TOPIC 3 – MORAL CONSCIENCE, GOD’S VOICE IN OUR HEART
A. Just what really conscience is?


1. It’s a POWER within or a MORAL FACULTY!
· Like a physical power, our arms can raise a heavy load, or our feet can make us run as fast as we can.

· Conscience is a  MORAL POWER or FACULTY:

· It manifests to us our obligation to do good and shun evil (moral obligation) and impels us to fulfill them.
2. For St. Augustine, it  is the VOICE OF GOD.

· A place of the innermost encounter between God and man.
· It is found in the soul, deeper than reason.

3. For St. Thomas Aquinas, it is an ULTIMATE PRACTICAL JUDGMENT on the morality of concrete action.

· Ultimate – it concerns the person’s concrete action in a concrete situation
· Practical – related to the practice of moral activity

· Judgment – it commits to do the good and to shun evil.

Therefore: Conscience is a process in which the general norms of the moral law are applied to a concrete action which a person is about to perform.
B. Is the idea of conscience biblical?

b.1) In the Old Testament: Word ‘conscience’ does not occur but reality exists!

· Expressions like: ‘mind’, and ‘heart’ (Ps. 26:2; Jer. 11:20; 17: 10; 20:12)

· Some stories which pointed out the role of conscience:
a.  Cain was bothered by God after he killed hi brother

b. David was bothered in his heart (2 Sam 24: 10)

c. Job (Job 27:6; Ps. 17:3)

b.2) In the New Testament: 
· Christ refers to conscience when he mentions about the obscuring of the person’s eye (Mt. 6:23); or the ‘light’ (Lk. 11:36) and the ‘heart’ (1 Jn 3: 19-21)
· Paul uses ‘syneidesis’ for conscience:
a. man’s conscience in the sight of God (2 Cor 4:2)

b.  Conscience of the Corinthians (2 Cor 5:11)

c.  For the sake of conscience (Rom2:14ff)

d.  Conviction  of conscience may not be carried out with due consideration to charity (Rom 14 and 1 Cor 8)
C. Divisions of Conscience 
c.1) antecedent and consequent

· Antecedent if judgment on the morality of the action and the obligation to perform it is passed before it is done. It a) commands, b) permits or c) forbids
· Consequent if it evaluates the deeds already done. It a) approves, b) reproves, or c) accuses.

c.2) certain or doubtful

· Certain conscience passes judgment without fear of error.

· Doubtful conscience is uncertain of the morality of an action. Thus is suspends judgment or passes judgment with reasonable fear.

2.1) could be a doubt concerning a) the existence of the law or b) existence of the fact

2.2) could also be a) speculative or b) practical


c.3) Right or erroneous
· It is right when practical moral judgment agrees with objective norm of morality.

· It is erroneous when it does not.

c.3.1) erroneous conscience could be a) invincible or b) vincible

Invincible – if a person has no way of knowing the possibility of error. He is not culpable for it.

· Invincible conscience must be followed. If he act against it, he committed sin (refer to Rom. 14: 2, 5, 14-16, 21-23)

 Vincible – if the person has the possibility to know the possibility of error but did not take any effort to do it. That person is culpable of his action.

· It cannot be a legitimate rule of action – before a vincible erroneous conscience, the person must search for the truth, or postpone judgment or follow the safer line of action.

c.3.2) erroneous conscience could be a) perplexed or b) lax

perplexed conscience – confronted with two alternative rules of action, it fears in whatever choice it makes.

· Before a perplexed conscience, one must postponed decision to obtain more information, or if it cannot be postponed, one must choose what appears to be lesser evil.

· Another guide: precepts of natural law precedes precepts of positive ecclesiastical law.
Lax conscience – conscience is loose. It sees as lawful as act which is sinful, or a venial sin which is actually a grave sin.

· The person with lx conscience must reform his/her state of mind.

· Opposite to scrupulous conscience – conscience is tight. There is a constant dread of sin where there is none, or grave sin where there is only venial sin.

Vatican II, Gaudium et Spes # 16:





Deep within his conscience man discovers a law which has not laid upon himself but which he must obey. Its voice, ever calling him to love and to do what is good and to avoid what is evil, sounds in his heart at the right moment… for man has in his heart a law inscribed by God… his conscience is man’s most secret core and his sanctuary. There, he is alone with God whose voice echoes in his depths.”





What to do if you act with doubtful conscience?


Basic principles are:


In a practical doubt about lawfulness of an action, one may not act! Reason: he might expose himself to the danger of injustice or sin, and which is itself an injustice or sin.


action must be postponed until certainty can be reached.


if no time or possibility to solve the doubt, one must opt for the safer alternative, one that excludes the danger of sin and injustice.

















