65 John Paul then applied this teaching to two 
pressing bioethical concerns. The Church’s teaching that direct abortion always constitutes a grave 
moral disorder was, he argued, “based upon the natural law and upon the written Word of God”, 
“taught by the ordinary and universal magisterium”, confirmed by “the doctrinal and disciplinary 
tradition of the Church”, asserted “with the unanimous agreement of the bishops”, and now defined 
with “the authority which Christ conferred upon Peter and his Successors”.66 Likewise the Church’s 
teaching that euthanasia is a grave violation of the law of God was, he said, “based upon the natural 
law and upon the written word of God”, “transmitted by the Church’s Tradition and taught by the 
ordinary and universal magisterium”, and now “confirmed” by him in his Petrine office of 
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confirming the brethren and in his office as a bishop “in communion with the Bishops of the 
Catholic Church”.67 

This list of examples of the Church claiming to teach definitively in morals is by no means 
exhaustive. But it gives some sense of the range of matters to which Christ and his Church have 
turned their mind and voice. 

 

2.3 Conscience versus the magisterium after Vatican II 

Around the time of Vatican II the influential peritus Karl Rahner wrote an essay on the 
subject of ‘The Catholic conscience’68 in which he explained that conscience is the proximate 
source of moral obligation, and so must be followed even when it is in fact mistaken; but that we 
must form our conscience rightly and avoid confusing it with mere subjective inclination or 
personal preference.69 Moral maturity for Christians requires keeping the commandments given to 
us by God and proclaimed by the Church through her ordinary or extraordinary magisterium, and 
never appealing to conscience to make an exception for oneself.70 If we realized that as Christians 
under the cross we may well meet situations in which we must either sacrifice everything or lose 
our soul, then we would not look for private exceptions and our confessors would not use evasions 
like ‘follow your conscience’ when there is some hard if sensitive teaching needed.71 Rahner 
concluded by observing that if in our sinful world God’s law seems unrealistic, the trouble is not 
with God’s law but with the world! 

The early Rahner wrote on the verge of a new age in which Christian ethics faced challenges 
from many quarters, not least from within the Church. Vatican II sought to restate and update 
Catholic moral teaching.72 Though aware of the growing threat of individualism and relativism, the 
Council fathers were optimistic to the point of naïveté about how their words would be received. 
Many took up the Council’s views on the dignity and liberty of conscience with greater enthusiasm 
than they did its teaching on the duty to inform conscience and exercise that liberty in accord with 
moral absolutes known to right reason and proclaimed by the magisterium.73  

The Council had barely closed when Paul VI’s encyclical on birth control, Humanæ vitæ 
(1968), met a hostile reception even among many clergy and theologians. A group of American 
theologians, led by Charles Curran, asserted that Catholics might properly ‘dissent’ from Church 
teaching on contraception and ‘follow their conscience instead’. Curran soon taught that Catholics 
could legitimately dissent from many moral teachings of the Church.74 Philip Keane suggested that 
pretty well anything goes in the area of sexuality as long as it accords with personal conscience: 
contraception, fornication, homosexual relations, extra-marital sex…75 Hans Küng dismissed all of 
Vatican II’s statements about the magisterium as having theological “feet of clay”.76 Even Rahner 
seemed to ‘cross the floor’ on the matter of the Church’s ordinary authority in morals and the 
supposed conflict with the liberty or primacy of conscience.77 The stage was set for the polarisation 
of moral theology for the following quarter-century, as contending schools responded to “the crisis 
of ’68”, a crisis at least in part over the meaning of moral conscience, its implications for 
decisionmaking and its relationship to the magisterium of Christ and the Church. 

