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Introduction

I TAUGHT MORAL THEOLOGY FOR NEARLY FORTY
YEARS. References to St. Alphonsus de Liguori were frequent,
for the most part repeating what others wrote. The realization
that I had not paid attention to his most distinctive text on moral
theology began to bother me. For the past twenty years, occasion-
ally during semester breaks when I was a teacher and more consis-
tently since my retirement, I have studied that text.

His original Treatise on Conscience is the opening tract of
his monumental Theologia Moralis, written in Latin. As I grew
in appreciation of the original text, I developed an aspiration to
share its approach with a generation who find Latin difficult to
understand. The translation aims at accuracy rather than literary
flourish. There are differing views about the theological merit
of Alphonsus. The rationale of my translation progressively
developed a limited focus: present what Alphonsus himself said,
leaving what others say about him to another day.

Every translator is a traitor: traductor traditor. I have avoided
a verbatim translation, preferring what flows better in English to
a rigid transliteration. On occasion, I have changed verb tenses,
transposed subjects and objects, divided sentences, and added a

. word here and there to mak easoning clearer. The original
LiguaiRublicalions 12 e Sui g bis apemmved.
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CONSCIENCE

genre. Some important words, such as opinio and sententia, allow
for differing English translations. I have let the context of their
use give me flexibility. There is a further problem with the Latin
style. Some of the articles are dry and didactic, and they remain
so in my translation. Other articles are more like narratives,
stories, or cases. I have tried to remain faithful to that technique
when Alphonsus uses it. For understanding the treatise, the most
important articles are the legal arguments of the text and the
theological interpretations of Thomas Aquinas in the corollaries.
Words matter, both in the Latin original and in the English trans-
lation. Words that are suitable in the juridical language of the text
are not always the words that are appropriate in the theological
controversies of the corollaries. Nonetheless, I have tried to be as
consistent as possible in the linguistic style.

Alphonsus wrote the treatise for students. The translation
maintains this didactic focus. The textbook style is deliberate.
The translation is based on what I consider the best available crit-
ical edition, that of Leonard Gaudé (1905). An updated critical
edition is needed. Meanwhile, I am confident that the edition
used here is of a sufficient scientific standard to merit presentation
in an English translation. The other Latin edition that has been
widely used is Michael Heilig’s (1852). I believe it is of a lesser
quality than the edition by Gaudé.

When I first gave serious attention to the translation of the
text, I focused on being a trustworthy translator. My preoccu-
pations were Latin grammar and syntax, the choice of the more
felicitous phrasing, and a desire not to betray the thought of
Alphonsus. I did not start with the idea of a commentary, envis-
aging an occasional footnote instead. This would have been

. simpler for me, but I would have run the risk of offering an eigh-
LigupthPublications. sl Al aghts sedarved.
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INTRODUCTION

become longer than the text, which would be disproportionate.
The slimmer commentary printed here aims to give a scaffolding
for the text, inviting the reader to enter the world of Alphonsus
and offering indications for application today.

The novelty of this book is that it presents, for the first time,
an English translation of a classic text of moral theology. I am not
competing with the commendable historical-theological studies
of L. Vereecke, S. Majorano, M. Vidal, L. Gaudé¢, D. Capone, or
A. Amarante. I have benefited much from their research, incorpo-
rating some of it into my commentary. Alphonsus labored on this
text over a thirty-year period. It is the part of the moral theology
that is most noticeably stamped with his own style and convic-
tions. I have the simple desire to present, in English, the Latin
text of Alphonsus on conscience that is, beyond doubt, his most
notable contribution to moral theology.

The confidence that the moral theology of Alphonsus is
structured on a distinctive methodology matured as I worked
on the text and commentary. Its historical significance is gener-
ally acknowledged. Can we learn from it now? The tedious work
involved in the translation and commentary is my personal
answer. Alphonsus presents, in the treatise on conscience,
a distinctive way of understanding the moral judgment of
conscience. Understandably, this is within the ecclesiology of his
time. The demands of moral judgment are different in the Church
that is emerging after the Second Vatican Council. Pope Francis s
often mentioned for a remark he made in an interview (July 2013)
about a young gay man who was a good person and doing his best:
The Pope said, “Who am I to judge?” Nevertheless, someone has
to judge, and the only one who can do this is the conscientious

pers reatise of Alph actuality in its insis-
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CONSCIENCE

Alphonsus intended this treatise as an introduction to moral
theology. What conscience means for us, and what moral theology
involves as a contemporary science, have changed appreciably.
The commentary acknowledges these changes, suggesting analo-
gous applications here and there.

