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Catholic Faith and Personal Conscience 
 

What do we do when “conventional wisdom” (the world-spirit) says what is right or wrong is at total 

odds with the teaching of the Church? Even more, what do we do if what our conscience thinks is right 

or wrong is at total odds with the teaching of the Church? 
 

The Church teaches that we must follow our conscience––but that first our conscience must be well-

formed, because our conscience has been deformed by original sin, and can be further deformed by bad 

messages we get from society and bad experiences we can have in life. If our conscience is not well-

formed, which takes time and effort, it can lead us into grave evil. So we must be sure that our 

conscience is well-formed by knowing what the Church teaches and then follow it. This is because 

Catholics believe that the teaching of the Church is true teaching about reality and how to live in that 

reality.... because it comes from God, the Creator of reality. 
 

If we then feel the urge to do something against what the Church teaches, we can recognize that it is 

not our conscience, but our deformed fears, desires, self-will, or suggestions from elsewhere leading us 

astray. Thus, we should resist. If we do not know what the Church teaches, or we do not believe it, our 

conscience is not well-formed and this can lead us to do evil. If we do wrong out of ignorance of what 

the Church teaches, we are less culpable for the wrong; if we know what the Church teaches and 

simply disagree, we are more culpable for the wrong. 
 

This is an important point because many Catholics wrongly believe––and some actively teach–– that 

we must follow our consciences regardless of what the Church teaches, as if whatever our conscience 

tells us is right, but that is emphatically the opposite of what the Church actuallymeans. We must have 

a standard by which to discern whether the dictates of our conscience are correct or not, and that 

standard is Church teaching. 
 

When this is understood, when it comes to matters of conscience, the 

saints are those who practice heroic virtue by following Church 

teaching, follow their well-formed consciences, do the right thing in 

the most difficult circumstances, regardless of the personal cost, 

because they understand the nature of reality and how to live in it 

right. We are all called to be saints, without exception. If we are 

willing, God will always give us the grace to do so.* 

 

*adapted from a post by blogger Aimee Milburn Cooper 