In the 1970s a number of theologians proceeded to deny that the Scriptures, the Tradition and 
the hierarchy have any ‘strong’ magisterium in moral matters.78 The ‘situationists’ echoed the 
contemporary exaltation of human freedom and rejection of appeals to nature, reason, authority or 
any objective standards: what matters, in the end, is whether the person’s ‘heart is in the right 
place’.79 The ‘proportionalists’ asserted that the rôle of conscience was to identify and balance the 
upsides and downsides of options and that the Church could propose some ‘rules of thumb’ for this 
balancing act, but no moral absolutes.80 Timothy O’Connell, in his popular textbook Principles for a 
Catholic Morality, suggested that conscience is infallible at the most basic level of a sense of moral 
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responsibility and of fundamental moral principles.81 Once we move to specifics, however, people 
can disagree or make mistakes and so the Church can be helpful as a counsellor. Conscience, 
however, always has primacy over the magisterium. While Catholics believe the Holy Spirit guides 
the Church “to some extent”, the Church, he explained, is more the ‘whore of Babylon’ than ‘the 
unblemished bride of Christ’.82 Though the Church might in theory be able to teach infallibly in 
morals, it never has done so. It has only ever taught in moral matters with its ordinary teaching 
authority and any ordinary teaching of the Church is “susceptible to error and therefore fallible”.83  

Similarly, Francis Sullivan in his book Magisterium asserted that even if very general 
principles of morality could be solemnly defined—and he was unsure that they could be—they 
would be so general as to be largely uninformative. More concrete moral norms such as, 
presumably, those against contraception, abortion, euthanasia and homosexual acts, are “not among 
the truths which God has revealed to us for the sake of our salvation, nor can they be strictly 
deduced from any such truths”. Indeed such matters “do not admit of irreversible determination” 
and “are not proper matter for irreformable teaching”. Sullivan’s reasoning “rules out not only the 
possibility of the infallible definition of such a norm, but also the claim that such a norm has ever 
been, or could be, infallibly taught by the ordinary universal magisterium”.84 

We are all well aware of how thoroughly this 1970s-80s style of moral thinking filtered down 
through many of our societies, even if it was rarely dressed up in the highfalutin language of ‘ontic 
evils’ and ‘authenticity’. In a slightly more sophisticated form it was taught to a generation of 
priests, religious and lay theology students. It will take some time to recover a more Catholic sense 
of conscience and authority. 

 

3. Conscience in post-modernity 

3.1 Rome responds 

In Ethics After Babel Jeffrey Stout, a non-believer, deplored the “nearly complete breakdown 
of fruitful dialogue between secular philosophical thought and the religious traditions”, suggesting 
that this had impoverished both. It was, he believed, the result not only of secular moral 
philosophers adopting “tropes and fetishes” that virtually preclude such conversation but also of 
theology failing to offer anything that might make an educated public sit up and listen. 

To gain a hearing in our culture, theology has often assumed a voice not its own and found itself merely 
repeating the bromides of secular intellectuals in transparently figurative speech... Meanwhile, secular 
intellectuals have largely stopped paying attention. They don’t need to be told, by theologians, that Genesis is 
mythical, that nobody knows much about the historical Jesus, that it’s morally imperative to side with the 
oppressed, or that birth control is morally permissible. The explanation for the eclipse of religious ethics in 
recent secular moral philosophy may therefore be... that academic theologians have increasingly given the 
impression of saying nothing atheists don’t already know.85 

Other commentators complained that much modern moral theology was merely the ethics of ‘the 
world’ dressed up in religious poetry, “a series of platitudes ranging from the inane to the 
incoherent”, a mixture of the trivial and the sentimental, a middle-class God who was ‘therapeutic 
nice-guy’ commanding nothing and comfortable with our compromises. These authors called for a 
radical recommitment to the distinctively Christian in ethics, and for Christians to be willing to be 
‘prophetic’, ‘counter-cultural’, the advocates of a genuinely alternative lifestyle.86 

John Paul II took the opportunity of the 25th anniversary of Humanæ vitæ to publish his 
groundbreaking encyclical Veritatis splendor.87 Here he reasserted the teaching of Vatican II that 
Christ and the Church can, have and do teach definitively in moral matters, and that a well-formed 
Christian conscience will be informed by such authoritative teaching. Here one ought to proceed 
with personal obedience of faith, submitting one’s experience, insights and wishes to the judgment 
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of the Gospel, prepared to reform oneself according to the mind of Christ authentically transmitted 
by the Church. Conscience is indeed the proximate norm of personal morality, but its dignity and 
authority “derive from the truth about moral good and evil, which it is called to listen to and to 
express.” Conscience is not infallible and sincerity cannot establish the moral truth of a judgment of 
conscience; freedom of conscience is never freedom from the truth but always and only freedom in 
the truth. The magisterium does not bring to the conscience truths which are extraneous to it, but 
serves the Christian conscience by highlighting and clarifying those truths which a well-formed 
conscience ought already to possess. A well-formed Christian conscience will seek to be both more 
objective about morality and truer to the Christian tradition than any morality based on sincerity or 
balancing acts can deliver.88 

