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The Aboriginal Vicar of Christ:  
Conscience and the Christian Life 

 
The Texts 

The Idea of Freedom, Classical and Modern 

The Classical Idea of Freedom 
In the more classical understanding of the matter, whether pagan or Christian, true freedom was 
understood as something inseparable from one’s nature: to be truly free...was to be at liberty to 
realize one’s proper “essence” and so flourish as the kind of being one was...true human freedom is 
emancipation from whatever constrains us from living the life of rational virtue, or from 
experiencing the full fruition of our nature; and among the things that constrain us are our own 
untutored passions, our willful surrender to momentary impulses, our own foolish or wicked 

choices…This means that we are free not merely because we can choose, but only when we have 
chosen well. 

-David Bentley Hart, Atheist Delusions pp. 24-25 
 

The Modern Idea of Freedom 
[W]e live in an age whose chief value has been determined, by overwhelming consensus, to be the 
inviolable liberty of personal volition, the right to decide for ourselves what we shall believe, want, 
need, own, or serve. The will, we habitually assume, is sovereign to the degree that it is obedient to 
nothing else and is free to the degree that it is truly spontaneous and constrained by nothing 
greater than itself. This, for many of us, is the highest good imaginable. 

-David Bentley Hart, Atheist Delusions p. 22 
 
Freedom for us today is something transcendent even of reason, and we no longer really feel that 
we must justify our liberties by recourse to some prior standard of responsible rationality. 

-David Bentley Hart, Atheist Delusions p. 105 
 
We trust…that there is no substantial criterion by which to judge our choices that stands higher 
than the unquestioned good of free choice itself, and that therefore all judgment, divine no less 
than human, is in some sense an infringement upon our freedom. This is our primal ideology. 

-David Bentley Hart, Atheist Delusions p. 21 
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Conscience in Christian Thought up to Thomas Aquinas 

The Hebrew Heart 
Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts… 
-Psalm 95:7-8 
 
I hold fast my righteousness and will not let it go; my heart does not reproach me for any of my 
days. 
-Job 27:6 
 
And I will give them one heart, and a new spirit I will put within them. I will remove the heart of 
stone from their flesh and give them a heart of flesh, that they may walk in my statutes and keep 
my rules and obey them. And they shall be my people, and I will be their God. 
-Ezekiel 11:19-20 
 
This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me… 
-Matthew 15:8 
 

Syneidesis and Synderesis  
For when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do what the law requires, they are a law to 
themselves, even though they do not have the law. They show that the work of the law is written 
on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse or 
even excuse them on that day when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by 
Christ Jesus. 
-Romans 2:14-16 
 
By this we shall know that we are of the truth and reassure our heart before him; for whenever our 
heart condemns us, God is greater than our heart, and he knows everything. Beloved, if our heart 
does not condemn us, we have confidence before God; and whatever we ask we receive from him, 
because we keep his commandments and do what pleases him. 
-1 John 3:19-22 
 

[T]he Greeks call syntērēsin, which is the spark of conscience which was not extinguished even in 
Cain [sic] after his expulsion from Paradise, and which, when we succumb to pleasures or frenzy 
are sometimes deceived by a semblance of reason, we still realize we are sinning. 

-Saint Jerome (342-419), Commentary on Ezekiel 1.1 
 
But “synderesis”…inclines to good only… “Synderesis” is not a power but a habit… 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I 79 a.12 
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Properly speaking, conscience is not a power, but an act…For conscience is said to witness, to bind, 
or incite, and also to accuse, torment, or rebuke. And all these follow the application of knowledge 
or science to what we do. 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I 79 a.13 
 
For when will they be able to understand that there is no soul, however wicked, which can yet 
reason in any way, in whose conscience God does not speak? For who but God has written the law 
of nature in the hearts of men? 
-St. Augustine, The Lord’s Sermon on the Mount 2.9.32  
 

Conscience in Catholic Teaching 
"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." 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church §1776 
 
Moral conscience, present at the heart of the person, enjoins him at the appropriate moment to do 
good and to avoid evil. It also judges 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 the human person is drawn, and it welcomes the commandments. When 
he listens to his conscience, the prudent man can hear God speaking. 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church §1777 
 
