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Thesis Statement:
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A return to Scriptural and Patristic sources will be applied 
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Pater, dimitte illis, non enim sciunt quid faciunt…

—Lk 23:34
Beginning in the late 20th century, conscience became the fulcrum point for heavy debate in the media when Catholic morality was at stake.  Arguably, the most influential cleric in mainstream American media has been Fr. Richard McBrien, a priest of the Hartford archdiocese.  While holding a chair in theology at the University of Notre Dame, he wrote a twelve-hundred page synthesis of the Catholic faith called Catholicism, which has sold over 150,000 copies since its release in 1980. The first principle given by Fr. McBrien in the section Conscience and Church Authority is the following:  

1)  If, after appropriate study, reflection, and prayer, a person is convinced that his or her conscience is correct, in spite of a conflict with the moral teachings of the Church, the person not only may but must follow the dictates of conscience rather than the teachings of the Church.”
 (emphasis in original.)
The traditional rebuttal against the above theology will often include an insistence upon placing the magisterium above conscience, obedience above liberalism, and strong warnings against those who choose to dissent from Church teaching.  
However, Pope Benedict XVI comments on this approach, too:
On the other hand, we find a superseded ‘preconciliar’ model that subjects Christian existence to an authority that issues norms to regulate people’s lives even in the most intimate spheres and attempts in this way to maintain its power over them.  It seems therefore that we have a conflict between two antithetical models, morality of conscience and morality of authority.

Which of the two leads to true Christian realization and redemption?  “Morality of conscience” seems to carry the interest of Christian freedom, while “Morality of Authority” claims an order that leads to unity and salvation.  A return to the ancients is proposed in this thesis, via two authors upon whom this proposition rides:

C.A. Pierce was an Anglican Priest and decorated Scripture scholar of the 1950s at Cambridge and Wollaston College.  Pierce asserts that the Greek word for conscience, συνείδησις , means only conviction for past actions.  He will state that conscience functions as a negative certainty for bad or omitted actions in the past.  His book, Conscience in the New Testament, proceeds from the pagan Greeks through the Greek of St. Paul.  Part I of this thesis explores the ancient etymology of conscience in Greek, but also includes a section on the Hebrew Scriptures’ use (or absence) of conscience.

Hieromonk Maximos (Michael Davies) received his MA from the Graduate Theological Union at Berkeley, California for his patristic work, “Sins Voluntary and Involuntary: John of Damascus, Natural Integrity and the Moral Vision of  Eastern Orthodoxy.” He is a Catholic Byzantine monk at Holy Resurrection monastery in California.  Informed by his work, Part II of this paper examines the Fathers’ understanding of anthropology and soteriology as the backdrop for why sins may be voluntary or involuntary. This will color the understanding of why there is an absence of this debate on conscience in the East.  
Part III of this thesis attempts to synthesize what was learned from the ancients in Part I and Part II.  Advantages of the East and West will both be proposed, as well as a critique of legalism in the field of conscience that can be found in both “conservative” and “liberal” theology since the Councils of Trent and Vatican II, respectively.  Part IV is a pastoral application with a return to ancient sources which proposes the real goal of conscience: To be “free to worship Him without fear.” (Lk 1:74).  Before turning to ancient wisdom, however, the basics of conscience are explored through the work of St. Thomas, the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC), and Cardinal Ratzinger.
Natural Law and Conscience
Natural law is humankind’s participation in eternal law, and eternal law is nothing else but God’s sovereignty and goodness, sustaining the whole universe in His plan of love.  “The eternal law is the sovereign type, to which we must always conform."
  The object of each human being’s ultimate conformation to Eternal Law is called Natural Law.  “The natural law is therefore a rule of reason, promulgated by God in man’s nature, whereby man can discern how he should act…The first, self-evident precept of natural law is that ‘good is to be done and pursued, and evil is to be avoided.’”
  However, this object of our lives remains unchanging through time and through the seasons of moral fashions or theological fads, precisely because God is unchanging.  Both male and female human beings have been created in the image and likeness of God.  God is love.  We are thus made in the image and likeness of Love itself.  

We have a “primal remembrance”
 of natural law called synderesis.  Synderesis is a habit, or a disposition to act in a certain way.  This general intuition towards the good is our prehistoric vehicle towards natural law, of which St. Paul ascribes to even pagans who have not yet heard of Christ: “For His invisible attributes, namely, His eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse.” (Rm 1:20).  St. Thomas warns: “But ‘synderesis’ does not regard opposites, but inclines to good only. Therefore ‘synderesis’ is not a power. For if it were a power it would be a rational power, since it is not found in brute animals…I answer that ‘synderesis’ is not a power but a habit.”
  This is key to modern debates of synderesis and conscience, the two of which Ratzinger says are “distinguished from each other but remain inseparable.”
  Because synderesis “inclines to good only,” its general inclinations must be distinguished from acts of conscience which governs specific and real decisions in the practical intellect.
Conscience is an act or judgment of the mind that is the actualization of the power (potency) of the practical intellect.  The Catechism of the Catholic Church retains the Thomistic definition that conscience is “a judgment of reason” and “the law of the mind.” In addition, the CCC adds a quote from 19th century Ven. Cardinal Newman: “Conscience is the aboriginal vicar of Christ.”
 This quote highlights the existential relationship of conscience to the person of Jesus Christ, the soul’s Creator and Final End, as well as the subjective integration of objective truth.

Yet conscience is primarily objective.  Conscience is  “a window that makes it possible for man to see the truth that is common to us all,”
 as Cardinal Ratzinger writes.  Conscience is  heard in silence, and is considered by Vatican II to be “man's most secret core and his sanctuary.”
  It is never to be violated, but it is always to be formed.
Conscience, as an act of judgment, is executed in correlation to possible but real deeds of the past, present and future.  Sister Prudence Allen summarizes St. Thomas:  
Conscience is a dynamic act of personal engagement with natural law seeking to judge a particular good to be done or evil to be avoided…[it] witnesses the past when we recognize that by commission or omission we have done something good or done something bad; conscience incites or binds us in relation to the future when we judge that something should be done or not done; and conscience excuses, accuses or torments us in the present or in relation to the past when we discover something is being or has been well done or poorly done.


We will find in the following analysis of Scripture that a more limited scope of conscience was asserted by the inspired writers.  That is, Allen’s quote is faithful to Thomas, but doctrine seems to have developed through the course of theology from St. Paul to St. Thomas.  It will be demonstrated that the primary development of this period is the incorporation of future acts into the spectrum of conscience.  Secondly, conscience will be seen to include nothing of future deliberation within scripture; neither will it contain much subjectivity.  
Part I: Sacred Scripture and Conscience
The Hebrew Scriptures

There is no word for conscience in ancient Hebrew.  An English Standard Version search for “conscience” finds only one usage in the entire Old Testament.  Here, the distressed Abigail pleas with King David:
And when the LORD has done to my lord according to all the good that he has spoken concerning you and has appointed you prince over Israel, my lord shall have no cause of grief or pangs of conscience for having shed blood without cause or for my lord taking vengeance himself. And when the LORD has dealt well with my lord, then remember your servant.—1 Sam 25:30-31


However, that which is translated above as conscience is ולמכשׁול לב , rather means “stumbling block (ולמכשׁול)of heart (לב).” This stumbling block of heart is felt by Abigail for having shed blood without cause.  This will be referred to as “post-factum conscience” in this thesis.

As explained above, the English Standard Version has only one translation of the Hebrew combination of words into the English “conscience.”  The Douay-Rheims Bible, however, has chosen to translate three other occurrences from the Latin into the English “conscience:”  First:  “For behold my witness is in heaven, and he that knoweth my conscience is on high.”— Job 16:19
Here in Job 16, the word for conscience is ושׂהדי, a compound word meaning “my witness.”  Thus, Job is claiming that his “witness” is on high.  Note that Latin translated from the Hebrew could simply be conscius or conscientiae meaning “with knowledge.” This is much more basic than our advanced understanding of conscience as conscience-as-deliberation.  Moreover, the fact that Job claims that his “witness” or “conscience” is on high harkens to the fact that “witness” would have been more understandable for the Hebrews as a translation.  Why?  Because there are no “spiritual” words in Hebrew.  Everything—even angels—carry palpable and earthly denotations in Hebrew.  The only exception is יהוה, Yahweh, Almighty God in the Heavens.  Thus, witness too is a physical onlooker in the heavens, not a mental deliberation.    
The third example of conscience in the Old Testament is found in Proverbs:  “There is that promiseth, and is pricked as it were with a sword of conscience (quasi gladio pungitur conscientiae lingua): but the tongue of the wise is health.”—Pv 12:18.  However, this particular passage must be disregarded as being Westernized into both the Latin and English, for there is either no English connection to the Greek/Hebrew, or perhaps a different text was used for the translation from the Hebrew and Greek than I was able to find.  In any case, Proverbs 12:18 is at best a conscience that stings “with knowledge.”  There is no reason to believe that it refers to a deliberation of the future.

Finally, conscientia is found in Ecclesiastes.  St. Thomas uses this in his final respondeo on his section on conscience (ST I.79.13 r):  “Scit enim tua conscientia quia et tu crebro maledixisti aliis.”—Ecc 7:22, which the DRB translates as “For thy conscience knoweth that thou also hast often spoken evil of others.”  Strangely, the Greek does not use the word conscience here.  But St. Thomas did not speak Greek, and could not have known this, for he was basing his use of conscientia on the Vulgate.  The Greek for conscience is συνείδησις, and here the only word here in Ecclesiastes 7 is “your heart,” Καρδίαν σου.  Καρδίαν σου is found in the Greek, and the Hebrew is similar: ידע לבך , meaning “your heart knows…”  Of course, Thomas’ point is still valid and accepted.  The only thing questionable is whether conscience could refer to future actions at this point in Revelation.

