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“What is a Conscience?” 
 
I’m sure most of you have heard the phrase, “I must follow my conscience.” This phrase is commonly uttered when someone’s moral 
beliefs are being challenged. But what exactly does this mean? Is it actually correct to say this? Well, if you’ve read many of my articles 
in the past, you’ll probably guess what I’m going to say next. That’s right… yes and no. In order to understand what I mean, let’s begin 
with what a conscience is in the first place. The Latin conscientia means “knowledge within oneself.” So, we could say that conscience 
is that inner sense of what is right or wrong. That is, it tells us to do good and to avoid evil. To be clear, conscience is not some 
emotional aspect of our humanity, but a rational operation – one that involves judgment. It establishes the moral context, advises 
before the act, and assesses after the act. This last part is why when we do something we believe to be wrong in some way, we feel 
guilt. It can be said that the reason we must follow our conscience is because it is precisely when we go against our conscience that we 
fall into sin. Remember, to sin would be to commit an act with “full knowledge” that it is wrong (CCC, 1859). For more on this, please 
see Volume 52 on “What is Sin?” Essentially, when we speak of any sinful action, this action necessarily indicates that we are going 
against our conscience, when considering sin from the subjective aspect. This is because we are willingly doing what we have judged 
to be wrong. If we have judged that something is evil, then we are morally obligated to avoid committing that evil.  
 

With that being said, can our conscience ever be wrong about what is good and evil? Absolutely! Think about it. In reality, nobody 
really chooses to do something that they do not perceive is good in some way. If they felt there was no good to be had, then there 
would be no motivation for that action to begin with. So, when somebody commits a sin, while they understand in some sense that it 
is wrong to commit that particular act, they are justifying the act in pursuit of some other good. For example, someone may think that 
abortion is morally justifiable. Why? Because their “inner sense” of right and wrong could be judging that the greater good in this 
situation is convenience, financial stability, etc. Of course, in this judgment, they have lost sight of the good of the innocent human 
being in the womb. In other words, it is the conscience of the mother telling them that having the abortion would be the “right” thing 
to do.  
 

So, how do we remedy this issue? Well, it is our responsibility as moral agents to ensure that we have a “formed conscience.” Since 
we are human (not God), every judgment on our part regarding what is good and evil, is imperfect. This is because our knowledge is 
limited, and thus our knowledge of the moral law can be incomplete. Therefore, it is imperative that we form our conscience to the 
truth. If we don’t, then we are simply living according to our own moral standards without reference to what is objectively right or 
wrong. In cases like this, we can see that one can, at the same time, be following their conscience, and be doing what is objectively 
evil. As an example of this, one can believe that it is acceptable to steal from somebody, and in following their conscience in doing so, 
they are still doing what is objectively evil. This is because they failed to take into consideration the harm it causes to the other person.  
 

We can begin to form our conscience by being open to the truth: studying Church teachings, reading the scriptures, engaging in 
frequent prayer, and using our reason to look at things in an objective way so as to align our inner sense of morality according to divine 
instruction. That is, we must do whatever we can to make sure that our conscience if well-formed. Ignorance is not bliss. We might 
feel great for a certain period of time doing whatever we feel is right. But in the end, if our actions are not submissive to the will of 
God, chaos will ensue. So, I ask that we all work together in forming our consciences so that every judgment we make may be in 
harmony with God’s divine will. When we have a well-formed conscience, it is then that it can be truly said, “When he listens to his 
conscience, the prudent man can hear God speaking” (CCC 1777).  
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