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Preface

SINCE FIRST introduced to the history of the Reformation by
Gordon Ross, my church history teacher in Berea College now some
twenty-two years past, I have been interested in the Anabaptists of
the sixteenth century. The present work was actually begun more
than four years ago. Interrupted by a year’s study in South America,
its completion has been delayed until the past year. Sandwiched
between classes, committee meetings, denominational assignments,
and speaking engagements, it is surprising that it ever took form at
all. It would still lie on the desk unfinished if it were not for the help
of many colleagues, students, and interested friends.

I am greatly indebted to Robert A. Baker, chairman of the De-
partment of Church History, Southwestern Baptist Theological
Seminary, who has read the manuscript chapter by chapter and made
many helpful suggestions for its improvement. Franklin H. Littell,
professor of church history, Chicago Theological Seminary, and
James Leo Garrett, professor of historical theology, Southern Baptist
Theological Seminary, Louisville, Kentucky, have also read the
manuscript in its entirety; and for their most helpful criticisms, I am
grateful. I am also indebted to many colleagues of the faculty of the
School of Theology, Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, who
have read specific chapters and from whose criticisms I have benefited
much. To my students in Reformation studies I wish to say, “thank
you” for the many enjoyable hours we have spent in the pursuit of
a more perfect understanding of the Anabaptists within the context
of the continental Reformation. They have stimulated me to a more
careful examination of my sources and to a deeper dedication to
the classroom. Without the patience and hard work of Misses Mary
Fox and Inez Ballentine, who through many long hours typed and
retyped the manuscript, the final form could not have taken shape.

It is obvious that without adequate library facilities, no extensive
research is possible. I have been particularly fortunate in the help
which I have received from Charles P. Johnson, director of libraries,
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viii THE ANABAPTIST STORY

Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, who has placed the entire
resources of the Fleming Library at my command. Through his
efforts I have also been able to use books from the library of Goshen
College, Goshen, Indiana, which were not among our holdings. I am
also indebted to Robert F. Beach, librarian, Union Theological
Seminary, New York City, and Leo T. Crismon, librarian, Southern
Baptist Theological Seminary, Louisville, Kentucky, for making their
library facilities available to me in the summer of 1958.

The evidence of further indebtedness which I owe to numerous
scholars of present and past generations is manifested on every page
of this work. I am particularly grateful for the growing circle of able
Anabaptist writers whose works have appeared in the Mennonite
Quarterly Review for more than a quarter of a century.

Two books appeared on the Anabaptist Reformation before this
work was published which I did not use in preparation of the
manuscript. The first, Even unto Death by John Christian Wenger
(Richmond: John Knox Press, 1961), a brief popular treatment of
the Anabaptist movement, came from the press while the manuscript
was in its final stages. The second, The Radical Reformation by
George Huntston Williams (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1962),
an exhaustive treatment of the subject, was not available until my
manuscript was already in the hands of the publishers. I am sure that
my own work would have been enhanced by additional insights
gleaned from these recent books. However, since my study is based
primarily upon the sources, I doubt that any of the conclusions would
have been greately affected.

In spite of the abundance of help which I have received, I am
quite aware of some of the imperfections which mar this work. It is
hoped that they are not so serious as to distort the story which has
been told.

W. R. EsTEP
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Introduction

THE HISTORY of Anabaptism belongs to the category of “now it
can be told” stories. Perhaps there is no group within Christian history
that has been judged as unfairly as the Anabaptists of the sixteenth
century. Theirs has been the lot of the widely misunderstood, de-
liberately misrepresented, or completely ignored. With the exception
of the present generation all but a handful of competent historians
have joined in a “thumbs-down treatment” of four centuries’ duration.!

There are several factors which explain this otherwise baffling
and inexcusable situation. The first of these is hostile polemics.
Scholars of preceding generations have leaned heavily upon the
highly partisan and quite unreliable accounts of sixteenth-century
Anabaptism in the writings of Ulrich Zwingli, Justus Menius, Heinrich
Bullinger, and Christoph Fischer, to say nothing of the milder but just
as erroneous accounts of Martin Luther and Philipp Melanchthon.?
Other problems have been unavailability of source materials, lack of
interest by European scholars, and unwillingness by American
historians (with notable exceptions) to deal with materials which
were available.?

In 1534 a group of fanatics at Miinster attempted to set up the
kingdom of God by force. Before they were overthrown, many
attrocities were committed in the name of religion. This fiasco, the
most serious aberration of sixteenth-century Anabaptism, has long
been exaggerated out of all proportion to its true importance. It
strengthened the position of those who persecuted the Anabaptists and
left the name Anabaptist in odius repute. To an extent not true before,
the term Anabaptist became equated with such epithets as Schwirmer
(fanatic), Bolsheviki, and “stepchildren of the Reformation.”®

At times, the nature of the Anabaptist Reformation has been
misunderstood because of confusion in the use of the terms Ana-
baptists, inspirationists (Spiritualisten), rationalists, and libertines.
The Lutherans consistently associated the radical inspirationists, such
as the Zwickau Prophets and Thomas Miintzer, with the Swiss
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2 THE ANABAPTIST STORY