Συνείδησις is finally found in the Septuagint (LXX) in Wisdom 17:11:   “For whereas wickedness is fearful, it beareth witness of its condemnation: for a troubled conscience always forecasteth grievous things.” (Wisdom 17:10)

 According to CA Pierce, this is a fine example of Greek’s razor-specific use of conscience.  For here, “conscience is used absolutely”
 as the negative consequent conviction for post-factum guilt:  δειλὸν γὰρ ἰδίῳ πονηρία μάρτυρι καταδικαζομένη, ἀεὶ δὲ προσείληφεν τὰ χαλεπὰ συνεχομένη τῇ συνειδήσει·
  Pierce translates this as “For wickedness condemned by a witness within, is a coward thing, and pressed hard by conscience, always forecasteth the worst lot.”
  
It refers to a conviction from the past that slows us down in our tracks.  I was very much reminded of Hamlet:  “Thus conscience doth make cowards of us all.”


Συνείδησις is also found in Ecclesiastes 10:20 LXX:  “Even in your thoughts, do not curse the king, nor in your bedroom curse the rich…”  Or, in the Greek,  καί γε ἐν συνειδήσει σου βασιλέα μὴ καταράσῃ…”  Is this post-factum conscience, or deliberation for the future?  In other words, do we finally have a use of conscience that refers to future deliberation like St. Thomas proposes as one of the possible definitions of conscience?  The truth is that συνειδήσει here can not be future deliberation either (eg “I will vote depending on where my conscience leads me.”)  Why is this understanding precluded?  The Hebrew for this pericope is מדע , meaning “to ascertain by seeing.”
 In the French Bible it is simply translated as pensée,  pensiero in Italian and pensamiento in Spanish.  It simply means “Do not have bad thoughts about the king.”  Or “Do not curse the rich in your bedroom [in your innermost thoughts.]”  It contains little reference to the post-modern understanding of conscience as an attempt to “decide” what is right or wrong.  That which is good or evil is objectively taken for granted even here.

Why, then, is there no use of conscience in the Old Testament? Why is there no deliberation about executing God’s will?  Why does there seem to be no safety net of “following my conscience” before Yahweh?  First, Hebrew moral theology was black and white, with almost no grey of deliberation, negotiation or capitulation with God.  Neither those who followed the law, nor those who transgressed the law had any claims upon Yahweh with arguments of modern conscience.  Rather, they were sorted into two definitive categories:  
The LORD knows the days of the blameless, and their heritage will remain forever; they are not put to shame in evil times; in the days of famine they have abundance. But the wicked will perish; the enemies of the LORD are like the glory of the pastures; they vanish—like smoke they vanish away.—Ps 37:18-20 

This passage shows that there is little cross over between the good and the bad.  Moral life for the Hebrews is authoritatively based on the Decalogue.  Post-modern fairy tales and recent cartoons coming out of Hollywood have less-than-perfect heroes and understandable villains.  Some argue that these characters paint a moral relativity for children; others say it shows that no one is perfect (eg King David.)   However, King David is an exception to the rule.  Normally “the blameless” are identifiable by their actions, not their deliberations.  Similarly, the wicked will perish for their deeds, as Psalm 37 says above. One either followed the commandments of the lord, or one did not.  Man is revealed in his actions.  A line from Fr. Karol Woytwa’s Acting Person reflects this very theology in anthropology: “Since the person acts and fulfills himself in and through action, morality evidences a specific ontological transitoriness or contingency of the individual real being: man is a contingent being.”
  He is contingent on God, not deliberation alone.
Furthermore, in the Hebrew mindset of man-before-God, there are no excuses or mental reservations for not-obeying the clear commandments of the Holy One of Israel.  For the Jews, to forget the Sabbath is a direct (not an indirect!) violation of the third commandment.  Consider one part of God’s Revelation to Moses on Mount Sinai: "Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy.” (Exodus 20:8) (זכור את־יום השׁבת לקדשׁו׃).  The sabbath (השׁבת) is sanctified (לקדשׁו) or violated by remembering or not remembering, teaches Dr. Scott Hahn. To remember is the verb zakar.   (זכר=zakar).  The commandment is to zakar (to remember), and the violation is to not-zakar the sabbath (to forget!)  Thus, to forget is a deadly sin for the Hebrews.  In other words, a deadly sin can come without full knowledge and full consent of the will.  Such a far cry from modern subjective morality of constant exoneration.
Next in the theology of conscience for the Hebrews, we come across what is perhaps a primitive attempt at Natural Law.  The commandments were never seen as arbitrary, but rather as sweet.  They carried a harmony with human nature so intrinsic to human delight that it is almost an early scriptural reference to natural law:  “The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul; the testimony of the LORD is sure, making wise the simple…More to be desired are they than gold, even much fine gold; sweeter also than honey and drippings of the honeycomb.”—Ps 19:7, 10 


That is, the laws were part of what every human heart was programmed to follow.  They are desired by the Hebrews and sweet to them or any convert to Judaism, for it was what every man and woman was made to live.  Law must either be external and arbitrary or internal and coordinating to reality, resulting in a “sweetness” when fulfilled.

Finally, violation of God’s commandments in Scripture seems to bring punishment in the Hebrew Scriptures, even when violated in ignorance.  This is a monumental difference between Scriptural morality and modern morality.  “Invincibly ignorant” was no claim for Pharaoh in Genesis when he came across Abraham.  Here, Pharaoh acts without full knowledge, yet is still punished by God for committing adultery, unwittingly:

When he was about to enter Egypt, he said to Sarai his wife, "I know that you are a woman beautiful in appearance, and when the Egyptians see you, they will say, 'This is his wife.' Then they will kill me, but they will let you live. Say you are my sister, that it may go well with me because of you, and that my life may be spared for your sake.’ When Abram entered Egypt, the Egyptians saw that the woman was very beautiful. And when the princes of Pharaoh saw her, they praised her to Pharaoh. And the woman was taken into Pharaoh's house. And for her sake he dealt well with Abram; and he had sheep, oxen, male donkeys, male servants, female servants, female donkeys, and camels. But the LORD afflicted Pharaoh and his house with great plagues because of Sarai, Abram's wife. So Pharaoh called Abram and said, ‘What is this you have done to me? Why did you not tell me that she was your wife? Why did you say, 'She is my sister,' so that I took her for my wife? Now then, here is your wife; take her, and go.’ And Pharaoh gave men orders concerning him, and they sent him away with his wife and all that he had. (Gen 12:11-20)


Above, divine punishment is mitigated due to ignorance.  However, judgment upon the “invincibly ignorant” becomes even more severe for poor Uzzah.  In the second book of Samuel,  there is no abrogation or mitigation of divine punishment for Uzzah (a bona fide Israelite): 
And David and all the house of Israel were making merry before the LORD, with songs and lyres and harps and tambourines and castanets and cymbals. And when they came to the threshing floor of Nacon, Uzzah put out his hand to the ark of God and took hold of it, for the oxen stumbled. And the anger of the LORD was kindled against Uzzah, and God struck him down there because of his error, and he died there beside the ark of God.—2 Sam 6:5-7
Notice that his Uzzah’s generous but disobedient act became fatal.  Trying to save the falling Arc of the Covenant transgressed a positive command by God (namely, that only a priest was to touch the arc of the covenant.)  Where is conscience now?  For the Hebrew mind, Uzzah’s conscience never had time to be activated:  He was dead before it could kick-in, for conscience was never in reference to future actions that “seem to be good” or “seem to be bad.”  Indeed, the Hebrew was not on earth to personally decide what the right thing to do was, but whether he was going to follow it. 
Conscience in St. Paul

In the first part of this thesis, synderesis was defined in both Latin and English as a habit that goads us unto the object of natural law.  This is clearly different from conscience, which is an act.  Strangely, however, the Greek counterpart, συνείδησις (of the exact same pronunciation) means conscience, specifically as an act or judgment of the intellect upon past actions.  St. Thomas explains the confusion in the Summa Theologica: 
But since habit is a principle of act, sometimes the name conscience is given to the first natural habit -- namely, `synderesis': thus Jerome calls `synderesis' conscience (Gloss. Ezech. 1:6); Basil [Hom. In princ. Proverb.], the ‘natural power of judgment,’ and Damascene [De Fide Orthodoxa ("Exposition of the Orthodox Faith") iv. 22] says that it is the ‘law of our intellect…
 
Jerome calls synderesis conscience.  This was probably due to confusion on trade-routes more than some mistake (or malice!) in the writings of St. Jerome.  Thus, St. Thomas in the above quote seems to cheerfully pardon St. Jerome for the confusion.  C.A. Pierce is less forgiving, and laments that “the first step in the decline [of the understanding of conscience in the West] coincides with the first translation of the Greek into a Latin version.  Conscientia was the obvious word to use, and yet its use was fatal…Conscientia includes the meaning of συνείδησις in its Greek and NT connotation, but includes so much more besides, as to fail completely to exclude the modern meaning of conscience.”
  That is, conscientia subsumed synderesis in translation/usage errors in the fourth century. This led to synderesis “sometimes” being called “conscience.”  Whether or not the situation is “fatal” as Pierce says, this linguistic-crossing-of-wires is formidable, and may be to blame for the various usages of conscience in Western morality, many of which have become subjective decision-making regarding the objective good of a future action.  Note that conscience in the West has come to include decisions of the past, present and future: 
 Conscience is a dynamic act of personal engagement with natural law seeking to judge a particular good to be done or evil to be avoided…[it] witnesses the past when we recognize that by commission or omission we have done something good or done something bad; conscience incites or binds us in relation to the future when we judge that something should be done or not done; and conscience excuses, accuses or torments us in the present or in relation to the past when we discover something is being or has been well done or poorly done.

