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Forming Your Conscience

By Cheryl M. Tholcke

Purpose

In this session, participants examine their understanding of conscience and the elements needed to form our conscience. This session is for high school youth and works well with any size group.

Component: Catechesis

Session at a Glance


7:00 p.m.
Welcome and Introductions


7:05 p.m.
Opening Prayer

7:10 p.m.
“Whisper in My Ear”


7:25 p.m.
What is Conscience?


7:40 p.m.
Case Studies




Extend the Session: A Man for All Seasons (add 15-25 minutes)


8:00 p.m.
Closing Prayer


8:15 p.m.
Announcements and Refreshments


8:30 p.m.
Good Night!
Extend the Session: A Man for All Seasons (15-25 minutes)
Invite the young people to consider an example from one of our ancestors in faith, St. Thomas More. Using the book, Using the Remote to Channel Jesus, by Patrick Donovan (Saint Mary’s Press, 2009), use the clip suggested from the movie, A Man for All Seasons, and the discussion questions offered (see pp. 14-15).

Materials Needed

· Index cards, one for each small group of 6-8 (see #1 in Prepare in Advance)

· Handout 1, What is Conscience?, one for each participant

· Pens, one for each participant

· Table, cloth, Bible, pillar candle, and matches or lightstick

· Tea light candles, one for each participant

· Newsprint, five sheets, one sheet for each small group

· Markers, two or three for each small group (five small groups)

· Masking tape

· CD or MP3 player

· “The Lord is My Light and My Salvation” by Jesse Manibusan (Spirit & Song 2, OCP)
Prepare in Advance

1. Read what the Catechism of the Catholic Church says about “Moral Conscience” (CCC #1776-1802).

2. Invite a young person to proclaim the Scripture reading for the closing prayer: Colossians 3:12-17.

3. Prepare an index card for each small group of 6-8 participants. On each index card write a phrase or a sentence that will be whispered in the ear of a participant. Try: “Send reinforcements, we’re going to advance.”

4. Prepare a sheet of newsprint. Divide it into three columns with the following headings:
Interiority

Prudent Judgment

Responsibility

Post the newsprint sheet on the wall where everyone can see it.

5. Set up a prayer focus. Cover the table with the cloth. On the table, place the Bible (opened to Colossians 3:12-17) and the pillar candle. Have matches or a lightstick nearby. Arrange the tea light candles around the table, or place them in a basket on or near the prayer table.
6. Set up tables and chairs for small group work. Set up tables for refreshments and sign-in. Have one or two people at the sign-in table with a check-in sheet and nametags. Hospitality is important: As the leader, do not use the gathering time before the session begins to take care of last-minute preparations. Spend the time moving among the participants, greeting and speaking with them.
Detailed Outline

Welcome and Introductions (5 minutes)

Welcome the participants. Offer a brief introduction to the session:

Each of us has an inner voice that speaks to us when we make decisions. It’s the voice inside that says, “Nicely done” when you offer your place in line to someone with only one item, or when you tell the cashier that she didn’t charge you the correct amount for an item at the grocery store. 
Opening Prayer (5 minutes)

Offer a simple prayer to start the session: (begin with the Sign of the Cross)


Good and gracious God,


We gather here tonight to reflect on our conscience and how it guides us in our decision making. We thank you for this awesome gift. Help us use it to follow the way of your son, Jesus Christ. We make this prayer in his name. Amen.
“Whisper in My Ear” (10 minutes)

Divide the participants into groups of 6-8. Ask each group to sit in a circle. Give one person in each small group an index card. Provide these instructions:


The person with the index card will start this adapted version of the old game “Telephone.” The first person will whisper—only once—what is on the card to the person on his/her left. That person will remember, as much as possible, what was said and whisper it in the ear of the next person. This will continue around the circle to the last person. The last person will say aloud what he/she heard. Then the first person will read what is on the index card to see how close it is to what is heard at the end.

Tell the small groups to begin. When each group is finished, ask participants how well they did in saying what was on the index card.


