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Conscience, Grave Matter and Mortal Sin

By Eamonn Keane



Sad to say, some Catholic moral theologians assert that whether or not a particular act is good or evil in itself can only be assessed in light of the associated intentions (motivation) and circumstances. This proposition contradicts the teaching Sacred Scripture and the teaching of the Magisterium. Often this erroneous assertion will appear in writings dealing with sexual issues. In this paper, I will apply the teaching of the Church on intrinsic evil to contraception, noting at this juncture that the same principles regarding it have application to other questions of sexual morality such as fornication, masturbation and homosexual acts etc. 

Conscience and the Moral Law



For many people, conscience has erroneously come to be regarded as the only ultimate reality in the moral plane. One consequence of this is that there is often a failure to realise that conscience depends on the divine moral law for its proper functioning. Such an eclipse of conscience leads to a “loss of the sense of sin,” followed by a “loss of the sense of God.” This, I suggest, is an important factor in the decline in the number of Catholics making use of the Sacrament of Penance.



The dignity of the human person requires that his conscience be properly educated and formed. Such a conscience formulates its judgements “according to reason, in conformity with the true good willed by the wisdom of the Creator.”
 Speaking of the link between the development of an informed conscience and the moral law, Pope John Paul II said: 

“When God’s truth is obscured, human consciences are also deformed, if sin is denied, God is also denied...Human conscience goes astray if it is neglected and deprived of the truth...Conscience has an inalienable right to the truth and it is most intimately related to human dignity...Therefore human dignity requires that a person orient his conscience in accordance with the lawful order established by the Creator.”
 


The notion that Catholics are free to dissent from the moral doctrine of the Church leads to anarchy whereby individuals struggle to assert their desires on the basis that the ultimate standard of justice is their own will. Referring to this absurdity, Fr Georges Cottier, O.P. said: 

“Indeed, freedom negates and destroys itself, and leads to the destruction of others when it no longer recognises and respects ‘its essential link with truth’. Social life is at the mercy of the arbitrary; everything is negotiable, even the first right, the right to life.”
 

Sexual Immorality and Intrinsically Evil Acts

            Dissenting theologians instruct Catholics that while they should “consult”  the teaching of the Church in the formation of their conscience, they need not however consider themselves obliged to assent to it. This line of reasoning has become something of a mantra in regard to the question of contraceptive acts, as it has in other areas of sexual morality. To clarify the Church’s teaching on this question, we will first turn to Pope John Paul II’s encyclical Veritatis Splendor (VS) and note what he has to say there about intrinsically evil and sexual perverse acts such as contraception. 

In VS, Pope John Paul II focused on the foundations of morality and on the meaning and nature of conscience. While not discounting the role of motives and circumstances in morality (cf. VS n. 80), the Holy Father stressed however that  “the morality of the human act depends primarily and fundamentally on the ‘object’ rationally chosen by the deliberate will” (VS n.78). The doctrine of intrinsically evil acts teaches that  there are actions which in themselves are opposed to love of God. Their ‘object’ is evil in itself and as such they cannot be ordered to God and they violate the good of the human person made in his image (cf. VS n. 80).  



Indeed, Pope John Paul II stated the central theme of VS to be “the reaffirmation of the universality and immutability of the moral commandments, particularly those which prohibit always and without exception intrinsically evil acts” (VS n. 115).  In restating this aspect of the Church’s moral doctrine, the Holy Father stressed that he was doing so “with the authority of the successor of Peter” and that he was setting forth “the principles of a moral teaching based upon Sacred Scripture and the living Apostolic Tradition” (VS. nn. 5 and 115). 