CA Pierce will firmly maintain that conscience has become too broad in even faithful Western Tradition, leading to a subjectivist outcome, far from the inspired authors’ intentions.  What then did συνείδησις mean according to CA Pierce?  As a linguistic back-drop to the New Testament, Pierce considers Paul’s language first in the older pagan usage of words surrounding the notion of conscience.  The Greek pagan usage of  συνείδησις, Pierce asserts, is connected to the the reflexive verb, αὐτω συνειδέναι.  Both deal with conscience, but both are indications of something “invariably bad—whether a disposition, a condition or an action.  But knowledge with one’s self of this badness entails consequences.”
  That assertion is worth repeating in layman’s terms:  An activated conscience is a warning of something you did or did not do in the past that was not good.  Conscience is only a pang of guilt, reminiscent of the 14th century proverb:  “A guilty conscience needs no accuser.”
  We will see that Pierce holds this to be the sole usage of conscience!  
Συνείδησις as the guilt from a past action would be enough to “take from him all his courage,”
 since a conscience (in any way) sullied of past mis-deeds was considered psychologically devastating for Greeks, so high did they hold their interior sense of honor.  Here follow a few examples:
· “Democritus [ca. 400 BC]…writes that the generality of mankind, in their ignorance of the dissolution of mortal nature, suffer wretchedly throughout their lifetime from distress and fear because of their συνείδησις of the evil doing in their lives.”

· In Apologia 24, “Socrates is content to let their own συνείδησις punish those who induced the witnesses at his trial to give perjured evidence against him.”

· “Then I, however, showed again, by action, not in word only, that I did not care a whit for death…but that I did care with all my might not to do anything unjust or unholy.”—Socrates

· Conscience becomes the interior vehicle of distress and the root of a guilt that gnaws a man away from the inside; it leads him to wish to “start life anew.”
  Philo (20-50AD) says that this haunting conviction (conscience) never departs “by day nor by night, but it stabs as with a goad, and inflicts wounds that know no healing, until it snap the thread of that soul’s pitiful and accursed life.”

· Plutarch (46-120 AD) writes that “any other pain can be reasoned away, but this remorse [conscience] is inflicted by reason, on the soul which is so racked with shame, and self-chastisement.”

Pierce has gathered a much more extensive array of quotes from the original Greek of non-Christians who employ συνείδησις and various conjugations of  αὐτω συνειδέναι.  For Pierce, conscience is never a deliberation over future actions, but is Natural Law functioning post-factum.  In fact, “until bad action has been committed, or at least initiated, there is no συνείδησις…The fundamental connotation of the συνείδησις group of words is that man is by nature so constituted that, if he overstep the moral limits of his nature, he will normally feel pain—the pain called συνείδησις.”
  Synderesis in the Greek then, is painful.  A good-conscience is then an absence of conscience!  A good conscience is  “basically the absent συνείδησις.”

What about St. Paul?  Did St. Paul mean “conscience” as negative-consequent post-factum evaluation like the pagans?  Positively answered would constitute an etymology more narrow that that of St. Thomas and all who followed him.  St. Thomas, we remember, posited conscientia to be both antecedent and post-factum: “Through the conscience we judge that something should be done or not done”
 (antecedent) and “So far as by conscience we judge that something done is well done or ill done, and in this sense conscience is said to excuse, accuse, or torment”
 (post-factum.)
Pierce grants several ways that συνείδησις can be used in the New Testament:
· “MBNorm [Morally Bad Norm]:  MB use, the BAD acts or the BADness of the subject being in some way expressed: the NORMAL use”
 of conscience in the New Testament.
· “MBNeg [Morally Bad Negative]: MB use, but the subjects’ consciousness of the BADness is NEGATED.”
  Ironically, Morally Bad Negative is the best type of conscience you can have.  This is a clear conscience.
· MBA [Morally Bad and Absolute]: “MB use, but synderesis is used ABSOLUTELY, the BADness being taken for granted as implied by the use of syneidesis, etc.”

· MPG: “M use, but synderesis is used ABSOLUTELY, the BADness being taken for granted as implied by the use of synderesis., etc.”

· NA:  “NOT APPLICABLE’ i.e. a use of synderesis where, as is shown, the translation conscience is quite unjustified.”
 In other words, συνείδησις means something more like “with knowledge,” than anything within the scope of this paper or Pierce’s book.
Pierce applies the above system to specific examples.  First, he goes to Romans:  “They show that the work of the law is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse them.”—Rom 2:15


Here is the New Testament appeal to a higher law, written on the hearts of all men.  Though formulated under different vocabulary in East and West, both Traditions regard Rom 1-2 as the Natural Law chapters, containing the explanation of the indictment of everyone’s conscience.  How has each man responded to God’s fingerprint on his heart?  In reference to this quote, Pierce calls this the “MBA use” of post-factum conscience.  Pierce explains his conclusion:  
They [Gentiles and Jews] suffer this pain, conscience, which warns them that they have done or are doing something morally wrong…conduct can be merely a matter of convenience; reasonings can be tendentious, evasive or simply academic; but conscience—here is something over which man has sufficiently little control for it to have no little objective validity: pain is convincing where argument is not.
  
Where some post-moderns are troubled by the notion of a universal Natural Law, many ancients would have rejoiced at Romans 1 and 2’s final diagnosis.  Why?  Because they finally have a diagnosis for their pain of conscience!  Indeed, that pain is nothing else but the first invitations (not condemnations) into the covenantal family of God.  There could be no hunger pains if there were not food to satisfy.     
A second example:  “This charge I entrust to you, Timothy, my child, in accordance with the prophecies previously made about you, that by them you may wage the good warfare, holding faith and a good conscience. By rejecting this, some have made shipwreck of their faith…”—1 Tim 1:18-19

Faith is here linked to conscience in an integral way.  Now that the penitent has the light of revelation, he is able to see God’s plan for mankind’s life in an even more clear way.  Repentance and redemption are offered by the blood of Jesus Christ.  Such is the gift of Faith.  However, this too is a MBNeg use of conscience when it has been disobeyed in the past, according to Pierce:  “Faith informs conscience, but outrages to conscience are a preliminary to an abandonment of the faith.”
  Moreover, not only is Faith “shipwrecked,” but the ignored conscience is terrifyingly seared beyond sensing any more pain:  “Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from the faith by devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons, through the insincerity of liars whose consciences are seared.”   (1 Tim 4:1-2)  Indeed, “each assault on the created limits of man’s nature weakens them; if they be not repaired after each assault…they can be overstepped with impunity.”
 Not following one’s pangs of conscience can perhaps be irreparable.  Pierce applies the MBNeg to this passage.  Why then an optimistic title (MBNeg) to a pessimistic passage?  Pierce evaluates only 1 Tim 1:18’s “good conscience” (not verse 19’s “shipwreck”) as the point of valuation.  

Thirdly:  “According to this arrangement, gifts and sacrifices are offered that cannot perfect the conscience of the worshiper (μὴ δυνάμεναι κατὰ συνείδησιν τελειῶσαι τὸν λατρεύοντα), but deal only with food and drink and various washings, regulations for the body imposed until the time of reformation.”—Hb 9:9-10

Interestingly, “conscience is the real obstacle to worship,”
 according to Pierce.  Why?  Because an activated conscience is bad.  A careful reading of  the Letter to the Hebrews should come to the same conclusion, for neither the Gentiles nor the Jews ever found forgiveness of sins via animal sacrifices.  Something good was found in the Old Covenant, but it was only the “sanctification for the purification for the flesh.” (Hb 9:13) Once redeemed by the blood of Jesus, their “hearts [are] sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water.” (Hb 10:22).  This moves the reader from the MBA (9:13) to the MBNorm (10:22) usage of συνείδησις.  The latter refers to the convicting part of the soul as it is cleansed and liberated from the “badness” as Pierce calls it.
Outside of what Pierce deems to be the New Testament’s “NA usage” of συνείδησις (times when Pierce seems to hold that συνείδησις “should not even be rendered conscience at all”
) the usage of συνείδησις is found most frequently in the category of an MBA or MBNorm word-occurrence.  That is, conscience refers to bad acts or a bad-subject-being-present (Romans 2:15, 9:1, 13:5, 1 Corinthians 8-10 (7x), 1 Tim 4:2, Titus 1:15, Hebrews 9:9, 9:14 and 10:22.)  Similarly, MBNeg (Morally bad past negated in a consciousness exam) is found in 2 Cor 1:12, 1 Cor 4:4, 1 Tim 1:5, 1 Tim 1:19, 1 Tim 3:9, II Tim 1:3, Hebrews 10:2, Hebrews 3:21 and most likely Hebrews 13:18, as well as one to three occurrences in Hebrews chapters 9-10.