While working mainly with the critical edition of Gaudé
and consulting various editions of the moral theology printed
during the lifetime of Alphonsus, I also took advantage of internet
resources. I encourage readers of this text to do the same.

I made some editorial decisions for the exposition of this text.
I present the first three chapters (up to Article 63) as a continuous
text. There is a commentary on each of the articles. I present the
two corollaries separately and offer no direct commentary on
individual articles. I use the corollaries as the most substantial
material for the commentary on Chapter Three of the text. The
corollaries merit a separate commentary, article by article. My
choice has been dictated by the scope of this book. The textual
differences in the editions of Heilig and Gaudé are notable at this
point, evident principally in the numbering of the articles. They
take diverse approaches to the understanding of the sixth and
later editions of Alphonsus, based on their understanding of the
separate text of Alphonsus (De usu moderato opinionis probabilis)
and the better way to incorporate it into the presentation of their
own editions. The differences are more material than substantial.

This book, therefore, is not a critical edition of a classic text. I
leave that exacting task to others. However, endnotes are offered
for the contemporary reader to have an idea of the type of texts
cited by Alphonsus. Here, too, I have made a personal editorial
decision about how to do this. Alphonsus inserts his quotations

. intg the body of the text itself. Hi ner of ¢iting authors is
Ligugi Bublicalions me 2 0id.Alligbsreserved.
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INTRODUCTION

Alphonsus was referring to. In ordering my notes, I have followed
the text of Alphonsus in the sixth edition of 1767 and compared it
to the Gaudé edition of 1905 and the Heilig edition of 1852. I have
standardized the methodology of the endnotes to fit the scope of
this book, which is to present the text of Alphonsus as clearly as
possible in English.

My purpose in the notes is simple: give the names of the
authors, their dates, and the title of the main book cited in that
note. I have not tried to establish the date of first publication or
the edition cited by Alphonsus. A critical edition would evidently
demand a very different approach. My references to the authors
cited are to the principal work referred to at that location; other
details are minimal. Notes should help a reader, and my presump-
tion is that the readers of this volume will be primarily interested
in what Alphonsus himself has to say. If my notes stimulate
interest in further study, that would be a bonus.

Regarding detail in the endnotes, I have made an important
exception, giving the precise textual references for Thomas
Aquinas. These were the critical texts for Alphonsus. They are
easily accessible today, unlike many of the obscure contemporary
authors he cites.

The short bibliography of primary and secondary works refers
only to works that I actually consulted. The internet has been an
invaluable asset to me, but it can be unreliable as a primary source
when dealing with a historical text.

Liguori Publications « © 2019 All rights reserved.
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Note on the Preface to
Theologia Moralis

Alphonsus published the first edition of his moral theology in
1748. This was, in effect, a commentary on another work by a Ger-
man Jesuit, Herman Busenbaum (1609-1668). In the subsequent
eight editions, Alphonsus added a preface explaining his under-
standing of moral theology to which the tract on conscience was
the entry point. He urged his readers to begin by reading the gen-
eral preface in order to appreciate the sense of the complete work.
It remains good advice.

Alphonsus accepts the legal nature of moral theology as it was
understood after the Council of Trent (1545-1563). Law was the
undisputed matrix.

In placing conscience as the entry point, Alphonsus is within
the tradition of Catholic theology that was evolving since the
thirteenth century. Law was considered to be the optimal guar-
antor of freedom. He was strongly aware of the fact that law-cen-
tered theology could degenerate into legalism. On the other hand,
he did not accept the separation of law and freedom that was
emerging in the Reformation churches. The dignity of conscience
was, for Alphonsus, a personal one within an acceptance of the

. hurch as guarantor of the inter ion of the law of God.
Liguor idbligatians,: ©204dAlLaahs feserved.
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CONSCIENCE

looking for a compromise that reduced tensions to the lowest
common denominator. In moral decisions for Catholics, salva-
tion is at stake.

