FAITHFUL CITIZENSHIP

FORMATION AND EXERCISE OF CONSCIENCE
Opening Prayer:  Sirach 15:14-18
It was God who created humankind in the beginning, and God left them in the power of their own free choice.  If you choose, you can keep the commandments, and to act faithfully is a matter of your own choice.  God has placed before you fire and water; stretch out your hand for whichever you chose.  Before each person are life and death, and whichever one chooses will be given.  For great is the wisdom of the Lord; he is mighty in power and sees everything.”
Introduction

· The Catholic Church has a rich tradition of guiding us in forming our conscience and making moral decisions which assumes a commitment of faith by which we accept the mystery of Christ as the full revelation of God

· “Deep within his conscience man discovers a law which he 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 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.”  (CCC 1776 quoting the teaching of Vatican II: Guadium et Spes 16)

· Conscience helps us to judge particular choices, approving those that are good and denouncing those that are evil.  It bears witness to the authority of truth in reference to the supreme Good to which we are drawn…when we listen to our conscience, we can hear God speaking to us!
· Our conscience must be guided by God because only God is infinitely wise and sees what is truly right and wrong

· We must investigate to make sure that our conscience agrees with God’s loving plan for us, for others and for all of creation

Forming Conscience

· As Catholics we have a serious and lifelong obligation to form our consciences in accord with human reason and the teaching of the Church
· “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.  In all he says and does, man is obliged to follow faithfully what he knows to be just and right” (CCC 1778)

· The formation of conscience based on a desire to embrace goodness and truth through a willingness and openness to seek the truth and what is right includes several elements:

· Studying Sacred Scripture

· Studying the teachings of the Church as contained in the Catechism of the Catholic Church (i.e. US Catechism of Adults)
· Examine the facts and background information about various choices
· Finally, prayerful reflection is essential to discern the will of God
· The Church fosters well-formed consciences not only by teaching moral truth but also by encouraging its members to develop the virtue of prudence
· Prudence enables us “to discern our true good in every circumstance and to choose the right means of achieving it” (CCC 1806)

· The US Bishops write, “Prudence shapes and informs our ability to deliberate over available alternatives, to determine what is most fitting to a specific context, and to act decisively.  Exercising this virtue often requires the courage to act in defense of moral principles when making decisions about how to build a society of justice and peace.”

· CATHOLICS MUST ALSO UNDERSTAND THAT IF THEY FAIL TO FORM THEIR CONSCIENCES THEY CAN MAKE ERRONEOUS JUDGMENTS!

Exercising Conscience in Our Political World

· On May 15, 1891 Pope Leo XIII issued “The Condition of Labor” (also known by its Latin title Rerum Novarum) which is generally recognized as the first of the collection of documents called the social teachings of the Catholic Church

· Throughout the last 100 years, popes, Vatican II and councils of bishops have addressed a wide range of issues, both national and international:  human rights, labor problems, economic depression and development, political participation, war and peace

· Pope Paul VI wrote, “These are questions that because of their urgency, extent and complexity must in the years to come take first place among the preoccupations of Christians”

· The Catholic approach to faithful citizenship begins with moral principles.  The directions for our public witness are found in Scripture and Catholic social teaching.  The key themes from Catholic Social teaching are:  (see Catholic Update)

· Life and dignity of the human person

· call to family, community and participation

· rights and responsibilities

· Option for the poor and vulnerable

· Dignity of work and the rights of workers

· Solidarity

· Caring for God’s creation

· Catholics may choose different ways to respond to compelling social problems, but we cannot differ on our moral obligation to help build a more just and peaceful world through morally acceptable means, so that the weak and vulnerable are protected and human rights and dignity are defended
Making Moral Choices

· The Church’s teaching is clear that we have a responsibility to discern carefully which public policies are morally sound, which is not an easy thing to do!

· As we all seek to advance the common good it is important to recognize that not all possible courses of action are morally acceptable—a good end does not justify an immoral means

· We have a responsibility to discern carefully possible courses of actions that are morally sound

· Decisions about political life are complex and require the exercise of a well-formed conscience aided by prudence

· It begins with outright opposition to laws and other policies that violate human life or weaken its protection (i.e. assisted suicide)

· “Those who knowingly, willingly, and directly support public policies or legislation that undermine fundamental moral principles cooperate with evil”
· Sometimes morally flawed laws already exist—thus the process of framing legislation to protect life is subject to prudential judgment and the “art of the possible” to limit the harm done by such a law
· Such incremental improvements in the law are acceptable as steps toward the full restoration of justice

· Prudential judgment is also needed in applying moral principles to specific policy choices in areas such as the war in Iraq, housing, health care, immigration and others

· “This does not mean that all choices are equally valid, or that our guidance and that of other Church leaders is just another political opinion or policy preference among others…Rather, we urge Catholics to listen carefully to the Church’s teachers when we apply Catholic social teaching to specific proposals and situations
· Catholics often face difficult choices about how to vote…that is why it is so important to vote according to a well-formed conscience that perceives the proper relationship among moral goods; these decisions also need to take into account a candidate’s commitments, character, integrity, and ability to influence a given issue

·  “The bishops teach that a voter’s conscience may lead to one of three valid options
· Vote on a single issue
· Refuse to vote at all (36)
· “After careful consideration, (a voter) may decide to vote for the candidate less likely to advance such a morally flawed position (abortion) and more likely to pursue other authentic human goods”
Life-long Commitment to Form & Exercise our Conscience in the Political/Public Arena

· As Catholics we have a serious and lifelong obligation to form our consciences in accord with human reason and the teaching of the Church
· Washington State Catholic Conference (WSCC) and the US Catholic Bishops Conference has practical suggestions 

· www.thewscc.org 

· www.usccb.org 

· Political choices not only have an impact on general peace and prosperity but also may affect the individual’s salvation!!
· Read quote by Pope Benedict XVI on pg. 13 about “a Eucharistic form of life”
Small Group Reflection
1.  How might applying the process described by the bishops help you or others to prayerfully explore a particular issue or teaching?

2. What implications do the bishops’ teachings on conscience and prudence have for you as a member of the Catholic Church? As an advocate and a voter in the public sphere?
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