The point of these long lists is that Pierce does a significant job in proving that συνείδησις in the New Testament always refers to an evaluation of past actions and that συνείδησις usually refers to the evaluation of the presence or absence of a moral negative in the past.  The previous sentence should be remembered by the reader for the pastoral conclusions for the confessor and preacher in the final section of the paper.  It is so important to realize that conscience in the New Testament never referred to future deliberations for St. Paul.  
Neither is post-factum conscience infallible for St. Paul, another pastoral milestone to be considered:  “For I am not aware of anything against myself (οὐδὲν γὰρ ἐμαυτῷ σύνοιδα·), but I am not thereby acquitted. It is the Lord who judges me.”—1 Cor 4:4

Notice that σύνοιδα is the verbal usage of the noun συνείδησις.  In fact, here in 1 Cor 4:4 we find the New Testament’s only use of the reflexive verb αὐτω συνειδέναι.  Yes, it was used by many pagan writers as seen in the above section of bullet-points, but this passage provides a key insight into the mind and conscience of Paul:  A clear conscience is good, but is not pure acquittal.  Even from the context it is clear that Paul’s conscience is clear, and therefore convicts him of nothing subjectively.  Yet who knows of  an objectively bad deed in the past, or for that matter an omission in the past?  But I am not thereby acquitted...Conscience can have false negatives, but rarely false positives for guilt (barring scrupulosity.) A false negative for St. Paul would be a clear conscience about the past that is objectively erroneous.  He is hoping that such is not the case for himself!  Yet, Paul declares here: It is the Lord who judges me.  This humble conclusion puts subjectivity and relativism to death, since “God is not mocked, for whatever one sows, that will he also reap.” (Gal 6:7)  This is true,  it seems here, even if the subject has gone against God’s holy law and boasts a clear conscience.  Pierce adds “that in 1 Cor 4:4, wherein the notion of any man’s conscience adequately judging himself, let alone another, is emphatically and scornfully rejected by St. Paul.”
 (emphasis added)

His final conclusion for our pastoral implications of conscience is very strongly worded:

 [M]odern English usage regards conscience as a guide to future action independent of and superior to any other such guide, and to the counsel or command of any authority whatever…The New Testament, however, emphatically denies this: conscience is the subsequent pain which indicates that sin has been committed by the man who suffers it…Conscience, then, is taken today as justifying, in advance or in general principle, actions or attitudes of others as well as one’s self.  But in the New Testament it cannot justify; it refers only to the past and particular; and to the acts of a man’s own self alone.
 
Cardinal Ratzinger writes something similar in anthropological terms:
The Pharisee is no longer aware that he too is guilty.  He is perfectly at ease with his own conscience.  But this silence of his conscience makes it impossible for God and men to penetrate his carapace—whereas the cry of conscience that torments the tax collector opens him to receive truth and love. Jesus can work effectively among sinners because they have not become inaccessible behind the screen of an erring conscience, which would put them out of reach of the changes that God awaits from them—and from us.  Jesus cannot work effectively among the righteous because they sense no need for forgiveness and repentance; their conscience no longer accuses them but only justifies them.

Part II: The Church Fathers and Involuntary Sin
The possibility of involuntary sin must be accepted within a strict interpretation of the Scripture passages above that contain the life of Pharaoh and death of Uzzah.  That is, sin in Scripture seems completely objective in both New and Old Testament, except for a few passages like James chapter 4 that seem to contain some subjective aspect: “So whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin.”—James 4:17.  Yet lines like this from James were not enough to convince Church Fathers that involuntary sin was impossible.  In other words, there are too many instances of Scripture that seem to imply that sinners may not know they’re sinning.  Foremost are words of Christ at his own crucifixion:  “And Jesus said, ‘Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do." And they cast lots to divide his garments.” (Luke 23:34)
How could God forgive them if they did not know what they were doing?    Did not the great Augustine write Qui autem peccat, libero arbitrio peccat?  We will begin with him:  Did St. Augustine believe in the notion of involuntary sin?  The modern Byzantine scholar Davies quotes Alflatt 
 in the affirmative.  Their conclusion is based on Acta Contra Fortunatum Manichaeum.  On August 28, 392 AD, Augustine did indeed hold to his long-time position: “Qui autem peccat, libero arbitrio peccat.”
 (“He who sins, sins by free will.”) However, Davies and Alflatt hold that the next day (August 29th, 392), Augustine was convinced by his Manichean opponent to reconsider the seventh chapter of St. Paul to the Romans: “For I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.”—Rm 7:15.  Davies writes:
By the end of the debate, Augustine found he needed to adjust his thinking in order to account for the Pauline passages his opponent threw at him.  Unable to concede Fortunatus’ argument that Paul was speaking of a substantial evil at work in human flesh, Augustine had recourse to the notion of the persistence of habit to explain the human fall into ‘necessary’ sin both as members of a race fallen in Adam and also as individuals suffering the effects of past choices…It is important to note Augustine was forced to acknowledge the reality of involuntary sin in a debate with a dualist.

St. Augustine spoke to Fortunatus:  
I say that there was free exercise of will in that man who was first formed.  He was so made that absolutely nothing could resist his will, if he had willed to keep the precepts of God.  But after he voluntarily sinned, we who have descended from his stock were plunged into necessity.

That necessity, assert the two authors, is divine punishment into which we are plunged for Adam’s sin.  Davies and Alflatt seem to be correct in Augustine’s view of the involuntary sin of our bodily members being out of our control (Rom 7), as mankind is plunged into necessity by the Fall and then into habit by generation of original sin.  However, what Davies and Alflatt fail to quote is a later line from Acta 22.  Here, Augustine believes this lack of control to be only upon the Old Man, the man yet unredeemed by Christ, the man with no grace to control his passions:
Aussi longtemps donc que nous portons l’image de l’homme terrestre, c’est à dire tant que nous vivons selon la chair, qui est aussi nommé vieil homme, nous subissons la nécessité, fruit de l’habitude, en sorte que nous ne faison pas ce que nous voulons.  Mais, quand la grâce de Dieu nous aura inspiré l’amour divin et nous aura soumis à sa volonté—nous à qui il a été dit: Vous avez été appelés à la liberté, et que la grâce de Dieu m’a délivré de la loi du péché et de la mort, car la loi du péché est que quiconque pèche mérite la mort—nous échappons à cette loi, dès lors que nous commençons à être justes.

Perhaps the only point of Davies I find contentious is this:  That St. Augustine fully believed in involuntary sin.  I believe St. Augustine may believe in involuntary sin for the unredeemed man, but shies away from the sense of involuntary sin for the redeemed man.  This may be instrumental in the development of the emphasis of the will in the West, as seen in the following sections of this paper. 
For in the West, sin is ultimately found in the will.  St. James writes: “So whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin.” (Jam 4:17).  An antecedent act of conscience (as in a deliberation-before-a-deed) is the last and best judgment of the practical intellect before a concrete act of the will, be it good or bad.  This is seen below:
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However, in the East, the Platonic influence of ignorance as the gateway to all wrongdoing is more prevalent.  In fact, evil is found not only in the intellect, but even in involuntary actions.  Involuntary movements are “evil,” (a privation of the good) and therefore require restitution and redemption (or at least more divine illumination) to bring deeper integration and freedom.  In the West, it is only when sin is confined to various categories of the soul (eg the West’s diagram above) that we shall have a fine distinction between evil and sin.  But such is not the case in the East.  For this reason, one can still hear the following 4th century prayer of St. John Chrysostom in Byzantine liturgies today without blushing:

I believe, O Lord, and I confess that thou art truly the Christ, the Son of the living God, who didst come into the world to save sinners, of whom I am chief. And I believe that this is truly thine own immaculate Body, and that this is truly thine own precious Blood. Wherefore I pray thee, have mercy upon me and forgive my transgressions both voluntary and involuntary, of word and of deed, of knowledge and of ignorance; and make me worthy to partake without condemnation of thine immaculate Mysteries, unto remission of my sins and unto life everlasting. Amen. Of thy Mystic Supper, O Son of God, accept me today as a communicant; for I will not speak of thy Mystery to thine enemies, neither will I give thee a kiss as did Judas; but like the thief will I confess thee: Remember me, O Lord, in thy Kingdom. Not unto judgment nor unto condemnation be my partaking of thy Holy Mysteries, O Lord, but unto the healing of soul and body.
 (emphasis added)
How can the East pray for forgiveness of involuntary sin?  St. Maximus the Confessor defines evil as the defect “which prevents the powers inherent in human nature from acting in conformity with their aims.”
 Thus, involuntary sin and voluntary sin have the same effect:  The degeneration of self-possession.  It doesn’t matter whose fault it is.   This is found within all the realms of the human person (material, intellectual and spiritual, etc.)  Imputation to the will seems to be a mute point, since “the natural destiny of the human body is to enjoy a maximum amount of freedom,”
 regardless of whether the hindrance originally came from the passions, bad genes, circumstances (Mark 4:3-9), intellect, will, etc.  Involuntary sin (eg undesired movements of bodily members) is still a hindrance to freedom.  An evil act even if done in concert with one’s conscience will be detrimental to the person.  Quoting St. Maximus the Confessor, Hieromonk Maximos writes: 

Adam’s fall was the ‘ancient error,’ (archaia parabasis) that, while certainly an act of sovereign freedom, was above all a misdirection of the human’s potential for pleasure away from its proper object—towards objects of sense.  The dominant note here is not Adam’s ill will, but the tragedy of making a lesser good for the greater.  Sin is analogous more to blindness or weakness than to crime or negligence.

