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The first moment of conscience has been described as desiring and knowing the good and the second moment as discerning the particular good”. DISCUSS?

Within this document I shall attempt to define what a “conscience “is and how it is or isn’t applied.  Also analyse the effect that Christian Faith has upon its development and use.

One could define a conscience as:

“An act of the practical reason about the goodness or badness of a concrete action”

(St Thomas: Syneidesisans and Synderesis)

The analysis of the human conscience can be split into three moments:

· Stage 1 / the first moment: Do good avoid evil (desiring and knowing the good)

· Stage 2 / the second moment: What to do in practise, the process of thought, decision making, actions, and intensions behind the act or decision (discerning the particular good).

· Stage 3: Making a choice, moving into action

“The Key to morality is to strive to know the right and to do it. Otherwise, we are bad”.

(Commandments of Compassion)

Stage 1 / the first moment: Do good avoid evil (desiring and knowing the good)

The first moment of conscience has been described as desiring and knowing the good, but what is a conscience? I would interpret this as a human beings ability to know the difference between right and wrong. Individuals should have the freedom, intelligence and freewill to make educated reasoned choices and maintain and above all dignity. Then how and when is a conscience formed? All human beings are different and could have different views as to what is a good and bad act.  When and how these are formed is a point of contention. If we are a product or our environment and upbringing then our family, friends, piers and the cultures and views that they hold dear would affect us. 

“Moral development in children takes place in part through repetition and reinforcement, and through adapting fundamental moral values to a variety of social circumstances beyond the family. When the child begins to move beyond the family, other institutions need to reinforce the values learned at home”.

(William C Spohn)Conscience and Moral Development

However different upbringings cultures and societies have differing standards of morality and acceptability. A broad example of this would be suicide. In pre war Japan it was thought of as honourable to commit ritual suicide whereas western society considers it a cowardly and wasteful act.

Stage 2 / the second moment: What to do in practise, the process of thought, decision making, actions, and intensions behind the act or decision (discerning the particular good).

We therefore need to learn right from wrong how is this done? The division between the first and second moment is unclear, as it is said that people should “learn from their mistakes” and that poor decisions or acts build a person’s character. This must depend upon the outcomes of these acts and decisions and the original intention of the act. People must be prepared to take responsibility for the consequences of actions.  The act is part of the learning process. 

The ultimate act of evil is to take another’s life, but depending upon the context and intention of this conscious decision should this act always be perceived as evil. To intentionally take another’s life is against god’s law and against most civil laws of civilised nations. So in what situations would this decision be made? 
The prevention of further suffering to one or many. 

The death sentence is still used in some countries as a judicial penalty for those offenders who are deemed no longer any use to society and that release would constitute a danger to society. This decision is made under strict guidance of law by experienced experts in their field and with full representation of the defendant’s rights. The final decision is made with little regret and a clear conscience because it serves the greater good under an established set of guidelines. Emotion has little effect upon the outcome.
Where a loved member of family is injured beyond repair with no hope of recovery, there comes a point where it falls to the next of kin to decide whether artificial life support is to be continued or withdrawn. This decision is centred upon the trust of medical expertise and the opinions of doctors. You must trust that there is no hope of recovery and that it would be the wishes of the patient. Or that the decision would alleviate further suffering. The consequences of this act will be felt always in a feeling of guilt or regret. This is an act which in contrast to the previous example is interlaced with emotion. However a decision of this magnitude must be deemed good because of its good intentions based on the alleviation of suffering for a loved one.
“An evil action cannot be justified by reference to a good intention. The end does not justify the means”.
(CCC 1759, 1761)

Evil can be done under the excuse of good intentions. It could there for be the good or malicious intent which makes a decision either a mistake of judgement or an evil act.

Then the question should then be “How much evil can we do in order to do good?”

Evil acts are committed by those who are responsible for maintaining peace under the excuse that the end justifies the means. Is the invasion of a country and the death of countless soldiers and innocents justified to topple an evil dictator to prevent other atrocities in the future.

Are these decisions then made with a clear or guilty conscience or are they the result of no conscience at all. Or is it those things you choose not to do because of a formed conscience that allows you to grow.

How do we develop these two moments of conscience in the context of Christian Faith? 

Everyone is affected to some degree by god’s law in one form or another. The basic pillars of most legal systems are derived from the Ten Commandments. The effects of Christian values upon the formation of a conscience in today’s society are pretty hard to avoid.

“The natural law expresses the original sense which enables men to discern by reason the good and evil, the truth and the lie”.

(CCC 1954 and 1955)

As a person of faith, the mind of god or eternal law allows us to interpret events of situations in order to maintain order via natural law. These two evidential sources are used to argue right from wrong. Generic Natural law (the order of nature) effects biological decisions and Specific Natural law (the order of reason) affects actions and behaviour and the natural development of society. These all effect the order of reason. This reasoning can be contradicted by emotions such as spitefulness jealousy and envy, happiness and contentment which are far too prevalent in today’s dog eat dog world.
The essential aspect of Christianity is the presence of the Holy Spirit as good, allowing a conscience to flourish. These ethics are spread by stories of the good and just which promote virtue and honesty. These teachings lead us to ask two questions of ourselves, who are we called to be? And, what are we called to do?

“Conscience relies on the moral quality of the groups to which we belong. We gain our moral bearings from the communities we are born into and deliberately choose, beginning with family and extending to peers, other adults, religious and professional communities. We carry their voices in our heads for better or worse”.

(William C Spohn) Conscience and Moral Development.

A conscience is informed by the progression of Human Experience. Which is intern shaped by an individual’s exposure to their surrounding society, culture and peers, this then constitutes an upbringing. This upbringing also includes exposure to negative influences and their consequential effect upon decisions made. 

To conclude it is not the decision that is made but the intention behind the decision which is important. It is the realisation of good or bad act which invokes emotions and it is these feelings of pain or anguish or shame or regret which inform our decision making in future events.

For those with divine faith a conscience can be mistaken for the word of god and therefore some carry out these deeds with a clear conscience. This should not be mistaken for divine law which binds all people and cannot be disobeyed deliberately without sinning. If people believe that their consciences are allowing them to break Divine Law, their belief is wrong. God cannot tell people one thing through Divine Law and another through conscience. 
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