In previous documents the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith had taught that the 
magisterium has the task of “discerning, by means of judgments normative for the consciences of 
believers, those acts which in themselves conform to the demands of faith and foster their 
expression in life and those acts which, on the contrary, are incompatible with such demands 
because intrinsically evil.”89 Now John Paul II explored further the vocation of the theologian and 
the limits to dissent.90 In Ad tuendam fidem (1998) he identified three categories of doctrines to be 
believed by the faithful. The first are those doctrines of faith and morals “contained in the Word of 
God, written or handed down, and defined with a solemn judgment as divinely revealed truths by 
the Roman Pontiff when he speaks ex cathedra or by the College of Bishops gathered in council, or 
infallibly proposed for belief by the ordinary and universal Magisterium”.91 The CDF pointed out 
that such doctrines “require the assent of theological faith by all the faithful” and “whoever 
obstinately places them in doubt or denies them falls under the censure of heresy”. The 
Congregation gave as an example of such a teaching in the moral sphere the first matter defined in 
Evangelium vitæ – “the doctrine on the grave immorality of direct and voluntary killing of an 
innocent human being”.92 

The second category of doctrines identified in Ad tuendam fidem is everything else 
“definitively proposed by the Church regarding faith and morals” including “all those teachings 
belonging to the dogmatic or moral area, which are necessary for faithfully keeping and expounding 
the deposit of faith, even if they have not been proposed by the Magisterium of the Church as 
formally revealed.” All the faithful are required to give “firm and definitive assent to these truths” 
and “whoever denies them would be rejecting a truth of Catholic doctrine and would therefore no 
longer be in full communion with the Catholic Church.” In this class the CDF included Catholic 
teaching on the illicitness of euthanasia, prostitution and fornication; abortion presumably falls 
under this category as well, if not under the first category. 

The third class of doctrines are those teachings on faith and morals presented as true or at 
least sure, but not solemnly defined or definitively proposed by the magisterium, to which 
“religious submission of will and intellect” are required; a proposition contrary to those doctrines 
might be qualified as erroneous, rash or dangerous. 

 

3.2 Continuing division over moral conscience and authority 

Cardinal Ratzinger opened his 1991 lecture on “Conscience and Truth” by observing that 
conscience has become the core issue in contemporary Catholic moral theology. As the bulwark of 
freedom, it supposedly confers on the agent a kind of private infallibility vis-à-vis any other 
authority.93 But to say conscience is infallible is, he points out, contradictory, since any two 
persons’ consciences may differ on a particular point. The “traumatic aversion” some have to what 
they take to be ‘preconciliar’ Catholicism’s faith-as-encumbrance affects their whole understanding 
of conscience and magisterium. For them conscience is an escape hatch from a demanding religion 
– a religion they are very loath to preach or counsel.94  



The moral conscience in ethics and the contemporary crisis of authority— page 13 
 

 

When a fellow academic posited that even the Nazis were saints because they ‘followed their 
conscience’, Ratzinger was “absolutely certain that there is something wrong with the theory of the 
justifying power of the subjective conscience”.95 His exploration of ancient Scripture and modern 
psychology, Socrates and Newman, confirmed his intuition that the notion needed to be thoroughly 
purified. Why does the Psalmist beg pardon for hidden or unknown faults? Because “the loss of the 
ability to see one’s guilt, the falling silent of conscience in so many areas, is a more dangerous 
illness of the soul than guilt that is recognized.”96 The Pharisee’s good works are undoubtedly good; 
the problem is that “he knows not his guilt”; he has a completely clear conscience when he should 
not. And “this silence of his conscience makes it impossible for God and men to penetrate his 
carapace – whereas the cry of conscience that torments the tax collector opens him to receive truth 
and love.”97 

Thus Ratzinger argued that it is wrong “to identify man’s conscience with the self-awareness 
of the ego, with his subjective certainty about himself and his moral conduct.”98 Such a reduction 
does not liberate but enslaves, making us totally dependent on personal taste or prevailing opinions. 