If sin is more blindness than crime, whence then comes the evil?  Malice or Cognitive Error?  To answer this question of conscience, it must be understood that the Eastern understanding of involuntary sins is first linked to the Fathers’ anthropology and soteriology.  Ultimate union with God is actually a return to Him via a divinization that incorporates the fullness of existential desires:  Material, Intellectual and Spiritual.  Legal imputation matters not.  Thus, the cure is the same regardless of “who” or even “what” brought the evil, since anything that encumbers personal liberation becomes a loving target for God’s fiery liberation.  Indeed, this is a unified vision of universal responsibility with few boundaries of personal exoneration.  “The paradigm for this freedom is, of course, Christ himself, whose possession of a completely fulfilled natural will completely broke down all physical constraints, even the most fundamental, death itself.”
  

This thesis will attempt to show that the East contains a soteriology more medical than legal.  Medicine is usually not concerned with the question “Whose fault is it?”  A wound is a wound and must be healed.  However, healing is a return to a natural state of integrity.  As seen in Mark 4:3-9, the entire path of our redemption is one fraught with a scorching sun, thorns and birds—all factors beyond our control, from which we must either be rescued or healed.  No, the birds’ attack is not really our fault.  Neither are the thorns.  But we can undoubtedly be choked by thorns or whisked away under the scorching sun by a black bird of prey.  Are we to honestly think that we’re held responsible for circumstances beyond our control? What about the ones that affect our salvation?  Hieromonk Maximos writes:
Self-fulfillment occurs not in spite of involuntary acts, but by means of them, no less than by means of acts that are actually chosen.  Conversely, involuntary sins are no less significant in their capacity to retard that process of self-actualization than are sins of the will.  All of these spiritual raw materials, all our voluntary and involuntary experiences of life, are to be cast upon the consuming Fire of divine love.
   

An unwilled movement (eg. A miscarriage for a woman, or an untimely erection for a man) would be considered an involuntary sin in classical Eastern theology, since it is a privation of the good and also a privation of freedom.  Thus, “sin” doesn’t always carry the weight of malice as it does in the West.  It’s simply that a certain privation-of-good has encroached on human freedom in a disintegrating way.  Sin for the Greek is considered a pan-person-disorder traced back to the Garden; salvation is a pan-person-redemption aiming towards eternity that is affected or even effected by pitching the whole person upon “the consuming Fire of divine love” as Maximos said.  St. John Damascene continues:
In this life there is a certain economy and ineffable providence that calls sinners to conversion and repentance, but after death there is no longer change, no longer repentance, not because God will not receive repentance—for he cannot deny himself nor can he fail in compassion—but because the soul cannot change…For what is punishment but the privation of what one longs for?  According, therefore, to the analogy of desire, those who long for God rejoice, and those who long for sin are punished.  And those who obtain what they long for rejoice in accordance with the measure of their longing, and those who fail suffer pain in accordance with the measure of their longing.

One must then consider ultimate responsibility and how that exists in moral theology for the East.  Davies asks himself at the end of the thesis:  “Can a person in possession of knowledge of both universals and particulars ever choose to do the wrong thing?”  Davies believes St. John Damascene would answer “No.”
  The extreme optimism of the East has its roots in the extreme optimism of Plato and Socrates:  Anyone who knows the truth would surely love the light more than the darkness…if only he knew it.   Perhaps, then, lack-of-prayer or lack-of-prayer-time is the only real sin in the East, for one always pursues the apparent good, even if it is not so good apparently!  Davies writes this breathtaking line about Eastern moral theology:
If the Maximian view holds, on the other hand, the proper response to an evil will is to treat it primarily as a symptom of cognitive error, of the disordered senses or of emotional disturbance, any and all of which may be susceptible to correction by therapeutic intervention at various levels:  askesis, education, and, above all, divine illumination through prayer.
 (emphasis mine)
Western legal phrases like “imputation” and “material sin becoming formal sin” are absent in the East.  Man will choose the best when presented with the good, and needs only avoid “cognitive error” and “divine illumination through prayer.”  This lack of legal imputation is encouraging, optimistic and enlightening.  However, the frightening side of the marriage of sin and conscience in the East is that sin is commensurate with any evil, often regardless of accidents or circumstances or will.  This will be demonstrated later in an example of how miscarriage and abortion are treated the same way.  The lack of development of the striations of intellect and will in Eastern Philosophy will be considered an advantage and disadvantage in the last pastoral section of this paper.  
The pastoral implications of the differences between East and West will be significant.  A return to sources will be the ultimate proposal of Part III of this paper.  To this end, a summary of the original sources on conscience is given below:     
1) Hebrew Scriptures:  The outcome (divine reward or punishment) is based on actual and objective conformity to God's law; the word “conscience” is not found in Hebrew.  Of course, the heart and intentions matter greatly (“Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me.”—Psalm 51:10) but there is little weight carried before Yahweh in excuses of ignorance (Pharaoh in Gen 12) or good intentions (Uzzah in 2 Sam 6).  Objective truth firmly rules the realm of sin and death.
2) New Testament:  The outcome of bad actions activates συνείδησις (conscience) for New Testament writers.  According to Pierce, this is the only sense of conscience for Greeks and the New Testament: “ή αγαθη συνείδησις is, basically, the absent συνείδησις”
.  That is, “The good conscience is basically the absence of conscience.”
  The 16th century proverb harkens to this: “A quiet conscience sleeps in thunder.”  The only exception to this was an MPG interpretation of συνείδησις which Pierce is usually loathe to give.  Even then, in MPG, συνείδησις is asserted to be both moral (not psychological) post-factum activation.  “Conscience is the real obstacle to worship,”
 and must be objectively cleansed.  Jesus too reveals that subjective ignorance is not the guarantor of the freedom from sin:  “And Jesus said, ‘Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.’ And they cast lots to divide his garments.” (Lk 23:34). 
3) Eastern Fathers: Repentance or redemption are ascribed to the person based on outcome.  Subjective measure of antecedent malice holds little sway when evil (read: lack of freedom) binds the subject.  Thus, not just the will, but circumstances and accidents are impending evils that Christ comes to conquer, regardless of who is responsible.  Whether the alcoholism is my fault, my Dad’s fault, my living-next-to-a-liquor store, my genes or my job loss, it is sin that must be thrown into the Divine Flames of Love.  That is why imputation of the will doesn’t matter in the East:  “Wherefore I pray thee, have mercy upon me and forgive my transgressions both voluntary and involuntary…”
  We will see the advantages and disadvantages of this upon conscience in Part III’s Pastoral Conclusions.
Part III: Pitfalls in East and West
Pitfalls of the Eastern Theologians of Conscience
First, the beauty and mercy of the development of the West’s understanding of conscience shall briefly be defended.  As quoted above, “So whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin.”—James 4:17.  James gives an early intonation of the West’s importance of the will in the centuries to come:  “Qui autem peccat, libero arbitrio peccat.”
  Compassion is contained therein, for there is little responsibility for things outside our control.  Circumstances greatly influence the judgment of a confessor.  A judgment of a sin or good deed must consider the disposition of the heart instead of simply the outcome.  The delineations of the soul (passions, intellect and will) formed all good confessors through the centuries.  Of course, the West’s theology of sin and redemption mercifully followed the philosophy of Augustine and Aquinas’ delineations of the soul.  
The great modern spiritual writer, Fr. Livio Fanzaga, writes in his book The Deceiver: Our Daily Struggle With Satan: “It is not the door of the mind, from which [satan] enters and exits whenever he wishes [which counts].  It is the door of the heart, to which only you and God possess the key.”
  That is, the intellect forming the will and the will executing is the ultimate determinant of man.  Jesus knows our hearts, and “whenever our heart condemns us, God is greater than our heart, and he knows everything.”  (1 John 3:20)

