The Universal Moral Standard

Believers in God claim to find evidence of His existence not only in the scientific world, but also in the inner human consciousness.  There we encounter a trait that is common to all humans – the conscience, which disturbs us when we do not act correctly.  This universal characteristic testifies of the existence of a universal moral standard. 

People often have a sense of how they should act, even when no law exists to prescribe that behavior.  When they fail to behave accordingly, they experience feelings of shame and guilt.  When experiencing these feelings, people seldom challenge the standard, but instead make excuses.  The try to explain why they were not able to perform the required deed.  In addition, when people argue, they attempt to prove that they are right and the other is wrong.  However, arguments are possible only when both parties agree as to the existence of a common standard, to which they can both appeal. 

Another evidence is the idea of “offense.”  People get offended when someone acts towards them in an inappropriate way.  However, the expectation that the other should act in a specific way testifies of the existence of a universal standard, which applies to all.  Therefore, whenever someone experiences a sense of duty, has feelings of shame or guilt, makes excuses, argues or gets offended, he/she is testifying to the existence of a general code of proper behavior.    

The existence of this internal standard, or conscience, in indisputable.  A more difficult question is where that inner sense comes from.  People often feel that we learn these norms and assimilate them at home or in school.  These norms thus become our personal values.  Therefore, this moral standard is simply an expression of cultural or social norms. 

Yet, one must take into consideration that the source of knowledge may differ from the basis of that knowledge.  The fact that we learn something at home or at school does not necessarily mean that our parents or teachers created that knowledge.  It is certainly possible that those ideas reflect what is true in reality.  One may cite, for example, mathematics, which is true regardless of where one learns it and does not depend on culture, education or upbringing.
   

In addition, if moral standards are culturally determined, then we have no right to expect from people of other cultures behavior that conforms to our cultural values.  Yet, we all expect that people of all cultures need to observe certain norms, and we condemn cultures that do not.  We condemn, for example, what the Nazis did in World War II, and what terrorists to today.  If a person claims that standards are purely culturally determined, then how can we claim that what terrorists do is wrong?  Maybe in that culture terrorism is praiseworthy.  If all norms come from culture, then do we have the right to judge others?  We may say that we do not like that certain behavior, but we cannot call it “wrong.”  Yet, we do so instinctively.  It seems that we all sense the existence of cross-cultural norms, which apply to all.
 

Let us take another example: the civil war in Yugoslavia.  It seems that the Serbs were persecuting minorities in their territories.  The United Nations intervened and declared that the Serbs must not persecute minorities, or else they would intervene.  It is interesting that this situation did not pose any international threat, but was purely an internal affair.  If standards depend on culture, then what right did the United Nations have for interfering?  Should they not have respected the cultural values of the Serbs?  

Instead, the UN adopted the position that the Serbs must observe the standard of the majority of its constituent nations and stop the persecution.  It is as if they said, “We, the majority of nations, agree that persecution of minorities is wrong.  Therefore, we, the majority of nations, will persecute you Serbs, the minority, because your majority is persecuting a minority.  The principle the UN was actually and unconsciously operating on was the sense that discrimination violates a cross-cultural norm, and therefore should cease. 

Believers also seek to demonstrate that this standard is from God.  Some claim that we evolved from lower forms of life.  Plants became lower forms of animal life, which became fish, which became amphibians, etc., until humans appeared.  If that is so, then we have attained the highest point of development in our history.  If we have reached our highpoint, then why do we sense the existence of a standard yet higher?  Why do we strive for a quality of life that our race has supposedly never experienced? 

Does this not indicate that earlier in history humans lived by a higher standard, and then subsequently fell from it?  The existence of a standard superior to how we live now testifies that we are fallen creatures.  We lost a quality of life that we are striving to recover.  Believers find the best explanation of our present condition in the biblical teaching of humanity’s fall from the perfection in which God created it.
    

Furthermore, if humans have created this inner standard, then why can no one keep it?  Everyone admits to failures in his/her life.  Why would people create a standard that no one can keep?  Human failure to perfectly observe this internal standard testifies of the existence of a Higher Moral Power who gave it.  In addition, if the standard is of human origin, then why do people experience feelings of guilt and impending punishment for its violation, even when this inner standard does not correspond to human laws that are enforced by punishment?  