To identify conscience with a superficial state of conviction is to equate it with a certainty that merely seems 
rational, a certainty woven from self-righteousness, conformism and intellectual laziness. Conscience is 
degraded to a mechanism that produces excuses for one’s conduct, although in reality conscience is meant to 
make the subject transparent to the divine… The reduction of conscience to a subjective certainty means the 
removal of truth… [It] lulls man in false security and ultimately abandons him to solitude in a pathless 
wasteland.99 

Thus while a person’s last, best judgment binds him at the moment of acting, this must not mean “a 
canonization of subjectivity.”100 While it is never wrong to follow such a judgment, “guilt may very 
well consist in arriving at such perverse convictions”.101 

The Catholic Church is far from alone today in facing polarisation over the meaning and rôles 
of conscience and authority. It runs deep in modern society and has touched all religions.102 On the 
one hand, there are those who think that if only people would attend more carefully and receptively 
to the magisterium instead of the zeitgeist, all would be well. The faithful should be willing to obey 
and their leaders to lead, and both should reject the me-generation obsession with ‘doing it my 
way’. Real conscience is the driver obeying the ecclesial satellite navigator, Magisterium, who tells 
us to turn left or right in the next 500 metres if we want to get to the only destination that matters. 
At the opposite pole are those who argue that conscience must have ‘primacy’. On this account, 
Vatican II opened up a new space for Catholics to follow their own lights, rather than rely too 
heavily on their pastors. A renewed appreciation of personal experience and interpretation, of 
individual goals and the freedom to pursue such goals without interference. Conscience may listen 
to the ecclesial satellite navigator, Magisterium, but it must be willing to ignore it and make 
decisions for oneself.103 

It is interesting just how much these ‘opposite’ poles actually have in common. Both are 
convinced the other has betrayed Vatican II and endangers the Church’s future. And both view the 
magisterium as an authority external to, indeed often a rival to, personal conscience – as did the 
Ockhamists, the casuists and the Enlightenment champions of freedom from the old authorities 
before them. In the last part of my paper I want to examine whether the best of ‘post-modern’ ethics 
might offer any ways forward. 104 

 

3.3 A communitarian rapprochement between conscience and magisterium 

The first comes from a major move in contemporary ethical theory known as 
communitarianism.105 The very word conscientia might well point us in this direction: for it means, 
literally, to think with, and the with might refer to some moral community or tradition of fellow 
seekers after truth. Ratzinger noted in 1991 that conscience should appear “as a window that makes 



The moral conscience in ethics and the contemporary crisis of authority— page 14 
 

 

it possible for man to see the truth that is common to us all, the truth that is our basis and sustains 
us… that makes possible a shared knowledge that could generate a shared will and a shared 
responsibility.”106 Communitarians such as Alasdair MacIntyre and Charles Taylor complain that 
the autonomous ethics of modernity often fail to take seriously the extent to which community and 
tradition shape people’s identity and values. Even our most private goals and life-plans are 
inevitably interrelated with those of others. More fundamentally, our sense of who we are and what 
matters to us largely comes with our ties to family, work-place, party, nation, culture and, of course, 
church. Some of these ties are chosen, others simply ‘received’. Pre-existing rôle-models (such as 
Christ and the saints) and social practices (such as how we worship God and respect and care for 
others) are relied upon in our moral thinking or emulated in our acting, and a great deal depends on 
what kinds of moral communities we belong to. 

While the modern emphasis upon autonomy has helpfully encouraged individuality, initiative 
and respect, it has also had very real costs in terms of emotional distress, normative ambivalence 
and political paralysis: relationships are fractured, the young disoriented, and for all their freedom 
many people feel powerless and resentful. In such situations communities like the Church can call 
people back into relationships and practices which help to knit them together and give them a sense 
of identity and destiny. The common good requires a shared vision and life-style, handed down 
within the community and protected by certain authoritative figures or mechanisms. 

Are our beliefs and practices therefore purely arbitrary? Or can there be some more rational 
standard by which to judge all this ecclesial baggage? In the next section I will suggest that there 
are in fact some objective standards. But we must also allow that some of it can be put down to 
these more ‘cultural’, shifting, particular aspects of the Church’s life-history. Communities, like 
individuals, face a range of moral options. Some will be excluded by sound moral reasoning and 
especially by revelation and the constitutive traditions of the group: intentionally killing the 
innocent, mutilation, unjust discrimination, vengefulness, disrespect for conscience, and so on. 
Others will be preferred on the basis of the particular history and culture of the group. Thus from 
among the range of reasonable options even self-consciously ‘pluralistic’ communities do not 
choose randomly or value-neutrally: they stand for and against certain things, and they do this by 
their prayer and worship, their scriptures and creeds, and, of course, their moral codes and common 
projects. 