In VS, Pope John Paul II rejected the view that love for God and neighbour was compatible with exceptions to specific moral norms which prohibit intrinsically evil acts. The Holy Father did so on the grounds that in teaching the existence of  intrinsically evil acts, the Church was accepting the teaching of Sacred Scripture (cf. VS. n. 81). To demonstrate his point, Pope John Paul II recalled the words of 1 Cor. 6:9 where St Paul warned various forms of unrepentant sinners, including adulterers and sexual perverts, that they “will not enter the Kingdom of God.” To stress that this passage of Scripture had to be interpreted literally, the Holy Father cited the Council of Trent which repeats St Paul’s warning in its solemn teaching that one sins mortally whenever he or she deliberately and knowingly engages in certain specific kinds of behaviour which are intrinsically evil (cf. VS. n. 49). 



Citing examples of intrinsically evil acts in VS, Pope John Paul II listed contraception, premarital sex, direct sterilisation, abortion, artificial insemination, euthanasia, homosexual acts, masturbation, mental and physical torture etc (cf. VS. nn. 47 and 80). In thus reaffirming the Church’s doctrine on the intrinsically evil nature of contraceptive and other perverse sexual acts, the Holy Father did so by recalling the teaching of Pope Paul VI in Humanae Vitae that “it is never lawful, even for the gravest reasons, to do evil that good may come of it”.

The Magisterium and the Formation of Conscience



In regards to the formation of conscience, Vatican II said: “In the formation of their conscience, the faithful of Christ must observe diligently the sacred and certain doctrine of the Church.”
 



Since contraceptive acts have been judged by the Magisterium to be intrinsically evil, they cannot then, according to VS, be ordered to God because they radically contradict the good of the human person made in his image. As such, they represent what in the Church’s doctrine on mortal sin is referred to as grave matter.
 Hence, since it is the certain teaching of the Church that contraceptive acts are intrinsically evil and should never be engaged in, then this is a teaching that the faithful “must observe diligently” in the formation of their conscience.

The irreformable and definitive nature of the Church’s teaching on the immorality of contraceptive acts was reaffirmed in a document issued by the Pontifical Council for the Family in February 1997. The document  (Vademecum) was prepared at the request of Pope John Paul II and is intended to assist priests to use the Sacrament of Penance as a means of aiding married people to correctly form their conscience in the area of conjugal morality. In relation to contraception, it states:

“The Church has always taught the intrinsic evil of contraception, that is, every marital act intentionally rendered unfruitful. This teaching is to be held as definitive and irreformable. Contraception is gravely opposed to marital chastity; it is contrary to the good of the transmission of life, (the procreative aspect of matrimony), and to the reciprocal self-giving of the spouses (the unitive aspect of matrimony); it harms true love and denies the sovereign role of God in the transmission of human life.”




In stressing the need for penitents to experience the Sacrament of Penance as an outpouring of God’s Mercy (n. 2), and while stating that it is possible for some people to engage in contraceptive acts on the basis of invincible ignorance or inculpable error of judgement without thereby having this sin imputed to them, the Vatican Vademecum nevertheless made clear that contraception still involves an objective evil “which introduces a pernicious habit into the conjugal life of the couple” (n. 7). Consequently, the document stated that “the confessor is bound to admonish penitents regarding objectively grave transgressions of God’s law and to ensure that they truly desire absolution and God’s pardon with the resolution to re-examine and correct their behaviour” (n. 5). Having stated this, the Vademecum  added: 

“Frequent relapse into sins of contraception does not in itself constitute a motive for denying absolution: absolution cannot be imparted, however, in the absence of sufficient repentance or of the resolution not to fall again into sin” (n. 5).

Conclusion

In VS, Pope John Paul II stated that “circumstances or intentions can never transform an act intrinsically evil by virtue of its object into an act ‘subjectively’ good or defensible as a choice.”
 

The assertion by dissident theologians that Catholics can depart from the Church’s moral doctrine once they have given it serious consideration implies that a choice to engage in acts such as sexual abuse of children could be regarded as subjectively defensible in certain situations. To accept such a line of reasoning is equivalent to saying that the human person is a totally autonomous creator of his own moral truth. As opposed to such absurdity, Pope John Paul II stated in  VS that “in proclaiming the commandments of God and the charity of Christ, the Church’s Magisterium also teaches the faithful specific particular precepts and requires that they consider them in conscience as morally binding.”
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