The conception of moral theology as a law-based discipline is
one aspect of the ministry of the Church at the time Alphonsus
was writing. The careful way Alphonsus outlines the steps in
reaching a moral decision within a system of principles guaran-
tees the dignity of a personal conscience. The claim of law to its
rights is relatively straightforward. The claim of conscience to its
rights is more challenging. Equity in the application of the law is
the lodestar to protect conscience from an overbearing legalism.

Liguori Publications « © 2019 All rights reserved.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Meaning of Conscience

Different Aspects and the Order to be Followed

ARTICLE 1
The remote and proximate rule for human actions

There are two rules for measuring human actions. One is more
distant; the other is more immediate. The distant or material way
of determining is from divine law. However, the immediate or for-
mally correct way is through conscience. Even though conscience
ought to conform to the divine law in everything, the goodness
or evil of human actions becomes known exactly in the way that
conscience understands it. This is what St. Thomas teaches: “Hu-
man reason is the rule for the human will by which its goodness
is measured.” He is clearer in another work: “A human action is
judged virtuous or wrong according to the good as properly un-
derstood: the will is directed to this, by itself, and not in accor-
dance with the material object of the act.”

Liguori Ruhlicationsis @ 219 Al fightisseserved.
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CONSCIENCE

ARTICLE 2
Conscience and synderesis

Conscience can be defined: it is the judgment or practical instruc-
tion of reason by which we judge what is to be done here and now
because it is good or avoided because it is evil.

Conscience is called a practical directive, to distinguish
it from synderesis, which is the speculative knowledge of the
universal principles of the good life, such as: “God ought to be
worshiped. What you do not wish for yourself, you should not do
to another.” You will find this in St. Thomas.3

ARTICLE 3
Different types of conscience

Conscience can be categorized as upright, erroneous, confused,
scrupulous, indecisive, and probable.

The upright conscience commands what is true. Therefore, a
person who acts against a conscience in this sense commits a sin.
The apostle states* that “anything that does not come from faith”
(namely, from the instruction of conscience), is a sin, as Estius®
and others explain.

Pope Innocent III supports this view: “Whatever is done
against conscience builds the road to hell.”

A conscience is definitely erroneous when it prescribes some-
thing false as if it were true. Moreover, this type of conscience
can be either vincible or invincible. It is vincible when the person
acting could or should have corrected the error. This can be the

. case either because one alrea otices the error, or at least has
Liguai b URliCa A Se e 20 & tLtights deserved.
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THE MEANING OF CONSCIENCE

Navarrus,® Suarez,” and others like Silvius and Cajetan give this
as the standard teaching from St. Thomas.'°

However, the Salmanticenses' and Castropalaus'? along with
Azor,"® Suarez,'* Vasquez,'S Bonacina,' and Wigandt,'” point out
that, in the case of invincible ignorance, it is not required to take
extraordinary care to overcome an error. Common ordinary care
is enough. In the strict sense, ignorance is invincible when it is
morally impossible to overcome it. No thought or doubt about the
error enters the person’s mind when acting, not even in a muddled
way. This applies both while the person performs the action or
determines a motive for doing it. The treatise On Sins in Book S
will explain this more fully when we deal with the level of aware-
ness needed to call something a sin.

ARTICLE 4
Following a vincibly erroneous conscience

Therefore, we assert that a person with a vincibly erroneous con-
science always sins, whether acting in accordance with or against
such a conscience. The person sins by acting against it, because
one chooses an evil that is judged to be evil. There is evidently sin
in acting in accordance with such a conscience, because a person
who could and should overcome the error does not remove it and
irresponsibly performs the act.

ARTICLE 5
Following an invincibly erroneous conscience

Liguaetinsplicatinns. Grel 1t Allkighbs.rergsved.
conscienchi'gludvid@apgo! s BB YEpRdnce with it.
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CONSCIENCE

Indeed he is obliged to follow it in all circumstances. Here is the
reasoning for both points. A person does not sin because, though
the action in itself may not be good, nevertheless it is good accord-
ing to the conscience of the person who acts. A person is bound
to follow such a conscience (which is the proximate measuring
standard) anytime it recommends the person to act in this way.

