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ESSAY ON CONSCIENCE.
¢ And why cven of yoursclves judge se not what is
rightM=Luke xit. 57.

I may occur 1o some of the readers of this pe-
riodical, that amonz the many ahle treatises and
discourses which have bern published on the sub-
ject of conscirnce, by different antho-s, there are
two adinirable sermonsby Mr, Waosley, oae desi -
nated <€ On Canseienea® the other & ‘e Witness
of our awn Spirit ;> and an exeellent article by
Mr. Watcon, in his ¢ Biblical and Thenlo rical
Dictiorary 37 with other pirees an the srme sub-
et in the writings of Dr. Adam Clarke, and in
othor publications connectad with Methodism g
and that, thewefore. the present asticle is unne-
cossary.  The wwriter, however, would su=sest,
that as the subject on which he now ventures 2
f~w observations is one of great practical import-
ance, and concerning which, there is reason to be-
lisve, some serions mistakes stifl cxist, fiom the
manner in which seene persons pread the approha-
tion of conscirnce, in justincatinn of proceedins,
the recfitude of which, on the gromnd of Cluistian
principle and morality, is often very ¢ stionahle 5
and asitis a faculty or exercise of the mind, which,
in its decisions of self-zpprohation or self-rondem-
nation, hecomes a source of pleasuie or pain in this
world, as it will become one of happiness or mise-
5 in the world to come ; it is i'nportant that we
should understand its nnture and otlice, and it may
not therefore be suparfluous or useless azain 1o in-
stitute the inquiry, What is Conscienee 2—and
when and how far may we dep~nd upon the rec-
titude of its decisiaus, in its verdict of approval or
disapproval of onr moral conduct ?

Itiswell known that suncidesic (v Yond conseicn- \

tia, from which, in French and En dich, 1s derived
the word ¢ consvience,” are cach compourded of
two words, and litesally imply, the knowledge of
two or more thinzs tozether; that is, the know-
{rdge, or inward prreeption and consviousness,
which a man has of things both present and past,
zelating to humself, his inwaid tempers and ont-
ward actions 5 and the judzment which he forms
comcerning the morul character of those tempers
and actions, as being right or wrong, good or evil:
or it 1s ‘¢ the testimony and secret judzment of the
soul, which auves its approbation to actions that it
thinks good, or reproaches itself with those which
it belisves to be evil?®  In stating fuither the na-
ture, design and functions of conscience, (though
without prefending to any superior acquantance
with the plulosophy of the Inunan mind,) there
are two or three very common enors, which it s
important bricfly to notice :—

1. There are some persens who, supposing con-
science to be “an antemnal monstor, implanted i
us by the Supreme Being, and ¢ictating to us on
all occasions what 1s sizht or wronz,*? conclude,
that they are nght i all they do, 1t they can ho-
nestly plead the authonty and approvation of their
conscience 3 and this is wath them asuthaient jus-
tiication for the omission of what 1s by athers” af-
firmed to be thesr duty, and for the commission of
acts mconsistent wath the spirit and cxercise of
Christian love.  And it 1s true, that a justly cele-
drated.writer® has olscrved, < What 151t to which
& wise man will pay more attentien than to lus
1cason and conscience, those divine momtors by
which heis to judge even of relimon ttself, and
which he is not'at qibcﬂy to disobey, thonzh an
angel from heaven shonld command um 7" But
another wiitenyt equally celebrated, scems wath

® Beattic on truth.

t Bishop Watson,

the law of patura 7—may be certain or doubtful ?
Itis a maxum of every law, human and divine,
that a man ought never to act in opposition to his
cousuence 3 but 1t will not from thence follow,
that he will, in obeywg the dictates of his con-
scitnce, on all occasions act 1ight.  An-Inquisitor,
who bums Jews and hescties; a Robespierre, who
massacres innocent and hanmuless womea ; a 1ob-
ber, who thinks that all thingsought to be m com-
mon, and that astate of property 1s an unjust in-
fungement of natural biberty ,—these, and a thou-
sand perpetratos of ditlerent crimes, may all fol-
fow llae dictates of conscience.”  Paine, the nfa-
mous author of the * Age of Reason,” declared
that a fever, which he and these about ham ex-
pected would prove mortal, made hum remember
with renewed satisfaction that he had wntten the
former part of that wicked woth ; and he hnew,
therefore, he said, by experience, the consuen-
tious trial of hus own principles.  And let it ve re-
membered, too, that Szul of Tarsus, while he shut
up many of the saints in puson, and gave his voice
agamst them when they were put to death,
and punished them oft in cvery synagozue, and
compelled them to blaspheme, and, bring exceed-
ingly tad agamnst themy, persecuted them cven
unto sttange citics,—wle thus engaged, he could
plead the authoiity and appiobation of Lis con-
science, and & verily lhoug‘n with himself that
he ought to do many things against the name of
Jesus ot Nazareth.”  And yet such was hissense
of guilt afterwards, that he coufesses hunself to
have been a blasphemer, and a persecutor, and in-
Junious, and a2 murderer, and, ma word, the great-
cst of sunners 3 and, as Doddndge observes, para-
phrasing the confesston of St. Faul, * thouzsh he
adled i avery rash, sasage, and criminal menacr,
yet he did not theresn contradict the sentiments of
us conscience ; and thereby shows, by the way,
how much guslt a men may contract without act-
mg airectly contrary to the convictions of his
mind, if he has neglected an impartial care in
forming his principles of action.” ~ And all this is
in acccrdance with the prediction and declaration
of our Lord to his disciples, that their persccutors
and murderers would think that they did God ac-
ceptable service an destroying them. So that men
may be acling morally wrong, and wickedly in
the extreme, while following what they profess
to believe and declare to be the dictates of nature
or consrience ; and be guilty and condemned he-
fore God in those very acts on account of which
they may indulge in self-epprobation, and in the
confidence of being approved by their Maker.