In our daily lives, there are many voices exerting influence over us. We hear the voices of our parents, our brothers and sisters, our friends, our teachers, our co-workers, and coaches. We also hear the voices of musicians and singers, authors and talk show hosts, government leaders, and church leaders (myself as youth minister or catechist). There’s also the voice inside us, our conscience, that influences our behavior, actions, and decisions.

In this simple exercise, there were many voices, each trying to say the same thing, but in the end the message was distorted. In our lives, we have to make sense of the input we get from all the voices around us and put it in dialogue with the voice inside—our conscience.

Let’s take a look at what we mean by conscience.
What is Conscience? (15 minutes)

Distribute pens and Handout 1, What is Conscience?, to each participant. Give a brief presentation on the Church’s teaching on conscience using the following talking points:

· The Catechism says that our conscience is our “most secret core,” our “sanctuary.” It is within our conscience where we hear the voice of God dwells most deeply. (CCC #1802)
· To make decisions based on a well-formed conscience, three things apply:

· Interiority—the ability to know ourselves from the inside out, to reflect on our thinking and our actions.

· Prudent judgment—knowing what makes a decision or choice right or correct according to moral values.

· Responsibility—we take responsibility for the choices we make and the actions we take, even if the decision or action is wrong. 

(CCC #1779-1781)

Ask the participants to offer some examples of interiority, prudent judgment, and responsibility by asking the following:

Interiority: What kinds of things do we do that helps us know ourselves? 

(List their ideas in the first column on the sheet of newsprint.)

Prudent Judgment: What does this term mean to you? How would you define it for someone else? What goes into making a prudent judgment?

(List their ideas in the second column on the sheet of newsprint.)

Responsibility: How do we learn responsibility? How would you describe what it means to be responsible for our actions? 

(List their ideas in the third column on the sheet of newsprint.)
Continue the presentation with the following information:
· In the Catechism we learn that the formation of conscience includes these elements: (see CCC #1783-1785, 1802)

· Conscience formation is a lifelong task. Each of us is continually forming our conscience as we grow and learn and interact with others.

· The Word of God (Scripture) provides us with many example of what it means to live by our conscience and to do right by our decisions.

· Our prayer, especially an examination of conscience most often experienced in the Sacrament of Reconciliation, opens us to listening for God’s voice, and calling upon the Holy Spirit for guidance.

· The guidance and counsel of those we trust—parents, teachers, youth ministry leaders, pastor and other parish staff, relatives, and friends—help us weigh the options when confronted with important decisions. These people also provide an example to us of right living, of living by a moral code.

· Finally, the teaching of our Church provides us with guidelines and structure for making decisions, embracing a life of love and goodness, and putting into practice the ‘golden rule’: do unto others as you would have them do unto you.

Reflecting on Conscience (20 minutes)

Divide the participants into five small groups (no more than six in a group). If you have more than 30 participants, it’s okay to have more than one small group assigned to a particular element. Give each group a sheet of newsprint and a few markers. Assign each group one of the following elements in forming one’s conscience: Lifelong Task, Scripture, Prayer, Guidance and Counsel, Church Teaching. Give these instructions:


Each small group is assigned one element of forming one’s conscience. Look at the lower half of your handout (What is Conscience?). Your group’s task is to talk about the question for your assigned element and write responses on your sheet of newsprint. Be sure to title your sheet of newsprint with the focus your group has. You have about 10 minutes to complete this task. Be sure to select one or two people to share your group’s report with the rest of us.
As the groups are working, check in to see if they have any questions or if they are getting off-track with the task. After 10 minutes, call time, and invite each group to share their work with the rest of the participants. Post the newsprint sheets on the wall.

Ask the participants to share something they learned from tonight’s session, that they will take with them and try to do in the coming week or month.

Closing Prayer (10 minutes)
Gather

Invite the participants to gather around the prayer focus. Ask one of the young people to light the candle on the prayer table.