The reasonableness of this emphasis of the philosophy of the soul is somewhat lacking in the East, for the East tends to view such delineations of the soul as unhealthy divisions of the spiritual life.  Why?  In the East’s defense, the East understands the integrity of man as one:   God simply saves from any disintegration of the whole man’s self-determination and spiritual freedom.   However, it has also been proposed that the East has had a certain allergy to philosophy precisely due to the Trinitarian theology that rejects the Filioque:  If the Holy Spirit only proceeds from the Father, then the Holy Spirit is somewhat devoid of Divine Reason, the Divine Logos, the second person of the Trinity.  Those guided by the Holy Spirit—do they really need the Divine Logos?  Of course they do, but perhaps this explains the abundance of holy fools in the East who need little reason!  In any case, any fair Orthodox priest will happily admit that reason and philosophy will play a less-important role for the Eastern Confessor than the Western Confessor.  The West will agree with that statement, too.
The disadvantage to the Eastern view of sin is that a man is judged, as Hieromonk Davies says, “not on the basis of choice, but rather on the basis of whether these movements accord with nature or are contrary to it.”
  This is indeed a holistic vision.  However, when the will is not highlighted as strongly as the West, there are frightful moral conclusions in Eastern theology.  For example, the prayers over a woman who has miscarried are the exact same as those prayed over a woman who has committed a voluntary abortion.  Consider the following prayer used for both women:
O Master, Lord our God, do thou thyself according to thy great mercy, have mercy on this thy handmaid who today is in sin, having fallen into the killing of a person, whether voluntary or involuntary, and has cast out that conceived in her. And forgive her iniquities, whether voluntary or involuntary, and preserve her from every diabolical snare, and cleanse her defilement, heal her suffering, and grant unto her health and strength of soul and body, O Lover of Mankind; and guard her with a shining Angel from every assault of invisible demons; yea, O Lord, from diverse inward travail befalling her; and by thy abundant mercy, rouse her humbled body, and raise her up from the bed on which she lies. For we have been given birth in sins and transgressions, and all are unclean before thee, O Lord.
 (emphasis added)
Again, the prayer is for “thy handmaid who today is in sin, having fallen into the killing of a person, whether voluntary or involuntary.”  Voluntary or involuntary seems an important distinction that the East could heave learned from Augustine or Aquinas!  Liturgically, at least, both women seem to be equally at fault.  Why?  Again, the soul (specifically the will) is not as delineated in the East.  One must be saved from the entirety of evil.  But does this not lack compassion for the woman who has only miscarried?  Though the East is usually seen as more compassionate and holistic on these moral issues, their lack of philosophy has pitfalls, too, when it comes to cold comparison.  Compassion falls on both sides of the Adriatic Sea.
The West has the advantage of capturing Christ’s own emphasis on the disposition of the heart.  Jesus said  "Are you also still without understanding? Do you not see that whatever goes into the mouth passes into the stomach and is expelled? But what comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this defiles a person. For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, slander. These are what defile a person. But to eat with unwashed hands does not defile anyone."  (Matthew 15:16-20)
The Catechism of the Catholic Church reflects this in her moral section:  
In contrast to the object, the intention resides in the acting subject. Because it lies at the voluntary source of an action and determines it by its end, intention is an element essential to the moral evaluation of an action. The end is the first goal of the intention and indicates the purpose pursued in the action. The intention is a movement of the will toward the end: it is concerned with the goal of the activity. It aims at the good anticipated from the action undertaken. Intention is not limited to directing individual actions, but can guide several actions toward one and the same purpose; it can orient one's whole life toward its ultimate end. For example, a service done with the end of helping one's neighbor can at the same time be inspired by the love of God as the ultimate end of all our actions. One and the same action can also be inspired by several intentions, such as performing a service in order to obtain a favor or to boast about it.

Pitfalls of the Western Theologians of Conscience 

Conscience has been considered infallible in the West since at least the 13th century.  One must always follow one’s conscience.  However, the many “footnotes” of this theological maxim often go unnoticed by modern theologians.  For instance, not all ignorance is invincible.  One may be held accountable before God for what he or she does not know.  The CCC states:  
A human being must always obey the certain judgment of his conscience. If he were deliberately to act against it, he would condemn himself. Yet it can happen that moral conscience remains in ignorance and makes erroneous judgments about acts to be performed or already committed.  This ignorance can often be imputed to personal responsibility. This is the case when a man ‘takes little trouble to find out what is true and good, or when conscience is by degrees almost blinded through the habit of committing sin.’  In such cases, the person is culpable for the evil he commits.

In this case, conscience does not save.  Ignorance carries no exoneration before God when the subject purposely (or through laziness) missed an invitation to the Gospel or when he purposely chose to not seek the truth.  However, provided the conscience is well-formed, may one’s conscience still disagree with the authority of the Church?  As quoted at the beginning of this thesis, Fr. Richard McBrien states:
1)  If, after appropriate study, reflection, and prayer, a person is convinced that his or her conscience is correct, in spite of a conflict with the moral teachings of the Church, the person not only may but must follow the dictates of conscience rather than the teachings of the Church.
 (emphasis in original.)
Fr. McBrien seems to stand on solid ground, for he quotes St. Thomas’ Commentary on Peter Lombard’s Sentences:  
“Anyone upon whom the ecclesiastical authority, in ignorance of true facts, imposes a demand that offends against his clear conscience, should perish in excommunication rather than violate his conscience.” 
—IV. dist. 38, a. 4.
This is a very strong line of St. Thomas that demands a few re-readings.  Fr. Richard McBrien must have been among the first of the 1970s to find this rock of refuge for progressive theologians.  However, IV Sentences 38 has guided many great orthodox Catholic theology for centuries, too:  “Conscience that is certain, that is, where its possessor is clearly convinced that his conscience unhesitatingly imposes a definite obligation here and now, in the concrete, must be obeyed.”
  This comes from Fr. Davis SJ, a moral theologian for the Jesuits writing in 1938.

What is the difference between McBrien and Davis in their use of IV Sent 38?  A cursory search on the internet for IV Sent 38 produces a hit at the Philippine’s Inquirer
.  Inquirer is an online Philipino news journal that claims 2.7 million readers daily and 1 million internet hits daily.  Inquirer’s writer, Maramba, writes about the power of conscience over the Church’s teaching on contraception: “[I]n 1968, the role of conscience as a right and true recourse came to the fore”
 since “Humanae Vitae and many encyclicals may be official teaching but may not be inerrant.”
 How could it be official teaching but not inerrant?  Because conscience is the only thing infallible for many moral theologians.  Maramba also quotes St. Thomas:
“But since the rebuff of the commission by ‘Humanae Vitae’ in 1968, the role of conscience as a right and true recourse came to the fore. Thomas Aquinas had already said “anyone upon whom the ecclesiastical authority in ignorance of true facts imposes a demand that offends against his clear conscience, should perish in excommunication rather than violate his conscience.’”

Similarly, in Liberating Conscience, Sister of the Holy Names Anne Patrick encourages the reader or fellow theologian to not follow authority but “God alone:”  

Finally, a fifth result of the linguistic turn is the recognition of the radical ambiguity inherent in all efforts, past and present, to articulate moral truth.  This seems the most theologically significant result of all, for this insight removes any justification for trusting blindly in human language and authorities and should leave us more vividly aware that God alone is the proper object of ultimate trust and loyalty.
 

Anne Patrick urges the reader to follow “God alone” in morality, for human language (and influence) can get very taxing for the individual who must follow his or her own conscience.  She extends this moral theology to a very specific case:  When the a couple Sisters of Mercy were told by the Vatican to comply with the Church’s ban on sterilizations within Catholic hospitals, the nuns resisted.   Finally they were told “to halt discussion of changes in hospital policy regarding sterilization.”
 The religious women did ultimately comply and apologize, but they only apologized, says Patrick, due to stifled consciences twisted by the “power in the Church…but this story is unfinished.”
  Had the nuns stayed on the rock of refuge of St. Thomas’ Commentary, perhaps they would have resisted the stifling authority of the Church and stuck to their conscience in continuing sterilizations.  Right?
St. Thomas never meant it as this.  This is evidenced by a fuller examination of Thomas’ moral theology of conscience.  First, a particular “ecclesiastical authority” (eg, a Bishop) in Sentences IV.38.4 may make certain demands, but these can never re-vamp Divine Law or Natural Law:  Sterilization derails both Natural Law and Divine Law.  Thus, St. Thomas pledges allegiance to the timeless aspect of Divine Law in morals above and against the call of a specific bishop who is “in ignorance of the true facts.”
 A modern example of this is Franz Jagerstätter, an Austrian family man whose Bishop told Jagerstätter to serve in the Nazi Army in order to fulfill his primary Christian duty of saving his family.  Jagerstätter did not follow his bishop.  He refused service to the Nazis and was subsequently executed in 1943.  (He is now up for canonization.) 

Secondly, St. Thomas is referring to the high road of morality in Sent IV, (as seen in the life of Jagerstätter) not the low-road (as seen in Liberating Conscience by Sr. Anne Patrick.)  Thomas was probably referring to the cases, for example, when a layman chose the Gospel above the poor advice of a bishop.  St. Thomas More later lived out this line of Aquinas’ Sentences, for he disobeyed the pleas of many clerics in 16th century England.  The priests wished him to support the adulterous marriage of the King, but St. Thomas More claimed conscience in his dramatic letters to his family.  His martyrdom fulfills Sentences IV:  “Anyone upon whom the ecclesiastical authority, in ignorance of true facts, imposes a demand that offends against his clear conscience, should perish in excommunication rather than violate his conscience.”
 

In the Summa, Thomas writes: “It is therefore evident that the goodness of the human will depends on the eternal law much more than on human reason: and when human reason fails we must have recourse to the Eternal Reason.”
 Applied to Sent IV., Eternal Reason is more binding than a Bishop only when 
1) The latter’s particular law is held in clear contradiction to Eternal Law (which includes Revelation, namely, Scripture and/or Tradition, including all articulated Faith and Morals.) 
and/or

2) When the prelate is “in ignorance of true facts.”
  This will always include those moral matters about which one “ought to know” universally.  Later, there will be a specific example of what St. Thomas puts under the aegis of Eternal Law.  

St. Thomas did indeed hold that an erring conscience binds, but it is almost always overlooked by moral theologians today that this imputation was only in the negative—in terms of punishment—not justification of the erring conscience of a specific moral act.  He writes: “Therefore when the will is at variance with erring reason, it is against conscience. But every such will is evil; for it is written (Romans 14:23): ‘All that is not of faith’ -- i.e. all that is against conscience – ‘is sin.’ Therefore the will is evil when it is at variance with erring reason.”
  Thus, if I purposely (but erroneously in the realm of objective truth) step on a crack to brake my mother’s back, I have still committed a sin of malice.  Why?  Because even though I was ill-informed of the power of stepping on a crack by some ancient superstition,  “the will is [still] evil because it wills evil”
 as Thomas says.  Erring conscience binds negatively only.

