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Conscience as Revealer of the One God


A Summary of Belief in One God from A Grammar of Assent





	In 1870, John Henry Newman finished a work he had labored upon for twenty years, entitled An Essay in Aid of A Grammar of Assent.  In it he discusses how the experience of personal moral conscience gives us our belief in the One God.  "Conscience is a personal guide, and I use it because I must use myself; I am as little able to think by any mind but my own as to breathe with another's lungs.  ... [Conscience] teaches us, not only that God is, but what He is; it provides for the mind a real image of Him, as a medium of worship; it gives us a rule of right and wrong, as being His rule, and a code of moral duties." (304)


	Newman writes that our personal conscience is "a certain keen sensibility, pleasant or painful,--self-approval and hope, or compunction and fear,--attendant on certain of our actions, which in consequence we call right or wrong". (98)  Conscience senses what is morally good, just as we have a sense of the beautiful, yet "we are accustomed to speak of conscience as a voice, a term which we would never think of applying to the sense of the beautiful; and moreover a voice, or the echo of a voice, imperative and constraining, like no other dictate in the whole of our experience." (99) "No fear is felt by any one who recognizes that his conduct has not been beautiful, though he may be mortified at himself, if perhaps he has been betrayed into any kind of immorality, he has a lively sense of responsibility and guilt, though the act be no offense against society,--of distress and apprehension, even though it may be of present service to him,--of compunction and regret, though in itself it be most pleasurable,--of confusion of face, though it may have no witnesses." (100) Likewise, a strong feeling of peace accompanies good actions even when they have no human witnesses and are of no service one's self.


	Within us we hear a voice, which implies a speaker.  "Inanimate things cannot stir our affections; these are correlative with persons.  If, as is the case, we feel responsibility, are ashamed, are frightened, at transgressing the voice of conscience, this implies that there is One to whom we are responsible, before whom we are ashamed, whose claims upon us we fear.  If, on doing wrong, we feel the same hurting of a mother; if, on doing right, we enjoy the same sunny serenity of mind, the same soothing, satisfactory delight which follows on our receiving praise from a father, we certainly have within us the image of some person..." (101)  Newman says that even a small child of five or six contains an "instinct of the mind" (102) highly receptive to an intimate relation to this Being, who is both good and loving, unseen yet intimately accessible through prayer.  "[The child's] mind reaches forward with a strong presentiment to the thought of a Moral Governor, sovereign over him, mindful, and just.  It comes to him like an impulse of nature to entertain it." (103)


	This innate religious sense will not die or be discarded with the increase of age and experience.  Though in some cases, "from neglect, from the temptations of life, from bad companions, or from the urgency of secular occupations, the light of the soul will fade away and die out."  "On the contrary, the image of God, if duly cherished, may expand, deepen, and be completed, with the growth of [a person's] powers and in the course of life, under the varied lessons, within and without them, which are brought home to them concerning that same God, One and Personal, by means of education, social intercourse, experience, and literature.  To a mind thus carefully formed upon the basis of its natural conscience, the world, both of nature and of man, does but give back a reflection of those truths about the One Living God, which have been familiar to it from childhood." (106)