Prayer Leader: (begin with the Sign of the Cross)

God of compassion,


We turn our hearts to you. By seeking you and loving each other, we hope to become a people who worship you in spirit and truth. May our efforts to follow our consciences keep us close to you and your Son, Jesus. We make this prayer through Christ our Lord. Amen.
Listen

Invite the reader to proclaim Colossians 3:12-17. Allow a few moments of silence after the reading.

Respond

Prayer Leader:

In Paul’s letter to the Christian community at Colossae, we hear him tell them how live in Christ. That is, Paul says that everything we do must be done in the name of Jesus, the one we follow. Earlier in his letter, Paul tells the Colossians to “seek the things that are above”—he is challenging us to live a moral life, a life founded in Jesus Christ.

So, our reflection question is: What do I need to do to live my life more in concert with that of Jesus and the Christian community? As you think of your answer—a word, a phrase, or a sentence—I invite you to come to the prayer table, and light one of the tea light candles from our pillar candle. If you wish, you can offer your answer aloud. Let this action of lighting of a candle be our sign to one another and to God of our commitment to live moral lives, to form and follow our consciences.  

Allow time for each person to come forward and light their small candle.

Go Forth

Invite the participants to sing “The Lord is My Light and My Salvation.” Invite the participants to offer each other a sign of peace. When finished, ask everyone to blow out their candle and place it in the basket.

Announcements and Refreshments (15 minutes)

Thank the young people for their participation. Encourage them to take the handout home and do some individual reflection on the questions on the sheet. Make any needed announcements and invite the young people to enjoy some refreshments.

	This session was written by Cheryl M. Tholcke, Coordinator of Youth Ministry Services, Center for Ministry Development, Sacramento, California. Fr. Roy Shelly, Ph.D., Moderator of the Curia and Director of Formation for the Diocese of Monterey, served as theological consultant on this session.


Handout 1

What is Conscience?

What Our Church Teaches
· The Catechism says that our conscience is our “most secret core,” our “sanctuary.” It is within our conscience where we hear the voice of God dwells most deeply. (CCC #1802)

· To make decisions based on a well-formed conscience, three things apply:

· Interiority—the ability to know ourselves from the inside out, to reflect on our thinking and our actions.

· Prudent judgment—knowing what makes a decision or choice right or correct according to moral values.

· Responsibility—we take responsibility for the choices we make and the actions we take, even if the decision or action is wrong. 

(CCC #1779-1781)
Reflection Questions

Interiority: How do I know myself from the inside out?

Prudent Judgment: What do I think about to determine if an answer is right according to my moral values?

Responsibility: How do I show I am responsible for the choices I make?
What Our Church Teaches
· In the Catechism we learn that the formation of conscience includes these elements: (see CCC #1783-1785, 1802)

· Conscience formation is a lifelong task. Each of us is continually forming our conscience as we grow and learn and interact with others.

· The Word of God (Scripture) provides us with many example of what it means to live by our conscience and to do right by our decisions.

· Our prayer, especially an examination of conscience most often experienced in the Sacrament of Reconciliation, opens us to listening for God’s voice, and calling upon the Holy Spirit for guidance.

· The guidance and counsel of those we trust—parents, teachers, youth ministry leaders, pastor and other parish staff, relatives, and friends—help us weigh the options when confronted with important decisions. These people also provide an example to us of right living, of living by a moral code.

· Finally, the teaching of our Church provides us with guidelines and structure for making decisions, embracing a life of love and goodness, and putting into practice the ‘golden rule’: do unto others as you would have them do unto you.


Reflection Questions
Lifelong Task: What can I do each day to strengthen my conscience, to live each day as a committed Catholic? 

Word of God: How can Scripture inform, teach, and influence my decision making process?

Prayer: How and when and where do I call upon Father, Son, and Holy Spirit to guide me? 

Guidance and Counsel: Who are the people I trust, whose advice I will heed, and who will challenge me to live faithfully as a disciple of Christ?

Church Teaching: What helps me most in following Church teaching? In what areas do I find it difficult to understand or follow Church teaching? Who will I talk to about this?
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