Finally, of supreme importance on the topic of objective and subjective conscience within the interpretation of Sent IV.38.4 is Summa Question I.II.19.  It is titled  “Is the will good when it abides by erring reason?”
 In sad modern legalistic terms: “Can I be exonerated by God for following an ill-formed or erroneous conscience?” He answers:
[I]gnorance sometimes causes an act to be involuntary, and sometimes not. And since moral good and evil consist in action in so far as it is voluntary, as was stated above (A[2]); it is evident that when ignorance causes an act to be involuntary, it takes away the character of moral good and evil; but not, when it does not cause the act to be involuntary…If then reason or conscience err with an error that is involuntary, either directly, or through negligence, so that one errs about what one ought to know; then such an error of reason or conscience does not excuse the will…
 (emphasis added)

Does a good intention executed-in-ignorance excuse the evil committed? No, at least not in the cases of those things “about what one ought to know.”
  St. Thomas posits that the things about “what one ought to know” are contained in every man’s heart as Natural Law.  Notice that Natural Law’s domain of what one ought to know refers not only to murder, but also to adultery and sexual sins.  St. Thomas gives a strikingly-post-modern example of a man claiming “conscience” as his saving grounds for an issue of broken sexual fidelity:  “For instance, if erring reason tell a man that he should go to another man's wife, the will that abides by that erring reason is evil; since this error arises from ignorance of the Divine Law, which he is bound to know.”
  Thus, following one’s conscience for Thomas is clearly fallible in the case of adultery.  To follow your conscience may indeed transgress Divine Law if it be about an issue about “what [one] ought to know.”
The “ignorant” adulterer is guilty:  His lusty approach to the woman is not exonerated by his erring reason.  Why?  Because the adulterer was bound to know the matters of Divine Law, within which sexuality is contained.  This seems to be true even for the non-Christian, for all have natural law.  For the Christian, no authority can change this, even in the confessional.   Indeed, how much more would St. Thomas apply the issues of abortion and contraception within the boundaries of Divine Law than simple adultery?  In any case, he never envisioned any of these sexual matters to be considered an arbitrary form of Ecclesial Law or Particular law as Inquirer’s Maramba, Fr. McBrien or Sister Patrick seem to assert. Conscience, then, is more objective than subjective for St. Paul, St. Thomas and the Church Fathers.  God’s reality (Eternal Law, and our participation therein—Natural Law) is supremely binding for these authors.

Cardinal Ratzinger admitted shortly before being elected Pope that
“it is indisputable that one must always follow a clear verdict of conscience…but it is quite a different matter to assume that the verdict of conscience (or what one takes to be such a verdict) is always correct, i.e. infallible—for, if that were so, it would mean that there is no truth, at least in matters of morality and religion, which are the foundations of our very existence.”
  Objective truth is seen to be not only the headache for post-modern man’s conscience, but his great redemption and trust in the Divine Mercy if we return to the sources of Scripture and the Fathers.
Part IV: A Return to Sources 

A Divergence with Consequences
The strong modern emphasis by Western moral theologians’ on the necessity of “full knowledge and full consent” for a sin seems to be a very compassionate approach to penitents and Catholic congregations.  The subjective side of sin and redemption has been greatly developed by the theology of phenomenology, the psychology of religion and even confessional instruction for seminarians and priests.  However, it may lead to even more psychological distress for the penitent to lay so much upon subjective assessment of moral theology when Divine Mercy is ready to handle it all.  If “full knowledge and full consent” is the only guide to moral theology, latent may be an old legalism that engenders a view of God as Him-from-Whom-we-must-escape by a shielding conscience.  It will be proposed here that neither the Eastern Fathers nor St. Thomas Aquinas ever meant conscience to “develop” into the casuistics of the rigorous 17th century vocabulary of imputation, nor the liberal legalism of the 20th century.  At its core, both the error of old and new may mean that a person is saved from God, not by God.  For instance, one may hear a priest or moral theologian say “Ignorance is the 8th sacrament that saves more than all the rest.”  What is meant by “Ignorance is the 8th sacrament”?  A return to ancient Hebrew and Greek sources may correct this hyper-subjective understanding of conscience.  The modern idea of conscience seems lenient at first—but contains a horrible image of God in the end. The conclusions from the authorities of sections I and II (Scripture and Fathers) may become humble springboards to lead to new questions on conscience for the modern confessor.
Some time ago, some Catholics stopped me in a mid-Western soup-kitchen because they were confused about something their priest had been teaching.  He had taught that the use of contraception by a married couple would never be a serious sin.  The priest taught something along these lines:    Contraception in marriage might be grave matter, but the penitent always was shielded from guilt because of  subjective decisions; everyone chooses the good and has a reason for what he chooses.  This of course begs the question:  Is the penitent saved from God or from sin?  Though the priest’s theology seems very empathetic to the penitent, are we not left with a God of arbitrary morals who can be legally outmaneuvered? 
Perhaps this modern theology is the liberal-grandchild of an old Jansenistic legalism.  Confessional manuals up to the 1950s would often instruct the priest along these lines:
In all honesty, let me say that I think it is rather rare that cases of complete and genuine good faith are noticed in confession. For people usually mention only what they know, or think, or suspect is wrong. Nevertheless, what authors write about these things is by no means mere theory. It can happen that this kind of ignorance is brought to the attention of the confessor. When he notices it he must be prepared to act prudently. And though it is generally true that it is better to say nothing than to convert material sin into formal sin, this is not always the case. The prudent confessor will think not only in terms of the spiritual good of his penitent, but of others, too, and especially of the good of the Church.
 
This example is from The Good Confessor, circa the 1950s, written by Fr. Gerald Kelly SJ.  It is an excellent book that understands God’s justice and mercy as both infinite.  However, consider the vocabulary from the above quotation:  “[I]t is better to say nothing than to convert material sin into formal sin.” How can knowledge convert material sin into formal sin?  There is a timeless truth in the importance of full knowledge to commit a sin in Western tradition (eg. St. James and St. Augustine above.)  Still, legalism must be avoided.  Otherwise, knowledge of God’s law becomes a burden.  A narrowed command of the theology of a penitent attracting or deflecting God’s imputation of guilt based on ignorance alone can often avoid the goodness of God’s salvific plan, as asserted by the Church Fathers and even the Greek and Hebrew Scriptures.  When knowledge attracts imputation and God’s law becomes a burden, it seems better not to know Christ.  Material sin into formal sin…
Cardinal Ratzinger, in Conscience, recalls a similar academic encounter which is worth quoting at length:

In the course of a dispute, a senior colleague, who was keenly aware of the plight of being Christian in our times, expressed the opinion that one should actually be grateful to God that he allows there to be so many unbelievers in good conscience.  For if their eyes were opened and they became believers, they would not be capable, in this world of ours, of bearing the burden of faith with all its moral obligations.  But as it is, since they can go another way in good conscience, they can still reach salvation.

What shocked me about this assertion was not in the first place the idea of an erroneous conscience given by God Himself in order to save men by means of such artfulness—the idea, so to speak, of a blindness sent by God for the salvation of those in question.  What disturbed me was the notion it harbored that faith is a burden that can hardly be borne and that was, no doubt, intended only for stronger natures—faith almost as a kind of punishment—in any case, an imposition not easily coped with.
According to this view, faith would not make salvation easier but harder.  Being happy would mean not being burdened with having to believe or having to submit to the moral yoke of the faith of the Catholic Church.  The erroneous conscience, which makes life easier and marks a more human course, would then be the real grace, the normal way to salvation.  Untruth, keeping truth at bay, would be better for man than truth.  It would not be the truth that would set him free, but rather he would have to be freed from the truth.  Man would be more at home in the dark than in the light.  Faith would not be the good gift of the good God but instead an affliction.

If this were the state of affairs, how could faith give rise to joy?  Who would have the courage to pass faith on to others?  Would it not be better to spare them the truth or even keep them from it?  In the last few decades, notions of this sort have discernibly crippled the disposition to evangelize.  The one who sees the faith as a heavy burden or as a moral imposition is unable to invite others to believe.  Rather, he lets them be, in the putative freedom of their good consciences.

The one who spoke in this manner was a sincere believer and, I would say, a strict Catholic, who performed his moral duty with care and conviction.  But he expressed a form of experience of faith that is disquieting.  Its propagation could only be fatal to the faith.  The almost traumatic aversion many have to what they hold to be ‘preconciliar’ Catholicism is rooted, I am convinced, in the encounter with such a faith, seen only as encumbrance.  In this regard, to be sure, some very basic questions arise.  Can such a faith actually be an encounter with truth?  Is the truth about God and man so sad and difficult, or does truth not lie in the overcoming of such legalism?  Does it not lie in freedom?  But where does freedom lead?  What course does it chart for us?