ARTICLE 6
Gaining merit

Not merely does the person who acts with an invincibly errone-
ous conscience not sin, but more probably even gains merit, as Fr.
Fulgentius Cuniliati'® and others correctly think. Here is the rea-
soning. In order to call some action good, or at least not imper-
fect, it is sufficient that the action be guided by the directive of
reason and prudence. Therefore, in acting, provided the person
does so prudently, one undoubtedly ought to be rewarded in view
of the good purpose for which the action is performed. This good
purpose could be the glory of God or charity for the neighbor and
the like. In the same way, a person who does something good but
comprehends the action to be evil is deprived of merit because of
the immoral purpose intended.

ARTICLE 7
Answering some objections

Franzoja'® objects that a bad action can never be a source of merit,

Ligudr BUblications « &%519 All rights reserved.
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THE MEANING OF CONSCIENCE

Good is caused by the integrity of factors, evil [is pro-
duced] by any single defect. Hence, for anything that the
will seeks, it is enough for it to be either actually bad by its
nature or to be understood as bad. To call it good, it must
be good in both senses.?°

Regarding this view, it should be answered that the angelic
doctor is speaking here about good understood absolutely and
unconditionally, and not about good understood relatively or
contingently. Such is precisely the case when conscience, as the
proximate rule of action, is not culpable about how it understands
something. That is what the angelic doctor teaches, as already
indicated: “A human act is judged virtuous or immoral in the way
the good has been apprehended, insofar as that is what the will is
of itself directed to, and not according to the material object of
the act.”!

Fr. Concina*® is now closer to our view, although he had
argued earlier that actions based on an erroneous conscience
(even an invincibly ignorant one) could not be capable of either
goodness or merit. He writes:

It could happen that a person, while performing an action
that is materially bad, also performs a number of good ac-
tions, undoubtedly with the intention of pleasing God....
We say that these actions are good and meritorious, al-
though the act performed may be materially bad, it is not
to be qualified as a guilty act.... The materially bad action,
not being a voluntary one, is not a reason to ascribe evil to
those actions.*?

Liguori Rublications:« @201 Al ightsresarved.
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CONSCIENCE

with merit even though at the materiallevel the action is unlawful.
This is how he expresses it:

I would say that a person is praiseworthy on the sole basis
of a religiously motivated intention. Clearly, a person will
not be deprived of a just reward for an action that is some
way not good, provided the will is good.**

ARTICLE 8
Invincible ignorance regarding the precepts of natural law

There is an initial question: Can a conscience be invincibly ignorant
regarding precepts of the natural law? The answer will be brief. This
can happen in the case of intermediary conclusions and of those
that are at some remove from first principles. It cannot happen
in the case of immediate and proximate conclusions (from the
first principles). Examples would be the case of taking an owner’s
property against their will, killing an innocent person, and such-
like. This is the commonly accepted opinion, as we will prove lat-
er, using first and foremost the authority of St. Thomas. We will
do this in the second treatise, On Laws, number 170.

ARTICLE 9
Desire, actions, and sin

There is a second question: Can conscience be considered invincibly

erro, n g person who desires cc evil—take fornica-
Ligugh Subitalions. & s Al figbis tessrved.
wicating is o QUOR] N9 BHONI R ABE beur
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THE MEANING OF CONSCIENCE

Sanchez?®® and Granado®® propose this as the more prob-
able view, asserting that the person sins only materially. Their
reasoning is: although the person chooses a bad object, he still
invincibly believes that the desire initself does not inflict an injury
on God. However, I would never hold this opinion to be probable.
I could never believe such an opinion is sound. It would propose
that a person who deliberately wishes to perform an action that he
knows offends God could believe without guilt that God was not
offended. Such a person effectively desires to carry out something
which he certainly knows will turn him away from God.

You may say, however: How can a person sin formally by his
desire if he is ignorant of its malice? Here is my answer: although
it can be granted that the person is ignorant about the wrongness
ofthe internal act, he surely recognizes the evil of the external act.
If, therefore, a person wishes to carry out an act, already recog-
nized as evil, in what way can he be excused from sin? Everyone
can discern through the light of reason that they are bound to
obey their Creator. Therefore, when a person deliberately wishes
to do something that he knows God forbids him, at the same time
he has to realize that he is acting wrongly. Although reflexively
there is no sin, because he thinks that only the external actis a sin,
in practice the person is already sinning. He desires to negate the
obedience due to God at the time he is contemplating the sin to
be completed.

