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What had Luther meant by this appeal to conscience? It has a modern resonance, suggestive of freedom
of thought and of the right of all individuals to decide for themselves. But this was not what Luther meant.
The German term he often used, Gewissen, is closely connected to words like “knowing” and “certainty”;
in Latin, the root of conscientia —another word he used regularly—means “with-knowing”. Luther was of
course writing long before Freud formulated his three part model of mind, where conscience is identified
with the superego, the part of the mind that imposes external norms and moral prohibitions. Nor did he
mean an inner voice containing the authentic individual. For Luther, the Word of God is absolutely clear
and plain in meaning, and "conscience" is the individual's internal knowledge of that objective meaning of
God’s Word. This is what he meant by his insistence that his conscience was "captive to the Word of God.”
Moreover, for Luther the conscience is not just an intellectual faculty but is also strongly linked to a
conplex palette of emotions. A conscience can be sad, burdened, clouded, joyous, happy or peaceful. It can
be weak or strong, or even courageous. It may be paired with the heart, another seat of emotions, and
with faith. And it has a special relationship to God, with whom it communicates directly.

“Conscience” had a long history with Luther. During his years as an unhappy monk he had kit burdened in
his conscience which led him to confess with extreme frequency. This was the unhappiness from which
Staupitz had liked him, by showing him that God accepts us not because of our good works, but as
sinners. Staupitz's own writings showed a profound awareness of the danger of imposing on an
individual's conscience: He advised that it should only be burdened if one had committed a mortal sin.
But if, he says, you find yourself burdened over sins that are not infringements of the Commandments,
and if you can perceive that they are not, then you should simply jettison your “errant” conscience; or if
that is not possible, you should turn to your confessor so as to attain relief— advice that must have been
honed in dealing with oversensitive conscience like Luther’s. Whereas for Staupitz a conscience could be
mistaken, and could be troubled with manners that were unimportant, for Luther is was the seat of
certainty and could never be wrong. When Luther said his conscience was “captive to the Word of God”

he meant that it could not be moved or altered; he “knew” with his whole being — mind and emotion—
what God's Word was, and could not deny it. LYNDAL ROPER: LUTHER RENEGADE AND PROPHET. OUP.