If this “preconciliar Catholicism” is sometimes rooted in seeing the Faith as an “encumbrance,” as Cardinal Ratzinger said, whence comes the fear of the Faith? What is at the root of the Jansenistic theology of imputation in morals?  Is Jansenism linked to the inverse of imputation, namely, post-conciliar liberalism that avoids imputation at any cost? If both Jesus and ignorance can save us, then we are being saved from the God the Father.  If I can be allowed one new thought it this thesis:  Catholics’ distrust of God the Father has been the root of 18th century legal casuistics and post-conciliar liberalism in morals.  The moral theology that once spoke of  “material sin [turning] into formal sin,” has played a small or large role in engendering the progressive moral theology that equally avoids God’s legal imputation by claiming subjective asylum in traditional points of moral Revelation, especially those of the 6th commandment.  
But what if we are being saved from evil and not from God?  The East has a firm understanding of this, and we in the West may learn from her.  That way, we avoid the notion that conscience becomes a shield against justice, instead of the activator for grace that Paul posits in Scripture.  Is the penitent saved from God or from sin?  Though the subjective confessor seems very compassionate to the penitent at first glance, are we not left with a God of arbitrary morals who can be legally outmaneuvered? Christ’s law then becomes a burden.  But His law of intrinsic love is not a burden, “for God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.” (John 3:17).  Jesus saves us for freedom, not from arbitrary imputation.  What does it mean when moral theology does gymnastics around the imputability of sin?  Perhaps this happens when the goodness and glory of God the Father is not known:

Man is the image of God, but this image looks at us only in multiple distortions.  This affirmation, in the pure sense, is true only of Jesus Christ, who is the restored image of God.  But what God do we see in him?  A misunderstood theology has left many people with a completely false image, the image of a cruel God who demands the blood of his own Son.  They have read out of the Cross the image of Job’s friends and have turned their backs on this God in horror.  But the opposite is true!
 (emphasis added)  
Pastoral Return to Scriptures for Modern Conscience and Confessors
To cast everything on the Divine Flames of the Father’s love will gain psychological freedom for our penitents.  As seen in Section I, Hebrew morality is black and white, with almost no grey area of deliberation, negotiation or capitulation with God.   Though we glorify God for the manifold mysteries of His mercy that have come through the development of doctrine of moral theology, the majesty of Yahweh in Section I brings comfort and clarity to the fact that we can be sure of God’s will:  "For this commandment that I command you today is not too hard for you, neither is it far off. It is not in heaven, that you should say, 'Who will ascend to heaven for us and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?'  (Deuteronomy 30:11-12).  God’s will was clear even in the Old Testament.  It brings freedom, light and life.
Why do the TV media always drag in so-called “liberal” and “conservative” Catholics to discuss conscience in matters of life and voting?  It is very interesting to note that orthodox Jews and evangelical Christians are never brought to a media debate on conscience.  Why?  Perhaps God’s will is clear to them.  The latter two groups have not had enough phenomena/noumena philosophy to taint a somewhat-childlike understanding of conscience—a conscience which inherently seems to claim that “what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse.” (Romans 1:19-20)

If we return to CA Pierce’s assertions on conscience, it also may carry freedom for post-modern man to avoid subjective gymnastics:
Modern English usage regards conscience as a guide to future action independent of and superior to any other such guide, and to the counsel or command of any authority whatever…The New Testament, however, emphatically denies this: Conscience is the subsequent pain which indicates that sin has been committed by the man who suffers it…Conscience, then, is taken today as justifying, in advance or in general principle, actions or attitudes of others as well as one’s self.  But in the New Testament it cannot justify; it refers only to the past and particular; and to the acts of a man’s own self alone.
 

Such a seemingly-negative sentence from the Oxford Anglican carries great news for the post-modern man who is lost in guilt and psychiatry chairs:  Conscience is a pain which indicates sin has been committed.  It cannot be quieted; only the blood of Jesus Christ can answer and free the man.  If only the media would stop billing Catholic conscience as how-to-get-away-with-future-decisions-and-not-be-held-guilty, post-modern Catholics might find freedom in the Magisterium and realize that God the Father is not looking for a reason to knock us out of the boat into the sea, but that God the Father saves us from a death we’ve already chosen—at least corporately chosen via Original Sin.  God is our Savior, not our convictor.  He sends his Son to save us all from the single entity of sin/evil/death/ignorance.  That is, even evil-done-in-ignorance will have forgiveness:  “And Jesus said, ‘Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.’” (Luke 23:34)  This seems to be very much in line with St. Paul’s understanding of conscience: “For I am not aware of anything against myself (οὐδὲν γὰρ ἐμαυτῷ σύνοιδα·), but I am not thereby acquitted. It is the Lord who judges me.”—1 Cor 4:4
To recapitulate, the East has a strong assertion that ignorance is commensurate with evil, not salvation.  St. Maximus the Confessor defines evil as the defect “which prevents the powers inherent in human nature from acting in conformity with their aims.”
  We are saved not from God the Father’s imputation, but from ignorance which brings more evil.  The Catholic couple who uses an illicit contraception via their pastor’s wink-and-nod will still suffer grave natural detriments within their marriage—from which Christ comes to save them!  Even if they make it to heaven “in their ignorance,” their marriage will suffer:  To drink from a well you know not to be poisoned will still poison you.  Consider that only 0.2% of marriages that use NFP end in divorce
, compared with the 50%+ divorce-rate of Catholics using contraception.  Indeed, the divorce still comes whether they acted “in good conscience” or not.  Christ comes to save us from separation that begins here on earth.
The Fathers teach that the Son of God does not come to save us from the Father, but from our own sins/evil/darkness.  Consider these quotes that modern Confessors may wish to remember when tempted with declaring people’s ignorance/conscience as salvific:  

· “I often think that the largest number of Christians that are damned, are damned because of failing instruction.”
—St. John Vianney
· “My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge; because you have rejected knowledge, I reject you from being a priest to me. And since you have forgotten the law of your God, I also will forget your children.” (Hosea 4:6)

· “Nothing in the world is more dangerous than sincere ignorance and conscientious stupidity.”
—Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
· “Do not say, ‘Sin is mighty, wickedness is mighty, evil environment is mighty, and we are lonely and helpless, and evil environment is wearing us away and hindering our good work from being done.’ Fly from that dejection, children! There is only one means of salvation, then take yourself and make yourself responsible for all men's sins, that is the truth, you know, friends, for as soon as you sincerely make yourself responsible for everything and for all men, you will see at once that it is really so, and that you are to blame for everyone and for all things.”
—Dostoyevsky’s Fr. Zosima, Brothers Karamazov
The finality of a cleared conscience is not just more information or more

knowledge, but what St. Paul writes to the Hebrews:  “How much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purify our conscience (τὴν συνείδησιν) from dead works to serve the living God.” (Hebrews 9:14)  This is indeed the promise of the Savior, that we “should be saved from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us; to show the mercy promised to our fathers and to remember his holy covenant, the oath that he swore to our father Abraham, to grant us that we, being delivered from the hand of our enemies, might serve him without fear.” (Luke 1:71-74)


Cardinal Ratzinger affirms that such is the true freedom of conscience:

This is the real innovation of Christianity:  The Logos, the truth in person, is also the atonement, the transforming forgiveness that is above and beyond our capability and incapability.  Therein lies the real novelty on which the larger Christian memory is founded, and which indeed, at the same time, constitutes the deeper answer to what the anamnesis of the Creator expects of us.  

Where this center of the Christian message is not sufficiently expressed and appreciated, truth becomes a yoke that is too heavy for our shoulders, from which we must seek to free ourselves.  But the freedom gained thereby is empty.  It leads into the desolate land of nothingness and disintegrated itself.  Yet the yoke of truth in fact became ‘easy’ (Mt 11:30) when the Truth came, loved us, and consumed our guilt in the fire of his love.  Only when we know and experience this from within will we be free to hear the message of conscience with joy and without fear.
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Appendix A:  Megan Wiedel, my sister, is a guest writer for the Denver Post and is working on her first book.  This is an excerpt from one of her writings on responsibility and accidents:
When I was little, we weren’t allowed to call police men “cops” because it was a white trash way of saying it.  One afternoon, I went down the hill to my neighbor Patrick’s house to see if he could play, but his mom was the only one at home, smoking a cigarette and watching soap operas on their white leather couch. The smoke was curling up around her and a woman was looking longingly at a man on the screen. “Janine.” I said. “Is Patrick home?” “No,” she said. Then I said, “Janine”–I loved saying her name because it sounded like a ringing phone–”My mom says watching so-poppers and smoking cigarettes are white trash.” So Janine called my mom, and my mom called me in from burying myself under stuffed animals in my toy box, and we had a conference about what people are supposed to say inside their houses and what they’re supposed to say outside their houses. I’m not sure I learned the lesson.

An accident is something that happens without deliberate cause. Thinking back, most things I did as a child were purely deliberate. I am going to climb to the top of the refrigerator. I am going to run away. I am going to tell you, Mom, exactly why I did those things: I like to climb, and I want to get out of here so I can come back. I’m staying under water so long because I want to feel you worrying about me. I’m going to hug you because I want to squeeze you I love you so much. As a kid, almost everything you do is powered by love: getting it, giving it, deciding what kind you want or can offer and when.

As we get older, do we lose our ability to make motivated (meaning: moved by a motive) decisions?  Do we speak the same language as each other when it comes to dealing with strangers, catastrophes, not knowing the answer to a question? And are our reactions to accidents a series of verbalized accidents?

Last night, after the young man who hit three parked cars had talked to his father, he decided that the accident was not his fault. The tow truck turned into two red eyes at the end of the street, and the cop winked at me before the blue beam swung across the building. What I learned is that you can do something deliberately, like a child, or you can do something maturely deliberate, which requires deliberation, and a lot of adults don’t have enough time or awareness or intact love for each other to consider the difference.
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