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One of the developments of Church renewal in recent years has been the emphasis on one's 
own conscience as the predominant factor in living the Christian life. For many, this has been a 
source of freedom and new Christian maturity. For others, it has been most disturbing. What has 
happened to the laws of the Church? What is the relationship between law and my own 
conscience? !
Law is still an essential and important element of Church life. The laws of the Church are shared 
with the Christian community to reflect Gospel values. Often enough, laws merely indicate the 
minimal expectation that is asked of a follower of Jesus Christ. Church laws take into account 
that though the Church is divine, the Church is also a human reality existing in human society 
and laws are necessary ingredients for community and order. !
At the same time, the Church has always recognized the importance of the individual 
conscience. However, an individual conscience reaches a moral decision as a result of prayer, 
study, reflection and inquiry. The Christian conscience is not a matter of "feeling" alone, but 
rather the development of a mature informed process which appreciates and respects Gospel 
values and Church teaching. !
Some examples might help. Many of us were raised at a time when we were not allowed to eat 
meat on Friday under pain of mortal sin. The purpose of that particular law was to remind us of 
the basic Christian obligation to do penance. The Church designated the means whereby the 
penance was to be performed. When the Church did away with Friday abstinence, it did not do 
away with the basic Christian obligation of penance. The Church rather challenged us to seek 
out acts of penance which would be meaningful and significant to us as individuals. Not eating 
meat on Friday was a Church law which spelled out one way of doing penance. What still 
remains in the Church today is the obligation to make penance a part of our lives. Unfortunately, 
we associated the way in which we fulfilled an obligation as so important that we have neglected 
the obligation itself. !
There are many laws in the Church regarding the Sacraments - especially the sacraments of 
Marriage and the Eucharist. These laws reflect the values involved in these sacraments. Roman 
Catholics are asked to observe the laws regarding the celebration of marriage. The paperwork 
involved in preparing for marriage as well as the investigation that occurs during an annulment 
process is a reflection of the respect the Church has for married life as a sacred covenant 
between a man and a woman. To dismiss it as an unnecessary and burdensome is to miss the 
point behind the law. !
The Eucharist is a celebration of intimate union with the Lord by people in a full unity of faith with 
the Roman Catholic Church. Indiscriminate sharing of the Eucharist contradicts what the 
Eucharist is and what it is meant to be. The vitality of our faith is often measured by the 
reverence and respect we have towards Jesus present in the Eucharist. 
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It is easy to dismiss laws in the Church as well as society today. Often enough we do this in the 
name of freedom, but in reality at times we establish new laws and even a new Church. The 
development of a mature Christian conscience recognizes the importance of the law and sees it 
not as an impediment to freedom, but a guide for decision making in light of the Gospel and 
Christian tradition. !
As we celebrate the season of Advent and wait once again for the coming of Christ, it could well 
be a time to reflect on the values Christ has shared with us through the Christian community of 
the Church which continues His presence. The laws of this community are invitations to freedom 
and responsibility. Have a happy and blessed Advent! 
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