Thus even Sullivan observes that the faith of the Church is normative for the individual who 
wishes to belong to it: Christianity is not a pick-and-choose religion. 

As the act of faith is free, so is the choice to belong to the community of Christian faith. No one can be forced to 
be a Christian against his or her will. But, on the other hand, once the free choice to be a member of the Church 
has been made, one is not free to choose one’s own confession of faith, or to choose which articles of the 
Christian faith one will accept, which one will reject. The Christian Church has never understood itself as a 
collection of individualistic believers, each free to pick and choose among the various items offered for belief.107 

While one might want to nuance Sullivan’s claim that people are free to come and go with respect 
to faith and Church membership, he is surely right to say that once a person has chosen (and been 
chosen) to belong, certain practices ‘come with the package’, so to speak. If you are pro-abortion, 
pro-euthanasia and pro-cloning the Catholic Church is not for you; or – better – since the Catholic 
Church is for you, you should convert to being anti-abortion, anti-euthanasia, anti-cloning and pro- 
life and love, pro- the sick and disabled, and pro- the theology of the body. Documents such as the 
Catechism thus function as an authoritative articulation of ‘the Catholic story’. To be part of the 
Church is not only to believe certain things but also to live in certain ways. Orthopraxis expresses 
orthodoxy.  
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3.4 A practical reason rapprochement between conscience and magisterium 

The communitarian movement might be thought to reduce magisterium to culture and 
conscience to a social construct. Recent approaches ‘practical reason’ are therefore a useful 
complement. Here the very word conscientia again provides a hint: for it means to reason (morally) 
with knowledge and not merely on the basis of opinions or fashions. Certain goods are the ends of 
human nature and provide the reasons for all human actions: life, health, friendship, creativity, 
leisure, beauty, truth, faith, integrity, and so on.108 These goods are equally fundamental and 
intrinsically good; none is merely a means to the others; each is worthy of being cherished and 
reverenced in every life and choice; fully realised in all human lives, they constitute flourishing. 
The fundamental maxim that ‘the good is to be sought and done and the evil avoided’ can thus be 
specified as a series of underived basic principles such as “be concerned for the transmission and 
preservation of life, refine and develop the riches of the material world, cultivate social life, seek 
truth, practise good, contemplate beauty... serve God, honour parents…” – the very list of primary 
principles outlined by John Paul II in Veritatis splendor.109 This requires an openness to all human 
goods, even those not directly pursued, and never choosing directly against participation by anyone 
in any of them.110 With further reflection a series of intermediate principles of morality can be 
derived. This is the ‘natural’ law written, as St Paul put it, “even on the hearts of pagans” and 
Christian faith recalls and confirms it.111 Because revelation affects the whole way we understand 
God, each other, the world and ourselves, it inevitably colours the application of these ‘natural’ 
principles and brings some new norms. The Church comes in such a context as teacher-counsellor, 
helping us to grow.112 Conscience needs such assistance to reach maturity; 113 people are not born 
moral adults and some never achieve such maturity.  

Morality, then, is no imposition of some external authority such as the Church, but an internal 
pattern of life which challenges us to be more reasonable, mature, flourishing. The magisterium is 
not some external source of moral thinking with which private conscience must grapple: it informs 
conscience much like a soul informs a body, giving it its shape and direction from within. Any 
apparent conflict between conscience and magisterium is therefore either a conflict between what I 
am convinced is right and some other view, in which case, generally speaking, I must favour of the 
first; or, more likely, it is a conflict within my conscience between some received magisterial norm 
and some other part(s) of my moral reasoning (including other received norms). If what is at stake 
is some moral truth taught with a high degree of authority and certainty, the believer in that 
authority will either follow it or be confused. When he does not know for sure whether or not what 
is taught is a matter of faith, he properly gives that proposition his conditional or religious assent 
because it very well might be.114  

Of course, when the Church ventures to teach non-definitively, this may represent a first stage 
in the development, deeper articulation or authoritative application of the faith and morals of the 
Church; or it may also represent a false start. Here the believer must assent to the Church’s non-
infallible pronouncements as to all else he knows and do his best to reason and discern. His goal 
will not be to argue oneself out of following some Church-given norm or to ‘limit the moral tax’ 
payable to God, but rather to embrace the moral vision proposed by Christ and the Church and to 
seek to resolve any uncertainties before making an important decision.  