2, ‘This faculty ar excrcise of the mind has been
considered and describied as the moral sense, or as
an instinctive perception or intuitive knowledge
of nght and wrong, morally considered,—a testi-
mony as certain and mfallible, as the testimony of
otr eyes to the caistence, colvur and figure of the
hiodics about us. Bul tlus is surcly a mistake.
Instinct operates unafurmly ; it is the samein all
individuals of the same specics, andif conscience
were the moral sense, or a moral instinct, then
would its decusions be always and uniformly the
samne on the same moral facts, in the case of cvery
individu.d, and of all individuals of the same spe-
cies.  The contrary, howeveryisthe fact.  “There
is great diversily and change ia the moral judg-
ments of men, for not ¢nly does conscience, in
dilferent persons, give a diffurent verdict in the
same moral casc, but conscicnce, in the same per-
sons, will at one time approve of that which at
another time is the ohject of its disapprobation.
Thus we have scen that the coascience of Saul
the persecutor allowed and approved at one time
of bis hostiiity to the church of Chust ; while, not

and wicked, for which, however, he says, he ob- |
tained mercy, because he did it ¢ ignorantly in

unbelief.”> A member of the Romish church may

plead the dictates of his conscicnce for refusing to

1ead the bible, professing to believe that for him

to read it would be wrong. The same individual

becoming a member of the Protestant church, and

being better iustructed, would as conscientiously

engage in the reading and study of the Holy

Suiptures, beliesing it to be his duty and privi-

lege so to do.  The Jéw, in ignorance and unbe-

lief, may still reject the Lord Jesus as the Mes-

stalt, and declare that he does so with the appro-

bation of his conscience ; while the Christian as

consvicntiously Lelieves that it is his duty and

happiness to receive himn and trust in him as the

Son otGod. ¢ In one person,” says Mr. Fletch-

er, 1t is easy under mountains of guilt; and in

another, it is unreasonably scrupulous about mere

trifles ; 1t either strains 2t a gnat, or swallows a

cemel ; when itss alarmed, in some it shows itself

ready to be made casy by every wrong method 3

in others, it obstinately 1efuses to be pacified by

the right.”  Thus we see that moral instinct, or

moral sense, is no infallible guide or criterion of
right and wrong. ¢ For if,"> says Locke, ¢ con-

science be a proof of innate principles, contraries

may be innate princples, since some men will,

with the same consticnce, prosccute what others

woid”  And hence the diversity and mutability

of the decisions of conscience arise altogether out

of the rule of judgment by which those decisions

have Leen formcs, and the influence of circum-

stances, cducation, example, society, and the pre-

dominant habits and passions of the mind. ¢ {Ip-
on the whole, it scems to me,™ says Paley, ¢ ei-
ther that there caist no such instincts as compose
what is culled the moral sense, or that they are not
now to be distingusshed fiom prejudices and ba-
bits 5 on which account they canpot be depended
upon in moral reasoning.”?

These conclusions are not invalidated by any
reference to the condition of manhind, as left 2lene
to the dictates of what is called natural religion,
or the light of naturs, shed foith upon the human
mind by Him % who coming into the world en-
hghteneth every man,” and who are therefore
supposed to have a natural sense of motal good and
evily and whose case and responsibilities are thus
stated by the Apostle to the Romans, (ii. 14, 15,)
« When the Gentiles, which have not the law, do
by nature the things contained in the law, thesc,
has ing not the law, are a law unto themselves :
which show the work of the law written in their
hearts ; their conscience also bearing wilness, znd
their thoughts the mean while accusing or clse
eacusing one another.” It is not denied, that
men, stranzets to revealed relizion, possess an in-
ternzl and natural power of distinguishing the mo-
ral qualitics of actions, as, between justice and
injustice, humanity and cruelty, gratitude and in-
gratitude, the acknowledgment and worship of
the Creator, and an utter distegard to his cxist-
ence and authority ; and that when this light and
power ara permitted to o;lwralc with a legitimate
«flucnce on their minds, their consciences, or mo-
ral judyments, on these subjects, will be according
fo truth and the will of God; and acting agree-
ably to their convictions of trith and duty, they
will be accepted with God : this, indeed, seems to
be the doctrine of the Apostle in the passage above
cited.  But is it not a fact, that such is the jg-
norance and unbelicf,> the blindness and perversi-
ty, of the human inind, that men, even those pos~
sessing a divine revelation, and pleading the deci-
sions of conscicnce, % call evil good, and good

cvil; pat darkaess for light, and light for darkness ;



