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SS Thomas More and John Fisher’s feast usually falls on June 22nd, but this year it is impeded because Sunday XII takes precedence.

Their anniversary invites reflection upon the subject of conscience. In recent months there has been lengthy debate in this newspaper about personal conscience and dissent from the teaching of the Catholic Church.


Since Vatican II, many Catholics have appealed to “freedom of conscience” to justify disagreement with the solemn teaching of the Catholic Church, or to legitimise behaviour which the Church stigmatises as objectively sinful. Confusion within the Church has encouraged this tendency.

Examining the role which conscience played in the lives of our Saints and Martyrs, we discover a different picture. Their consciences led them, not to oppose the Magisterium, but to stand out against the unjust demands of worldly sovereigns, or to preach against worldliness so effectively that they aroused the ire of the mob.

St Thomas More famously described himself as “the King’s good servant, but God’s first.” His conscience would not let him swear the 1534 Oath of Supremacy, recognising Henry VIII as Supreme Head of the Church in England, instead of St Peter’s successor. It cost him his head on Tower Hill.

St John Fisher, Chancellor of the University of Cambridge, the most learned bishop of the land, knew too much Patristic theology to be able to accept Henry Tudor’s claims. Other bishops caved in to Henry, but Fisher would not. He was arrested and kept nine months in the Tower before execution. “I condemn no other man’s conscience: their conscience may save them, and mine must save me,” he commented.


Heroes of the faith appealed to their rights of conscience to justify their disobedience to the secular rulers. The Ugandan page boy martyrs of 1884, both Catholic and Anglican, refused the homosexual advances of their young king Mwanga.


Blessed Franz Jägerstätter could not in conscience swear to obey the Führer and serve in the Nazis’ unjustified wars. 


Early Christian martyrs – like our own St Alban – were executed often because they refused to sacrifice to the pagan Roman gods. Their consciences led them to obey the First Commandment at the cost of their lives.


This Tuesday we honour St John the Baptist who suffered beheading for defending the sanctity of marriage. He had reproved King Herod for taking Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife, as his own.


Is it not paradoxical, therefore, to find some modern Catholics appealing to “conscience” to justify their accommodation with secular mores on, say, contraception or pre-marital sex, rather than opposing the “spirit of the age” in the name of the Gospel? Evidently, to apply the words of Pope John Paul II, they are no “sign of contradiction”. As the proverb says, only dead fish go with the flow.

A popular belief has grown up that Vatican II legitimised such “freedom of conscience” as a permission to decide moral truth for oneself. Interestingly, the Vatican II documents nowhere use the phrase “freedom of conscience.”  

Dignitatis Humanae, the declaration on Religious Liberty, has often been quoted in favour of a false conception of freedom of conscience. Fr John Courtney Murray SJ, the theological expert who was behind its drafting, commented: 


“It is worth noting that the declaration does not base the right to free exercise of religion on “freedom of conscience”, Nowhere does this phrase occur. And the declaration nowhere lends its authority to the theory for which the phrase frequently stands, namely, that I have the right to do what my conscience tells me to do, simply because my conscience tells me to do it. This is a perilous theory. Its particular peril is subjectivism – the notion that, in the end, it is my conscience, and not the objective truth, which determines what is right and wrong, true or false”

The word “conscience” has acquired multiple meanings, so we need to be clear what the Church means by “conscience.”

It does not mean the emotions arising from what Freud called the “superego,” the subconscious feelings of guilt originating from early training.


Nor does it mean a feeling which justifies my self-will. Newman’s words to the Duke of Norfolk way back in 1874 are as pertinent now as then: 

"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”

Turning to the Catechism  we find a concise definition of conscience: 

“Conscience is a judgment of reason whereby the human person recognizes the moral quality of a concrete act that he is going to perform, is in the process of performing, or has already completed.” (1778)

Our moral conscience urges us to do good and avoid evil. It gives us an awareness of the natural moral law, inscribed by the Creator in human nature.



Conscience does not decide right and wrong for itself in an autonomous manner. Rather, it discerns the transcendent moral law of the Creator, deep in our hearts. John Paul II re-iterated this in Veritatis Spendor (60): 

"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)

So conscience is like a radio set, tuning in to the signals coming from objective morality. Like any radio, it can be faulty, or tune in to the wrong station. “When he listens to his conscience, the prudent man can hear God speaking.” (CCC 1782) The person whose conscience has not been enlightened will experience poor reception. 
 “The education of conscience is indispensable for human beings who are subjected to negative influences and tempted by sin to prefer their own judgment and to reject authoritative teachings.” (CCC 1784)
In the case of invincible ignorance – when due to bad upbringing etc., an individual is not responsible for his ill-formed conscience and has had no opportunity to learn better – there is no guilt.

However, in the case of vincible (culpable) ignorance, a person is responsible for any evil he subsequently commits. Vatican II spoke of this guilt of the person with an erroneous conscience “who takes little trouble to find out what is true and good, or when conscience is gradually almost blinded through the habit of committing sin.” (GS 16)
The Catechism lists causes of culpable ignorance of the moral law: 

“Ignorance of Christ and his Gospel, bad example given by others, enslavement to one's passions, assertion of a mistaken notion of autonomy of conscience, rejection of the Church's authority and her teaching, lack of conversion and of charity” (1792) : 

In an age in which many reject any objective, unchanging, universal moral law, and in which many supposed Catholics have made academic careers out of systematic dissent from the Magisterium, it is hardly surprising that the role of conscience is widely misunderstood.


Holy Church’s teaching develops in accordance with the original “deposit of faith” in Revelation: it does not mutate into something alien. She never praised slavery, and always promoted the manumission (liberation) of slaves. She condemned usury as mortal sin and still does, in the sense of exacting excessive interest upon loans. From the earliest centuries, she condemned the artificial sterilising of the marital act to exclude fertility, and she still does. She upheld Jesus’ teaching on lifelong marriage, and she is now the only institution in the western world still to do so. The Natural Moral Law is unchanging. No “rights of conscience” can exempt us from obeying it.

Those who oppose the definitive teaching of the Catholic Church, will one day discover to their horror, that they have been fighting against God Himself.