You might continue to maintain that many rural people do
not acknowledge this in the case of immoral desires. They believe
that it is only sin when the external act is completed. My answer
is that such people are quite deceived in believing that they are
not bound to confess as sins something not completed in action.

cordi he prudent confessor o ydge that when a
Ligugi Bullicatians s oo T a Al fdhls, seatved.
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CONSCIENCE

considerations I, along with other more recent experts, consider
the opposite opinion to be not sufficiently probable.

ARTICLE 10
The perplexed conscience

We proceed to outline another type of conscience. A conscience is
perplexed when a person is caught in the middle between two pre-
cepts. He believes he sins no matter which one he chooses. Take,
for example, the case of someone who perjures himself in court
to protect the life of a plaintiff. On the one hand, he is uneasy be-
cause the precept of religious respect for God forbids perjury. On
the other hand, led by error, he is guided by the law of charity for
a neighbor. He does not know what to do. How to proceed in this
type of situation can be answered in the following way. If a per-
son can postpone the action, he is bound to defer it while he gets
the advice of well-informed people. If, in fact, he cannot postpone
the decision, he is bound to choose the lesser evil, preferring not
to break the natural law over not contravening human or positive
divine law. If, however, the person cannot determine which might
be the lesser evil, no matter which choice is made, a person does
not sin. The reason is that, in such situations, the freedom neces-
sary for formal sin is missing.

ARTICLE 11
The scrupulous conscience

. Finally, we deal with the scrupulous conscience. It is necessary to
Liguof Publicalians. . 2iie Al dgbis raserved.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Indecisive
Conscience

ARTICLE 20
What is an indecisive conscience?

A conscience is hesitant when it cannot come to a judgment
between alternatives. As a result, it remains ambivalent and in-
decisive. There are two types of indecisive conscience. One is
practically hesitant about which action to take; the other is specu-
latively unsure regarding the truth of the action. Indecision may
also be classified as negative or positive. A doubt is called negative
when neither side presents probable reasons, but only weak ones.
A doubt is considered positive when both sides (or, at least, one
side) offers a serious motive. This requires that it proposes a suffi-
cient basis to form a probable conscience, even though some anx-
iety about the opposite view remains. Therefore, positive doubt
almost always coincides with the probable opinion. This will be
the topic of Chapter Three.
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CONSCIENCE

ARTICLE 21
Speculative and practical doubt

Hence, a doubt may be either speculative or practical. The doubt
is speculative when it is about the truth of a matter; for example,
whether a war is just or unjust, whether painting on a feast day is
forbidden or permissible, whether baptism using distilled water
is valid or null, and so on. A practical doubt concerns the mor-
al uprightness of the action; for example, whether I may take up
arms in a particular just war, whether I can paint on this particu-
lar feast day, whether I may baptize this child with distilled water.
Thus, one must always distinguish between what is true and what
is permissible. A speculative doubt can, atleast indirectly, touch on
whatis permitted. For the most part, however, a speculative doubt
concerns what is true, while a practical doubt is concerned about
what is permissible.

ARTICLE 22
Acting with a conscience that is practically doubtful

Having considered all of this, our first assertion is that it is never
licit to act with a practically doubtful conscience. If a person acts
in this way, he sins, and the sin is of the same species and gravi-
ty as the doubt. This is because those who leave themselves open
to the danger of sinning, sin in doing so, in accordance with the
Book of Ecclesiasticus 3:27: “Whoever loves danger will die in the
danger.” Therefore, if a person doubts whether an action is a mor-
tal sin, it is a mortal sin if it is chosen.
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INTRODUCTION TO COMMENTARY

Iphonsus wrote amoral theology for the students of his re-
Acently founded Redemptorist Congregation, with a first
edition in 1748 and a ninth in 1785. Moral theology had
developed after the Council of Trent (1545-1563) as a practical-
oriented science to prepare ecclesiastical students for their future
ministry as priests. Particular emphasis was given to the admin-
istration of the sacraments, principally confession. The theoretic
framework of moral theology during this period was a legal one:
divine law, natural law, human law, positive law, ecclesiastical law.
Alphonsus wrote within that context of law, using an easy-to-fol-
low exposition that would help students understand complex ma-
terial. He starts with two observations.