Conscience must be informed and moral judgment enlightened. A well-formed conscience is 
upright and truthful. It formulates its judgments according to reason, in conformity with the true 
good willed by the wisdom of the Creator. 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. 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church §1783 
 

Sacred Not Infallible  
A human being must always obey the certain judgment of his conscience. If he were deliberately to 
act against it, he would condemn himself. Yet it can happen that moral conscience remains in 
ignorance and makes erroneous judgments about acts to be performed or already committed. 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church §1790 
 

Conscience is not an infallible judge; it can make mistakes. However, error of conscience can be the 

result of an invincible ignorance, an ignorance of which the subject is not aware and which he is 
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unable to overcome by himself…in cases where such invincible ignorance is not culpable, 
conscience does not lose its dignity, because even when it directs us to act in a way not in 
conformity with the objective moral order, it continues to speak in the name of that truth about 
the good which the subject is called to seek sincerely. 

-Pope John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, §62 
 
This ignorance can often be imputed to personal responsibility. This is the case when a man "takes 
little trouble to find out what is true and good, or when conscience is by degrees almost blinded 
through the habit of committing sin." In such cases, the person is culpable for the evil he commits. 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church §1791 
 
To put it differently, the identification of conscience with superficial consciousness, the reduction 
of man to his subjectivity, does not liberate but enslaves. It makes us totally dependent on the 
prevailing opinions, and debases these with every passing day. Whoever equates conscience with 
superficial conviction identifies conscience with a pseudo-rational certainty that in fact has been 
woven from self-righteousness, conformity, and lethargy. Conscience is degraded to a mechanism 
for rationalization, while it should represent the transparency of the subject for the divine, and 
thus constitute the very dignity and greatness of man. 
-Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (Benedict XVI), On Conscience, p. 22 
 

The Church and Conscience 
Today, however, it seems necessary to reflect on the whole of the Church's moral teaching, with the 
precise goal of recalling certain fundamental truths of Catholic doctrine which, in the present 
circumstances, risk being distorted or denied. In fact, a new situation has come about within the 
Christian community itself, which has experienced the spread of numerous doubts and objections of 
a human and psychological, social and cultural, religious and even properly theological nature, 
with regard to the Church's moral teachings. It is no longer a matter of limited and occasional 
dissent, but of an overall and systematic calling into question of traditional moral doctrine, on the 
basis of certain anthropological and ethical presuppositions.  
 
At the root of these presuppositions is the more or less obvious influence of currents of thought 
which end by detaching human freedom from its essential and constitutive relationship to truth. 
Thus the traditional doctrine regarding the natural law, and the universality and the permanent 
validity of its precepts, is rejected; certain of the Church's moral teachings are found simply 
unacceptable; and the Magisterium itself is considered capable of intervening in matters of 
morality only in order to "exhort consciences" and to "propose values", in the light of which each 
individual will independently make his or her decisions and life choices. 
-Pope John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, §4 
 
There is a rather common impression that the Church is not in a position to respond in a correct 
manner to reality in today’s world. Instead of listening to the language of reality, she is immovably 
chained to antiquated points of view that she tries to impose on men. Right here a conflict arises 
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between the bishop and the expert. In many ways this conflict appears to be a conflict between a 
doctrine that is distant from reality and an exact understanding of current reality. 
-Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (Benedict XVI), On Conscience, p. 58 
 

Christians have a great help for the formation of conscience in the Church and her Magisterium. As 
the Council affirms: "In forming their consciences the Christian faithful must give careful 
attention to the sacred and certain teaching of the Church. For the Catholic Church is by the will 
of Christ the teacher of truth. Her charge is to announce and teach authentically that truth which 
is Christ, and at the same time with her authority to declare and confirm the principles of the 
moral order which derive from human nature itself ". It follows that the authority of the Church, 
when she pronounces on moral questions, in no way undermines the freedom of conscience of 
Christians. This is so not only because freedom of conscience is never freedom "from" the truth 
but always and only freedom "in" the truth, but also because the Magisterium does not bring to the 
Christian conscience truths which are extraneous to it; rather it brings to light the truths which it 
ought already to possess, developing them from the starting point of the primordial act of faith. 
The Church puts herself always and only at the service of conscience, helping it to avoid being tossed 
to and fro by every wind of doctrine proposed by human deceit (cf. Eph 4:14), and helping it not to 
swerve from the truth about the good of man, but rather, especially in more difficult questions, to 
attain the truth with certainty and to abide in it.  
-Pope John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, §64 
 

