Conscience
This question often arises in discussions of morality: Should I always follow my conscience? The Catholic church’s answer to this question is clear: Yes, you should always follow your conscience, but you must also make a sincere effort to form your conscience rightly and honestly. 


The hazard of saying “follow your conscience” is that people may assume that they can claim they are acting in good conscience when, in reality, they have not formed their conscience at all. Saying “I’m just obeying my conscience “ can be a way that people rationalize doing what they wanted to do in the first place. The injunction to a well-formed conscience carries with it the responsibility of individuals to actively develop their conscience.

Although an inner sense of right and wrong is part of our nature as human beings, our conscience is formed or shaped by many sources over a lifetime. Some of these sources are internal, others are external. For example, the family environment  that we grow up in is likely to be a primary source for our understanding of right and wrong. Parents who have a habit of communicating directly with each other about important issues are passing onto their children a sense of honesty. A family in which an alcoholic parent lies to hide his or her problem may implicitly teach the children that lying is usually better than honesty.

External sources, however, do not totally determine our sense of right or wrong. A person raised in a family in which lying is a common practice may recognize the harm caused by lies and so on, knowing from within that lying is usually wrong, may resolve not to lie. 


A well-formed conscience is developed by listening to the full reality of life, including your own insights and experiences along with those of others. Employing the LISTEN process of decision making repeatedly is one way to gradually develop a well-formed conscience.

A healthy conscience at work

Conscience plays a critical role in moral decision making; without it we would be like strangers travelling in a foreign country with no map or language skills to help us read the road signs. In fact, conscience ties together or integrates the pieces of the decision making process. At the very least, our conscience is a starting place for making moral decisions. Ultimately, however, our conscience guides the direction of our whole life; thus, it is important to form our conscience as well as possible.


A well-formed and well-listened to conscience is a good friend when it comes to making moral decisions. Like a true friend, your conscience will tell you what you need to hear rather that what you want to hear. Heeding your conscience usually leads to a sense of peace with yourself, a sense of integrity, of being true to yourself. Deep inside, you can feel good about your decision.

When conscience gets off track!

Obviously, no one’s conscience is as completely formed as it could be, often through no fault of the person. Neglect or indifference to right and wrong can also result in an ill-formed conscience. When a person’s conscience is skewed, her or his experience of guilt usually is, too.

Some distortions of conscience include the following:

1. A wrongly formed conscience

2. A lax conscience

3. A legalistic conscience

Through no fault of their own, people are sometimes given information or assumptions about right and wrong that are mistaken. These people have a wrongly formed conscience.


For example, something to be judged right at one time in history, such as slavery, may be recognised as grossly immoral at a later time. You may recall Mark Twain’s novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, in which Huck helps the slave Jim to escape from his owner, Miss Watson. Together, Huck and Jim have many adventures on their journey down the Mississippi River on a raft.


Huck, however, is convinced that he is doing something “low-down” by helping Jim escape; after all, helping someone’s property to get away is like stealing! He wrestles with his conscience over whether to reform himself and to do the “right” thing by sending Miss Watson a note telling her of Jim’s whereabouts. For Huck, this decision has eternal consequences – he believes his choice may determine whether he goes to heaven or hell after death. At last Huck writes the note and finally feels “washed clean of sin.” But then his heart starts to speak to him, reminding him of his now-close friendship with Jim and all their risky adventures on the river. He looks at the note to Miss Watson;

I took it up, and held it in my hand. I was a-trembling, because I’d got to decide, forever, betwixt two things, and I knowed it. I studied a minute, a sort of holding my breath, and then says to myself:


“All right, then, I’ll go to hell” – and tore it up.