The first one has pivotal importance. The starting point for
their study is conscience. The exit point in pastoral ministry will
also be through conscience. Alphonsus’ moral theologyhad begun
as a commentary on the work of another theologian, Hermann
Busenbaum (1609-1668). The evolution of Alphonsus’ thought
over a thirty-year period is crystallized in this deliberate choice.
The study of moral theology involves the various and distinctive
levels of law, but it begins with an exploration of conscience. This
is the characteristic feature of the Alphonsian organization of
moral theology.

Some background, historical and ecclesiastical, helps one
understand how Alphonsus analyzes conscience. There is no
agreed-upon definition of the meaning of conscience. Besides, it
is not a specifically Christian concept. Cicero, in Pro Milo, refers

. to_conscience as the principal theater of virtue in life (theatrum
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CONSCIENCE

change one’s life, it was readily adaptable to Christian aspira-
tions and needs. The Church embraced the drama of conscience
enthusiastically in explaining what is involved in being a Chris-
tian. In the acceptance of conscience within Christian conversa-
tion, a comparatively small decision continues to be historically
important. Jerome (347-420), in his translation of the New Testa-
ment, chose the Latin word conscientia for the Greek word synei-
desis. The Greek word has connotations of looking inward, while
the Latin word considers what is outside oneself. The self-aware-
ness of syneidesis and the shared knowledge of conscientia (cum
scientia) are different ways of looking at the reality we now refer
to as conscience.

The significance of Jerome’s translation does not seem to have
created noteworthy ripplesin the centuries immediately following
him. Conscience was not a matter of much discussion in either
philosophy or theology. This alters when feudal law was gradually
replaced in Western Europe by Roman law. The effect of this on
theology was to introduce an explanation of conscience as already
having a content of its own validated by those with the authority
to lay down and interpret the law. This gave rise to two claim-
ants for the allegiance of a person: the inner voice of conscience,
and the external word of those who commanded conscience. A
series of problems developed, and not just for theology. Where
conscience resides and has its home was the great dilemma for the
poet William Langland in Piers Plowman, and the predicament
throws a long shadow over the political and religious controver-
sies of the Reformation period. Erasmus, Luther, Thomas More,
and Henry VIII can all invoke conscience.

For the purpose of understanding our text, we need to appre-

. ciate why Alphonsys takes a particular direction from the options
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INTRODUCTION TO COMMENTARY

lonely drama it was for Luther; it is played out within the commu-
nity of the Church.

The second observation of the introductory memo is consid-
erably more practical. Alphonsus quotes a lot of authors, and he
outlines a procedure to distinguish their thinking from his own.
Not all the references Alphonsus made are complete. His own
thought evolved between different editions; printers were not
always reliable. The text on which this translation is based (L.
Gaudé, 1905) can, however, be taken as an accurate representa-
tion of Alphonsus’ mature position on the question of conscience.
The elimination of remaining errors can be left to future scholars
prepared to dedicate themselves to a new critical edition. Mean-
while, the Gaudé edition is trustworthy for our purposes.
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Commentary on

Chapter One

ARTICLES 1-3
Conscience: definition and distinctions

AFFIRMING THAT THE STUDY OF MORAL THEOLOGY
begins with the treatise on conscience is a comparatively straight-
forward claim. Understanding what Alphonsus recognizes as con-
science will take us through the full journey of the treatise. He be-
gins with three articles giving the basic terminology.

The moral life is a consideration of human actions. Moral
theology is the professional science which trains us to do this.
Human activity has many components, but Alphonsus’ interest
is in the moral decisions we take. There has to be a sure way of
determining how these actions are to be considered good or evil.
Of course, we have the eternal law of God. This could seem to be
an adequate measure for deciding between good and evil actions.
However, by placing conscience as the entry point for moral
theology, Alphonsus insists on a second level for assessing the

. morality of human actions. They have to be looked at more closely,
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CONSCIENCE

That is why the promulgation of the divine law in the individual
conscience is a theological crux that will dominate the full treatise.

