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Last week Mr Wright of Scarborough attacked me for failing to uphold the “primacy of conscience.” He maintains this was taught by Vatican II. He ignores the fact that nowhere does Vatican II or the Catechism of the Catholic Church ever use the phrase “primacy of conscience”. 
Church documents certainly speak of the rights of conscience, and the dignity of conscience, but never of the “primacy” of conscience, because this term is so susceptible to misunderstanding. “Primacy” suggests a supreme value which trumps all other values, which overrides all other considerations.

“Primacy” surely belongs only to God’s will, which the humble disciple of Christ – using reason too - tries to discern in his concrete life situation. The Natural Moral Law expresses the Divine Wisdom. Conscience’s task is to discern it and to apply it.

Therefore, if by “primacy of conscience,” someone imagines that the individual conscience has its own absolute right to decide what is universally right and wrong, to make itself a supreme arbiter of the Natural Moral Law in contradiction to Church teaching, this is a grave error. 
Historically, sizeable sections of the Church have claimed to be “good Catholics” whilst dissenting from Church teaching to practice racism, sexism, anti-Semitism, slave-owning or militarism.

In the subjective sense, “rights of conscience” means that, having tried one’s best to educate and enlighten one’s conscience by prayer, the Scriptures and the Church’s teaching, one must then follow one’s conscience, even if it be erroneous. 
For example, if I believed that the Catholic Church were seriously mistaken in its teaching on the moral issues I previously mentioned - slavery, usury, contraception, sterilisation; that it had taught error consistently and definitively for two thousand years, then I would never have become a Catholic priest. In fact, I would not remain a Catholic.

My erroneous conscience would tell me that I could not belong to an institution which seriously misleads Christians and imposes false burdens. I would without sin join another Church, perhaps the Orthodox, who are less defining of moral truths. 

Campaigners for women priests, contraception, divorce and remarriage in the Church, pre-marital or gay sex etc, ought to ask how they can truly call themselves Catholics, whilst being at odds with defined and irreformable Church teaching. 

There is a denomination available, which makes no claims to infallibility, and would permit them to believe more or less whatever they want on these issues and many others besides. It is called the Church of England.

Vatican II’s Gaudium et Spes indeed speaks of conscience at its deepest level as the ‘inner core and sanctuary’ of the human person, where one is alone with God, whose voice echoes in one’s depths. “In a wonderful manner conscience reveals that law which is fulfilled by the love of God and neighbour.” 

Conscience has an essential role in applying the universal moral law to real life.  Sometimes concrete moral choices are hard and fast, black or white. At other times they are of shades of grey, with many complex factors to be weighed. Then, in good faith, conscientious Christians may arrive at different conclusions. 

Consider, for example, which parliamentary candidate to support at the next General Election. To vote for a militant pro-abortionist would be a sinful cooperation in evil. To vote for someone who simply abstains on this painful question, might be justifiable, if s/he is supportive on other vital Christian issues.


A Catholic makes an act of faith in the Church founded by Christ and guided by the Holy Spirit. No-one is obliged to become or remain a Catholic against their conscience, but as Catholics, we are obliged to assent to the Church’s solemn teaching on matters of faith and morals. The grades of assent to various doctrines were carefully delineated in Pope John Paul II’s Motu Proprio Ad Tuendam Fidem, which he published
“To protect the Faith of the Catholic Church against errors arising from certain members of the Christian faithful, especially from among those dedicated to the various disciplines of sacred theology….”   This document is rather technical, but may be useful to readers for reference. It lists:
1.  Revealed facts to be believed with Divine and Catholic Faith (divina et catholica fide credenda sunt, Canon 750.1, ICVTh 15). Assent here is based on the authority of the Word of God. These doctrines are to be believed as divinely revealed (de fide credenda). They comprise infallible teaching which  

· Either the Supreme Pontiff alone (the extraordinary Infallible Magisterium) proclaims by definitive act e.g. the Assumption of Mary, the Immaculate Conception.

· or an Ecumenical Council of Bishops plus the Pope (again the extraordinary Infallible Magisterium) has definitively declared  e.g. the articles of faith of the Creed, various Christological and other Marian dogmas, the doctrine of the institution of the seven Sacraments by Christ and their grace-filled efficacy,  the doctrine of the real and substantial presence of Christ in the Eucharist, and the sacrificial nature of the Mass, the foundation of the Church by the will of Christ, the primacy and infallibility of the Roman Pontiff, the immortality of the soul and immediate retribution after death, the inerrancy of Scripture; the statements of Trent on justification, polygamy, the indissolubility of marriage and the Sacraments.