It was awful thoughts and awful words, but they was said. And I let them stay said; and never thought no more about reforming. I shoved the whole thing out of my head, and said  I would take up wickedness again, which was in my line, being brung up to it, and the other wasn’t. And for a starter I would go to work and steal Jim out of slavery again; and if I could think up anything worse, I would do that, too; because as long as I was in for good, I might as well go the whole hog. (Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, pages 284-285)

Mark Twain, in commenting on his beloved character Huck ten years after the novel was written, said, “’In a crucial moral emergency a sound heart is a safer guide than an ill-trained conscience’”(quoted in Blair, Mark Twain and Huck Finn, page 143). Huck’s belief that it was right to turn Jim over to his slave master, a commonly held “moral truth” of that time, in Twain’s words, “’shows that that strange thing, the conscience ...can be trained to approve any wild thing you want it to approve if you begin its education early and stick to it”’.(page 144 in Blair)
If something immoral was thought by many people, even devoutly religious persons, to be right at one time in history, that does not mean it used to be right and now it is wrong. It means that peoples consciences were objectively in error – wrongly formed – in the past.

Out of this wrongly formed conscience, Huck feels guilty about helping Jim run away from slavery. And, according to the civil law and the moral understanding of the time (the early 1800s), Huck was guilty of both a crime and a sin. But Huck suffers from unwarranted guilt because he was doing what was morally right – helping another human being escape the inherently evil system of slavery. Huck has no real or justifiable reason to feel guilty or regret his actions because what he did was not wrong. Of course, the fact that Huck’s guilt was undeserved does not lessen it, and his decision is all the more heroic because of the inner pain it brings him.

Indifference to right & wrong

Someone in Huck’s shoes, assuming he is wearing them, can end up with a confused sense of right and wrong. Part of Huck knows that he is doing the right thing, but he is just as sure that he is headed to hell. We might say his conscience is overtaxed.


In the reverse case, when persons habitually sin in a certain way, their conscience gradually gets distorted. Actions that once seemed wrong begin to seem less wrong, or not wrong at all. This insensitivity to right and wrong is called a lax conscience. For example, consider the following example:


Leo has gotten a job as a waiter at a family restaurant where the manager is often not around. Leo is supposed to pay 50% of the price for any food or beverages he eats or drinks while on the job. After about a week, Leo sees that most of the other employees just take a glass of Coke whenever they want without paying, so he follows suit.


In another week, Leo realises that he can easily eat a burger without paying for it. Soon he is accustomed to sitting down to a whole dinner, complete with a hot fudge sundae, on the house. The next step is that when his friends come in every evening, he offers them a free burger – “on me”.


Leo’s habits have gradually created a lax conscience, one that judges that what is wrong is not so wrong at all.


In the case of a lax conscience, persons become less and less sensitive to right and wrong, and they can experience too little guilt. They feel immune to guilt because they have become so accustomed to sin.  A bad act becomes “okay” in their mind, and thus they lose the awareness of sin that is the sign of a healthy conscience. But having a lax conscience does not excuse persons and make them less accountable for their actions. They are still objectively guilty and culpable even though they may not feel guilty or remorseful.

Jesus and the Law

In his day, Jesus challenged the legalistic mentality of the Pharisees, who insisted on the strictest interpretation of the Jewish Law. When they criticised Jesus for curing a man’s withered hand on the Sabbath, which was supposed to be a day of complete rest, Jesus answered:

“Which one of you who has a sheep that falls into a pit on the Sabbath will not take hold of it and lift it out? How much more valuable a person is than a sheep. So it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.”  (Matthew 12:11-12)

When Jesus’ disciples were hungry and so pulled off heads of grain as they walked through a field of wheat on the Sabbath, they were attacked by the Pharisees for breaking the Law. Jesus responded, 


“The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27).

Jesus believed in following the spirit of the law, which often also meant following the letter of the Law – but not always. 
It comes down to you

In the final analysis, you, and no one else, are responsible and accountable for your decisions. You cannot blindly follow the teachings of anyone, even the Church. You must be sincerely convinced that your actions conform to the will of God (that is, they are oriented to the good).


There are no easy, automatic rules to follow that will ensure you are doing God’s will. The LISTEN process is a good place to start. However, to become a person of integrity, you have to listen to the fullness of reality and come to your own decisions. 

This article was adapted from ‘Growing in Christian Morality’ by Ahlers ,Allaire & Koch, Saint Mary’s Press, Christian Brothers Publications, Winona, Minnesota, 1996.
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