The forma mentis of Alphonsus was shaped by his training
in jurisprudence. The law predates the case to be decided, and a
final verdict of innocence or guilt is reached only after a consid-
eration of all the circumstances. Here, of course, we are dealing
with theology, not with jurisprudence, and the significance of the
quotations from Thomas Aquinas should be noted. Conscience
is not an alternative to divine law, but it is pivotal in deciding
whether an action is to be considered good or bad. Alphonsus did
not consider himself to be a commentator on Thomas Aquinas,
like Cajetan or Suarez. The importance of Aquinas for him is to
indicate the authority of his theological foundations. If there is
support for the argument from Aquinas, Alphonsus is implying
that his system can be trusted.

Alphonsus is considering one aspect of a complex question,
the goodness or wrongness of a practical decision. This is decided
on the basis of the good or bad will of the person acting. A moral
judgment is based on the motivation within the particular action
chosen. The acceptance of this point, in the first article of the
treatise, is a noteworthy clarification of what Alphonsus means
by taking conscience as the entry point for all moral theology.
The citation from Aquinas indicates that Alphonsus considers his
unfamiliar starting point to be coherent with the position of the
most authoritative theologian in the Church.

The definition of conscience in Article 2 indicates where
Alphonsus stands within the spectrum of other possible defini-
tions. Conscience is a practical and reasonable judgment of what is
to be done in the present moment. Calling it a practical judgment

. does not downgrade it, as if a_conscience e merely practical
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COMMENTARY ON CHAPTER ONE

is firmly within the theological tradition which respects human
reason (ratio). Where he differs from other theologians of his
epoch is how he understands conscience as a different judgment
to one reached through synderesis. This is a technical term from
scholastic philosophy which refers to the inborn principle in the
moral consciousness of every person. It directs the person toward
good and restrains him from evil. Synderesis is a habit that shapes
a person’s general life. We can relate synderesis to the internal
voice of conscience. The word is not much used now, and Joseph
Cardinal Ratzinger suggested an interesting replacement in the
idea of anamnesis (On Conscience, 1984) to indicate the memory of
the voice of God in our heart. Alphonsus would have understood
this. However, he chooses to define conscience as a separate act
which is not to be confused with the habit-forming role of synder-
esis (or the memory-preserving role of anamnesis). The implica-
tion of the definition of conscience preferred by Alphonsus is that
he neither considers the decision taken in conscience as a deduc-
tion from principles nor as an isolated inner light. Conscience
occurs within the other aspects of life, but it is not to be confused
with them. It is a separate act.

Generally speaking, a person must form the habit of thinking
rightly. Synderesis is the technical term for doing this. Practically
speaking, a person must take a decision in circumstances that
are often far from ideal. Conscience is the guide for this. It is
misleading to understand Alphonsus as saying that the theory
learned by synderesis is then automatically applied to a particular
situation. This impression has led some commentators to
suggest that Alphonsus is proposing a double morality: one that
is in accordance with theory, one that is tolerated in practice.

newverywell ctigerarely coincide.
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of the choice made by a particular person. When he insists that
conscience is an act of practical judgment, as distinct from the
speculative search for the truth of foundational principles, he is
articulating a moral theology that can be serviceable in pastoral
ministry. This is his purpose in writing his moral theology in
the first place. He belongs to what we can generally call “the
Thomistic tradition of theology.” His questions, however, come
from a pastoral context not normally considered by academic
schools. This is very clear from his preface to Theologia Moralis.
The freedom of the person faced with a decision is as important for
Alphonsus as the truth implied in the decision eventually taken.

Alphonsus’ personal approach becomes clearer in Article
3. Were he writing a moral theology for a specifically academic
setting, this article would be about law and its many levels.
Alphonsus, instead, outlines a sixfold division of conscience as
he has defined it. His interest is in how the law is received and,
pastorally speaking, this is determined in conscience.

Objectively, it is always a sin to act against a rightly formed
conscience. Subjectively, it has to be established if the determi-
nation of sin applies in a particular instance. Analogous to the
negative formulations in the Decalogue, it is easier to say what
is forbidden (“do not kill”) than to explain what is practically
involved in a positive prescription (“keep holy the Sabbath
day”). The conviction that it is objectively wrong, indeed a sin,
to act against a properly formed conscience, and the complexity
of knowing whether this is actually and subjectively wrong, is a
recurrent issue of the treatise.

Alphonsus is not innovative in repeating what was standard
teaching in the high Middle Ages: there is a distinction between

. an objective description and a_subjective judegment in the moral
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scholastics. He is concentrating on the subjective elements of
morality within the ministry of the Church in the eighteenth
century.