· Or doctrines which the Pope and Bishops authentically teach as definitively to be held, whilst not in Council but dispersed throughout world whilst maintaining communion. Many Catholics seem unaware of this, the ordinary Infallible Magisterium. It encompasses truths of faith which have been constantly taught as essential to Faith e.g. in national or diocesan Catechisms, viz. the grave immorality of the direct and voluntary killing of an innocent person, other precepts of the Decalogue; other directly revealed parts of the Natural Law constantly and definitively proposed as necessary for salvation (see Lumen Gentium 25). 
Content:  Primary object of infallibility, the depositum fidei  - the word of God, written in Scripture or handed down in Tradition, which the Church sets forth to be believed as divinely revealed.
Penalty: obstinate denial or doubt constitutes heresy: latae sententiae excommunication, Canon 1364.1, plus possible dismissal from the clerical state after judicial process. For instance, a priest who denies that Jesus in some manner instituted the seven Sacraments renders himself liable to such proceedings. 
N.B.  ICVTh refers to the CDF document, Instruction on the Ecclesial Vocation of the Theologian (1990). 
2. Doctrines to be firmly accepted and held with the assent of faith (firmiter accipienda et tenenda - de fide tenenda, Canon 750.2, ICVTh 16). One's assent is based on faith in the Holy Spirit's assistance to the magisterium and the infallibility of that magisterium. 

Content: Secondary object of infallibility:  everything set forth definitively by the ordinary or extraordinary Infallible Magisterium [by the Pope alone, or an Ecumenical Council, or Pope and Bishops dispersed] regarding faith and morals, which is required for the holy keeping and faithful exposition of the depositum fidei, the deposit of faith.

In his official commentary, Cardinal Ratzinger mentioned as belonging to this category the canonisations of saints, the legitimacy of a Papal Election or General Council, the invalidity of Anglican ordinations in Apostolicae Curae (1896), the impossibility of women's ordination to the priesthood, the illicitness of prostitution and fornication, Evangelium Vitae on the grave sinfulness of euthanasia.  


Pope John Paul II placed the grave immorality of contraception in this category, when he spoke of it as a definitive and irreformable doctrine, and “not matter for free debate” among Catholic theologians. One might add here the sinfulness of any non-marital genital acts, heterosexual, homosexual or solitary.
The Church maintains not so much that these are conclusively “divinely revealed” facts in Scripture, but that they are intimately connected with and necessarily follow from the “deposit of faith”, and thus are irreformable and definitive.

Penalty: Those who deny these doctrines are "in a position of rejecting a truth of Catholic doctrine and  . . no longer therefore in full communion with the Catholic Church." Although not automatically excluded from the Sacraments, their stance jeopardises the communion of faith. After a fair trial before a Canon Law tribunal, clerics obstinately denying such doctrines may be punished with a Just Penalty (Canon 1371.1)  
3. Doctrines to be accepted with religious submission of intellect and will  (religiosum  intellectus et voluntatis obsequium) A Catholic should sincerely try to understand and take to heart such doctrines by prayer and study. Any difficulties of conscience and private dissent may be voiced to the hierarchy or to scholars, but should not be publicised by declaration in the media.

Content:  authentic teaching by the Supreme Pontiff or College of Bishops (Canon 752, ICVTh 17) but not intended to be proclaimed by any definitive act. The assent of faith is not required. Applies to Papal Social Encyclicals, Encyclicals on devotions to the Sacred Heart, to Our Lady, John Paul II on minimal use of capital punishment, the rejection of  IVF and artificial insemination by husband (Donum Vitae 1987).

4. Religious respect/submission of mind to the authentic teaching (obsequio religioso animi adhaerere tenentur) of one's own individual bishop, a local Episcopal Conference, a provincial synod or local council (Canon 753, ICVTh 19). One should heed such necessarily non-infallible teaching with a sympathetic and respectful mind. 


However, for good reasons, dissent from such episcopal declarations is legitimate e.g. some US bishops supported unilateral nuclear disarmament and denounced the possession of all nuclear weapons as in se sinful or immoral. Their Letter to parents of homosexual children also gave dubious advice. Many prominent Catholic writers publicly registered their disagreement with these statements. 
