
Pastor’s Page: The Primacy of Conscience 

What should I do in this circumstance? What action should I take?  Who has my attention? How do I 
know what to do?  

      We live in a highly complex world with many voices vying for our attention. We are inundated with 
information, and influenced as well by misinformation. The information we receive and accept as 
valid, has an impact on our mind and heart. Our moral character is formed by it.  

      The Second Vatican Council defined conscience as …“the most secret core and sanctuary of a man. 
There he is alone with God, whose voice echoes in his depths… Always summoning him to do good and 
avoid evil, the voice of conscience can when necessary speak to his heart more specifically: do this, 
shun that. For man has in his heart a law written by God. To obey it is the very dignity of man; 
according to it he will be judged." (Document on the Church Today) 

      While the church has upheld throughout its history the supreme authority of the conscience, the 
challenge has always been in forming that conscience properly. How do I know that this inner voice 
echoing in my depths is truly the voice of God and not a false God? Every action that we take, or 
inaction, has a moral dimension. We are either moving toward authenticity and integrity, or away 
from it. As a Christian, the development of my conscience depends radically on my study and personal 
appropriation of the word of God in Scripture. The Bible, especially the New Testament and the Jesus 
story or Christ event, and my personal relationship with Jesus Christ is paramount. Why prayerfully 
read and study the Scriptures? 

      What would Jesus do in this day and age? And what is my friendship with him calling forth from 
me in response to contemporary moral issues? 

      The teachings of the church, based on the Scriptures, provide ethical guideposts for me and the 
personal choices that I make, and the impact of my choices on others. The Pope and bishops are the 
official teachers of our church. In the documents that they compose they draw upon Scripture, 
personal prayer, and the insights of theologians. Bishops are called to be very aware of the experience 
of the people of God, and the wisdom of the Christian community. Together with all of God’s people, 
they are constantly called to conversion. 

      All Christians pray for openness and docility to the Holy Spirit. We want God to teach us what is 
required of us in our complex world. We listen attentively and respectfully to the church’s teaching 
authority (the magisterium) and accept the validity of what we prayerfully study in the writings of our 
Pope and bishops. We are loyal even when we are not able to agree with some aspect or method of 
church teaching. We form our moral judgments and our consciences according to the sacred 
Scriptures, and our ongoing personal relationship with Jesus Christ, the human face of God.  

      The gospel and the church’s teaching frequently call for a change of heart on our part. The Second 
Vatican Council challenged Catholics to see other Christians as our brothers and sisters in the faith. It 
called us to active participation in the Eucharist; and reaffirmed baptism as the foundational 



sacrament of ministry. Pope Francis in his recent encyclical on the environment, “Laudato Si”, has 
followed his predecessors in a powerful papal appeal to care for our world- with the global poor and 
needy as a primary concern. Is the Pope’s encyclical informing your conscience? 

      The development of a correct and well-formed conscience involves an ongoing integration of the 
Bible and church teachings, a personal relationship with Christ, my personal history and 
circumstances, and my development on all levels: biological, psychological and social. Ultimately I 
must decide what to do. But my decisions are not mine alone because they will positively or 
negatively the people in my life. The decisions I make reveal what kind of person I am before the 
world. Am I truly a Christian in my words and actions? 

       If my ethical decisions are misinformed and misguided, but I truly believe that my conscience is 
correct and that God is guiding me in the depth of my heart and soul, I must follow my conscience. 
Conscience remains primary in our moral lives. And by our consciences we will be judged. Be sure to 
bookmark the Vatican website (www.Vatican.va). The writings of our Holy Father can all be found 
there. 

Peace, Father Bruce 

 

http://www.vatican.va/