Though the language of Alphonsus about the types of
conscience belongs to a different epoch, it is important to under-
stand what the terminology would have meant for him. Only
afterward can we assess whether the approach has relevance in a
different era. Right conscience (recta) is based on the objectively
proposed truth. The other five divisions proposed by Alphonsus
are about the subjectively experienced states of the knowledge of
the first truth. It is typical of Alphonsus to initially propose the
ideal position and rather quickly move to the less-than-ideal situa-
tion. Law states the ideal to which one should conform. When this
does not occur in practice, the solution is not to propose a new law
but to seek a more precise understanding of why it was impossible
in the first place for the person to have acted differently.

The truth that is given by the law is a truth that is clouded
for a particular person. That is the logic of the presentation of the
various states of conscience in Article 3. The Latin terms have a
jurisprudential origin and are transposed here to a theological
setting. Right (recta) gives the sense of being led along a correct
path. Thatis the role of practical reason enabled by the law. Having
stated that the ideal is that we would always lead an ordered life,
Alphonsus turns his attention to a number of ways in which people
may lose their footing on the preordained path. Erronea (trans-
lated as “erroneous”) means “wandering around” in the sense of
mistaking the right path. This is different from being perplexa
(translated as “confused”). The person has not wandered from the
right path but is in a muddled or ambiguous state of mind. Scru-
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communicated is that the person wants to walk properly, but the
scruples (the irritating stones) make this impossible. Different
again is the conscience that is dubia (which I usually translate as
“indecisive”). The person wavers and procrastinates, not knowing
what to do. The final type of conscience is probabile (translated as
“probable”). In Article 3 the term is used as an adjective. Later in
the treatise Alphonsus will deal more extensively with the theory
of probabilism.

The terminology is dated, legal in origin, and tied to casuistry.
However, if we accept that conscience is an act of judgment that
is distinct from the habit of forming a right-thinking mind, the
approach of Alphonsus can continue to be functional. When we
are taking a moral decision, we are deciding what is the proper
thing to do in the present moment. With hindsight, we may
realize that we have taken a wrong decision, but the rightness of
the first decision stands. Though Alphonsus uses the standard
division of objective and subjective morality, this distinction may
not be as important as it seems. It is always the one human act
that is considered by Alphonsus. We can look at this “remotely,”
as he suggests in the opening sentence of Article 1. We can also
look at it “proximately,” that is, through the lens of the decision
of conscience. When Pope Francis asks, “Who am I to judge?”
he is respecting the conscience of the person who will make the
judgment. The presumption is that a judgment has to be made,
and the only person who can make that judgment is the person
involved. That is the significance of conscience considered as an
act of practical judgment.

Besides quoting, in rather literalist ways, Scripture and Pope
Innocent III, Alphonsus refers to fourteen theologians. This
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logians who wrote after Aquinas, many of them Jesuits. These
statistical comments are indicative of the theological preferences
of Alphonsus. He is more interested in recent theology because
the problems he is dealing with are contemporary ones, and theo-
logians of the Society of Jesus were among his favorites.

An erroneous conscience (that is, a conscience that is in error
because it does not replicate in its decision the truth as given by
the authoritative law) is a concept found in Thomas Aquinas.
Alphonsus extends the understanding of Aquinas by giving
lengthy attention to the reasons why one may act in error. The
debate on the erroneous conscience in the last fifty years has not
given much attention to this aspect of Alphonsus. The erroneous
conscience is evidently connected with the truth of the matter. It
is also related to the freedom of the person in making his or her
choice, and it is the person’s freedom that is of decisive import
for Alphonsus. Some imply that the woes of the modern world
are due to those who substitute the infallible (though erroneous)
conscience for the clear objective teaching of authority. I have
already given my view that Alphonsus’ thinking is regulated by
the framework of conscience-within-the-law. He pays proper
attention to the erroneous conscience because it is simply a fact
of life and has to be dealt with. In accepting the possibility of an
erroneous conscience Alphonsus is also facing reality. He is not
proposing an alternate and separate theory of morality outside
the framework of law which dominates in his moral theology.

ARTICLES 4-5
Vincible and invincible ignorance
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