“Is the Conscience Reliable?”

This article is from the “Edifying the Body” section of the Church of God Big
Sandy’s website (churchofgodbigsandy.com). It was posted for the weekend of
Jan. 21, 2023. (A version of the article was posted at townhall.com on Jan. 10.)

By Dennis Prager

LOS ANGELES, Calif.—A dictionary definition of “conscience” is: “A person's
moral sense of right and wrong, viewed as acting as a guide to one's behavior.”

Whenever I make the common-sense argument that people need to hold
themselves accountable to a morality-giving, morality-judging God—specifical-
ly, the God of the Bible, and more specifically, the God of the Ten
Commandments—a flood of incredulous, frequently mocking, responses imme-
diately appears in the comments section and on atheist and left-wing websites.

I don’t need God

The gist of the God-is-morally-unnecessary argument is this: "Unlike Prager
and other religious people, I don't need God to tell me murder is wrong. My
conscience tells me that. I don't need to answer to any god; I answer to my
conscience."

This response is held most widely among the best educated—i.e., the people
most likely to reject the existence of God and the necessity of both God and
the Bible for either a moral order or for attaining wisdom (without which a
moral order is impossible).

That the great majority of secular people believe the conscience is all that
people need to act morally is one more example of the low intellectual level
secularism has produced. Other examples include the following.

® “Men give birth"

B “Sex is nonbinary"

B "Western civilization is no better than any other civilization"
m “Color-blind is racist"

B “People are basically good" (the truly foolish doctrine that people must
affirm if they rely on the conscience to produce moral behavior).

B But no secular idiocy is greater than the belief that the conscience can
replace God, the Bible and Judeo-Christian values as a producer of moral
behavior.
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Easily manipulated

The reality is that most people's consciences are, to say the least, easily manip-
ulated. It is hard to imagine any aspect of human life more malleable than the
conscience. It is as malleable as putty. And as sturdy. In fact, the malleability
of the conscience alone makes the case for God- and Bible-based morality.

If the conscience were morally effective, what evildoer or supporter of evil
would sleep well at night?

Yet, people who commit evil, whether for personal reasons (such as murder-
ers, thieves and rapists) or for ideological reasons (such as Nazis, commu-
nists and Islamist terrorists) sleep as soundly as anyone else. Raskolnikov,
the murderer-protagonist in Dostoevsky's "Crime and Punishment," is an
exception—but only because he is a fictional character.

Virtually every individual who has committed or supported evil has had a
clear conscience.

That's why "I answer to my conscience" is both intellectually and morally
meaningless. Every monster and every moral fool "answers" to his con-
science. And his conscience tells him he is just fine—especially today, in the
age of self-esteem.

Based on feelings?

It is far truer to say that one's feelings and behavior produce the conscience
than the conscience produces one's feelings and behavior. Overwhelmingly,
people do either what they want to do and then tell their conscience that
what they did was right, or their feelings decide what is right and they sim-
ply label those feelings "conscience."

Here's another way of proving that the conscience is largely useless in direct-
ing right behavior.

Equally convinced

People on the opposite side of every moral issue are equally convinced they
are listening to their conscience. You cannot name an issue wherein this is
not the case.

This is true for extreme examples.

Historical examples

B World War II German soldiers and their Nazi leaders
B The Allied troops and leaders who fought the Nazis

B The Western spies who gave the secrets to the atom bomb to Josef Stalin,
the second greatest mass murderer in history (Mao was first)
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B The anti-communists who opposed Stalin

B The Japanese soldiers who used Korean "comfort women" (women whom
they regularly gang raped) and who performed hideous medical experiments
on Chinese civilians

B The Allied troops and leaders who fought the Japanese in World War II.
The list is endless. But you don't need such extreme examples.
Current examples

B Americans who believe the human fetus has a right to live (unless its death
is necessary to save the life of the mother—something that almost never hap-
pens thanks to modern medicine) and those who do not believe the human
fetus has any right to live (unless the mother wants it to) are both equally
convinced their consciences dictate their views on abortion.

B Americans who believe it is moral to surgically remove the healthy breasts
of any girl or young woman who says she is a boy have a completely clear
conscience, as do those who think this act constitutes immoral mutilation.

Euphemism for feelings

Given the moral unreliability of the conscience, the word essentially means
what one feels is right or wrong. In other words, in most people conscience
is a euphemism for feelings, another word for the "heart."

So then, given the general uselessness of the "conscience," how is one to be
morally guided?

God and reason
History argues for a combination of God (the God of the Bible) and reason.

B God without reason often results in fanaticism, and the evil to which that
usually leads.

B And reason without God ends with moral chaos as embodied in the uni-
versity. Indeed, irony of ironies, reason without God ends with the death of
reason.

Unless, of course, you believe "men give birth" is rational.