Nonetheless, if there is a universal moral standard, why are there differences between people’s perception of it?  One might answer that even between different individuals and cultures many features of the moral standard are the same.  For example, the overwhelming majority would be in favor of showing kindness to one’s children.  Still, we do admit that some differences exist.  William Sorely insightfully notes that although differences do exist between cultures, all cultures acknowledge the existence of a standard of proper behavior.  One must wonder, then, from where this idea of a standard came.
  

It seems that instead of living by God’s standard, people attempt to lower it to the level of their abilities.  Everyone lowers God’s standards, but some do more than others do.  Hence, slightly different cultural standards appear.  Yet, there is enough commonality between them to testify to the existence of a universal standard.  

Although humans constantly seek to lower God’s standard, it is never completely lost.  From time to time, God intervenes to preserve or restore His standard.  This is the perceived mission of nearly every great religious leader.  Buddha, who claimed to have received “enlightenment” under the Bodhi tree, advanced morality through his “Eightfold Path.”  Muhammad, claiming revelation from the angel Gabriel, did the same in his Quran.  Similarly, in Hindu thought, Vishnu, one of the lower manifestations of the impersonal Brahman, periodically incarnates himself in the form of an avatar, ten of which reportedly have appeared in history or have yet to appear.  Vishnu commissions an avatar for each age to restore true dharma (teaching).
  In Judaism, the restorers of God’s moral standard were Moses and the Prophets.  Christianity adds to the Old Testament witness the teachings of Jesus and his apostles. 

Bertrand Russell makes the following objection.  He states that if God established his standard arbitrarily, then we could not call Him good, since His standard would be based on His will and He could define “goodness” anyway He pleased.  On the other hand, if God’s standard was not based on His will, but on something else, then the basis of His standard would be higher than Him, and God would cease to be the Highest Being.
  Yet, another option to consider is that God’s standard is based not on His will, nor on something higher than Him, but on His holy nature.  God’s commandments are such, because He is such.  His laws simply reflect His character and nature.  They describe how He Himself acts.
  

In conclusion, we will examine objections advanced by the well-known atheist Richard Dawkins.
  He explains the existence of a moral standard in accordance with the evolutionary model.  Over time, primitive people discovered that it was advantageous to develop certain character traits and observe certain moral norms.  They noticed that when people in a society all act in personal interest alone, chaos results.  Dawkins also posits that in time people grew accustomed to these norms, so that even when they were no longer beneficial individually, people continued to observe them out of habit.  Eventually, because of interaction between cultures, these standards became universal. 

Furthermore, Dawkins argues that honorable behavior, such as unselfishness and generosity, is not always performed with pure motives.  Often people use such means to control or manipulate others.  Dawkins also rejects the idea that religions offer a better system.  If a person is obedient out of fear of punishment, then he/she is not necessarily a moral person, but is still acting out of self-interest.   

Dawkins feels that, in light of the progress human civilization has made, morality will continue to improve.  He cites in support of this idea the defense of women’s rights, the decrease of racism, and the increase of ecological awareness.  Dawkins ascribes this improvement to a mysterious element, which he calls Zeitgeist, which translates, “the spirit of the times.”  He writes, “In any society there exists a somewhat mysterious consciousness, which changes over the decades.”
  Societal leaders, reformers and higher educational levels promote this upward trend. 

Believers in God respond to Dawkins as follows.  The beneficial nature of a moral society harmonizes not only with an evolutionary model, but also with a creation one.  It is clear that the Creator would create a system in the best interest of individual and society alike.  In addition, the evolutionary model has a hard time explaining acts of heroism, performed at personal cost, when those sacrificial acts do not benefit the individual himself/herself.  Furthermore, when Dawkins criticizes religion in its use of a fear motivation, he does not consider that, in some faith systems, the primary motive for obedience is not fear, but love.  In the context of evolution, genuine, sacrificial love cannot develop. 

As for the improvement of morality in the world, not everyone shares Dawkins’ optimism.  For example, people today have to protect themselves from many more threats than were present just a generation or two ago, when one could walk on a plane without inspection, eat food products or take medications without protective labeling, take bags into public venues, etc.  It is also curious that in explaining moral progress, Dawkins appeals to a mysterious influence Zeitgeist, which suggests a metaphysical reality.  Is Dawkins himself admitting the need for some sort of outside influence for the success of moral progress in the world?
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