This is quite different to situations of disagreement with the Church not as teacher but as 
governor. The Church may make executive decisions with which some members disagree. 
Sometimes there will be penalties for disobedience, as in any community. In this case the 
disagreement, if any, is between the agent and those with governing authority in his ecclesial 
community, not a conflict of conscience which always occurs within the agent between different 
goods or precepts or sources.115 Here we touch upon questions such as the scope and limits of the 
Church’s temporal authority, the authority of its prudential decisions, and the tensions between the 
holiness of the Church and the actions of its diverse members.116 
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4. Where to from here? 

Already in 1969 the then-Father Joseph Ratzinger expressed concern that false interpretations 
of Gaudium et Spes §16 on conscience were leading to a separation of freedom from truth, and that 
this might lead to all sorts of aberrations in the name of ‘creative conscience’.117 The warning was 
prophetic. His great friend Pope John Paul II was to devote much of his magisterium to recovering a 
true sense of conscience as a bridge between freedom and truth, and the now-Pope Benedict XVI is 
already doing the same. 

In this paper I have sketched some traditional and recent views of conscience, its rôle in 
ethics and its relationship to sources of moral authority such as Scripture, Tradition and Church 
hierarchy. I have questioned the common claim that the Church cannot or does not teach 
definitively in moral matters. I have suggested that most cases of supposed conflict between 
conscience and magisterium represent a confusion about the nature of conscience or of authority or 
both. In the face of continuing polarisation I have outlined two complementary ways forward in 
ethical reflection: one which sees magisterium as the moral authority of a person’s community 
which shapes his identity and conscience; the other which sees moral magisterium as authoritative 
teachings properly internalised in the conscience of the believer as a practical reasoner. On neither 
of these accounts can conscience be seen as autonomous of or a rival to the magisterium; on neither 
can there be some battle for ‘primacy’ between conscience and magisterium. Both of these accounts 
are more easily reconciled with Christian tradition than recent views of conscience as a kind of 
satellite navigator, a voice distinct from moral reasoning, or that see magisterium as the satellite 
navigator, a voice external to the believer’s personal conscience. 

The Church post-Veritatis splendor is still struggling to recover a Catholic sense of 
conscience and authority. The task is essentially an evangelical and catechetical one,118 and one 
especially urgent in the Western World where misconceptions about conscience have been 
commonplace, leading to many disastrous personal decisions and the deaths of millions. That there 
could still be Catholic institutions in some places performing or collaborating in abortion, in vitro 
fertilization, sterilisation or euthanasia beggars belief. That there are still Catholic theologians and 
pastors supporting these or similar practices means there is still much to do to recover a sense of the 
true ecclesial vocations of the theologian and the pastor.119 That there are still Catholic politicians 
and voters willing to cooperate in those evils means they have a faulty sense of the connections 
between conscience, truth and authority, whether ecclesial or civil. Wrong views of conscience 
have also been pastorally ruinous, resulting in diffidence about evangelisation and catechesis, a 
decline in the practice of Confession and the abuse of Holy Communion.120 

Without an accurate understanding of Christian conscience it can never be reliably at the 
service of the culture of life and love or of the growth of individuals in holiness. But even when we 
get this right, there will still be much to do in properly forming and informing our own and others’ 
consciences and in drawing conclusions in the face of the complex contemporary dilemmas – in 
bioethics as elsewhere. Further, thoroughgoing philosophical and theological analysis is required, 
for instance, on questions such as conscientious biolaw-making, conscientious objection and co-
operation in evil121 – questions to which the present volume of essays will now turn. 

                                                 
1  JOSEPH CARDINAL RATZINGER, “Conscience and truth,” Values in a Time of Upheaval (New York: Crossroad / 

Ignatius, 2006) (hereafter ‘C&T’), 75-100 at 84; see also On Conscience (San Francisco: Ignatius, 2007). This 
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