When people ask the Church the questions raised by their consciences, when the faithful in the Church 
turn to their Bishops and Pastors, the Church's reply contains the voice of Jesus Christ, the voice of the 
truth about good and evil. In the words spoken by the Church there resounds, in people's inmost 
being, the voice of God who "alone is good" (cf. Mt 19:17), who alone "is love" (1 Jn 4:8, 16).  
-Pope John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, §117 
 
If I believe that the Church has its origins in the Lord, then the teaching office in the Church has 
a right to expect that it, as it authentically develops, will be accepted as a priority factor in the 
formation of conscience. There corresponds to this, then an obligation of the magisterium to 
speak its word in such a way that it will be understood in the midst of conflicts of values and 
orientations. 

-Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (Benedict XVI), On Conscience, p. 64 
 
On the other hand, the teaching office of the Church must defend man against himself to prevent 
his destruction, even if this means opposing the philosophy of an entire epoch. 
-Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (Benedict XVI), On Conscience, p. 73 
 
The pope cannot impose commandments on faithful Catholics because he wants to or finds it 
expedient. Such a modern voluntaristic concept of authority can only distort the true theological 
meaning of the papacy. 
-Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (Benedict XVI), On Conscience, p. 34 
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The true sense of the teaching authority of the pope consists in his being the advocate of the 
Christian memory. The pope does not impose from without. Rather, he elucidates the Christian 
memory and defends it. For this reason the toast to conscience indeed must precede the toast to 
the pope, because without conscience there would not be a papacy. All power that the papacy has 
is power of conscience. 
-Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (Benedict XVI), On Conscience, p. 36 
 

Walking in the Light 
The attempt to set freedom in opposition to truth, and indeed to separate them radically, is the 
consequence, manifestation and consummation of another more serious and destructive dichotomy, that 
which separates faith from morality.  
… 
This separation represents one of the most acute pastoral concerns of the Church amid today's 
growing secularism, wherein many, indeed too many, people think and live "as if God did not 
exist". We are speaking of a mentality which affects, often in a profound, extensive and all-
embracing way, even the attitudes and behaviour of Christians, whose faith is weakened and loses 
its character as a new and original criterion for thinking and acting in personal, family and social 
life. In a widely dechristianized culture, the criteria employed by believers themselves in making 
judgments and decisions often appear extraneous or even contrary to those of the Gospel.  
… 

It is urgent then that Christians should rediscover the newness of the faith and its power to judge a 
prevalent and all-intrusive culture. As the Apostle Paul admonishes us: "Once you were darkness, 
but now you are light in the Lord; walk as children of the light (for the fruit of the light is found in 
all that is good and right and true), and try to learn what is pleasing to the Lord. Take no part in 
the unfruitful words of darkness, but instead expose them... Look carefully then how you walk, not 
as unwise men but as wise, making the most of the time, because the days are evil" (Eph 5:8-11, 15-
16; cf. 1 Th 5:4-8).  
… 
It is urgent to rediscover and to set forth once more the authentic reality of the Christian faith, 
which is not simply a set of propositions to be accepted with intellectual assent. Rather, faith is a 
lived knowledge of Christ, a living remembrance of his commandments, and a truth to be lived out. 
A word, in any event, is not truly received until it passes into action, until it is put into practice. 
Faith is a decision involving one's whole existence. It is an encounter, a dialogue, a communion of 
love and of life between the believer and Jesus Christ, the Way, and the Truth, and the Life (cf. Jn 
14:6). It entails an act of trusting abandonment to Christ, which enables us to live as he lived (cf. 
Gal 2:20), in profound love of God and of our brothers and sisters.  
-Pope John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, §88 
 