Brethren. The Calvinists often linked them with the rationalists and
libertines. Deliberate or not, such careless treatment did not help
the Anabaptist cause or encourage history to judge them properly.
Modern research, however, coupled with a less-heated and more
objective approach to the subject, has moderated the situation.®

Anabaptist Historiography

C. A. Cornelius, a Roman Catholic scholar, was one of the first
historians to take a new look at the Anabaptist movement. He
turned to sources rather than the perverted accounts of antagonistic
writers. From his work, Die Geschichte des Miinsterischen Aufruhrs
(1855), modern Anabaptist historiography may be dated. This
pioneering effort encouraged Ludwig Keller to continue studies in a
similar vein. He published three books on the subject. Ernst
Troeltsch and Max Weber in their “religio-sociological works” made
an invaluable contribution to Anabaptist historiography.” Excellent
treatments of the historiography of sixteenth-century Anabaptists are
now readily available in English.8

To those able scholars of many different communions, all students
of the Anabaptist movement are indebted. Indeed, such a work
as this would have been greatly altered, if possible at all, without
the fruits of their dedicated scholarship.

New Interest in the Anabaptists

The revival of interest in the Anabaptists has been sparked
by factors other than those thus far mentioned.” Among these
is the amazing growth of the free church movement. This growth
and the crystallization of Marxian concepts present new challenges
to the age-old state-church concepts from widely divergent ideologi-
cal standpoints.

Since the state-church system has been threatened by communism
in the Western world, those who have considered this form of
ecclesiastical institutionalism sacrosanct have been forced to re-
examine for the first time the merits of the free church idea. Denomi-
nations in the United States have been successful in operating without
the support of the state. By contrast, the state-church system shows
serious failings on the continent of its birth. Such facts have led many
to a realization that a religious monopoly with the support of the
state may not be an unmixed blessing.10

The critique of the established church of Denmark by Soren
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Kierkegaard did not ignite a flame which threatened to consume “the
system” in his day. His judgment, however, is vindicated by the
fact that such a flame is burning fiercely today. For this situation
within Protestant Christianity, the theologians of the neo-orthodox
circles are to a great degree responsible. Karl Barth and Emil
Brunner have stoked the fires of critical analysis of the state-church
system. They have done it at the points where sixteenth-century
Anabaptism challenged the Roman Catholic, Lutheran, and Reformed
Church establishments alike. Barth’s Die Kirchliche Lehre von der
Taufel* was a stunning blow against some age-old baptismal errors.
Oscar Cullmann, T. F. Torrance, and John Baillie have tried valiantly
to meet it.22 Yet responsible criticism of infant baptism and other
outward appendages of a medieval theology continues. Such dis-
cussion has helped to throw the spotlight of historical investigation
upon those who led in the free church movement, the once-despised
Anabaptists.

Purpose of This Work

Who were the sixteenth-century Anabaptists? Were they heretics,
fanatics, or saints? Where did the movement originate? What was
its relationship to the Reformation? Does Anabaptism comprise a
distinct type of Reformation dévelopment? What were the motiva-
tions of the movement? What did the Anabaptists believe about
God, man, the church, baptism, the Christian life? What kind of
people were they? These and other questions find their answers in
the following pages, which attempt to tell the story of the Anabaptists.

Today is a particularly opportune time to retell the story of this
little-known movement. The importance of a new study of the
Anabaptists will become increasingly apparent as the narrative un-
folds. This is true because of the historical legacy to which many
modern denominations are indebted. It is also true because of the
problems that confront evangelical Christianity in the contemporary
world.

Do the Anabaptists have anything to say to the present genera-
tion? The author’s conviction that they do, has called forth this
effort to pen their history for a twentieth-century audience.

The narrative begins with the rise of the Anabaptists in Switzer-
land and follows their trek across Europe in search of freedom.
Interspersed with biographical sketches of the early leaders and
theologians, the story moves from Holland to England and finally to



4 THB ANABAPTIST STORY

the colonies of the New World. An attempt is made to examine
the relationship of continental Anabaptism and early English Baptists
and to measure the influence of Anabaptism upon English and
American separatism. It is hoped that this treatment of the sixteenth-
century Anabaptists will prove a satisfactory introduction to the
movement. Clearly, Anabaptism deserves serious attention in its own
right, regardless of possible historical relation with other groups.

Notes

1. Beginning with the words of C. A. Cornelius and Ludwig Keller in
Europe, and John Horsch in America there has been a noticeable improvement
in both materials available for study to students of the sixteenth-century Ana-
baptist movement and in treatment of Anabaptist history by non-Mennonite
historians. Symbolic of this change is the publication of The Recovery of the
Anabaptist Vision, Guy F. Hershberger, ed., (Scottdale, Pa.: Herald Press,
1957), in which appear chapters by interested scholars of many different
communions.

2. The most offensive of these were Der Widertiufferen Ursprung, fiirgang,
Secten, wisen, fiirneme and gemeine jrer leer Artickel by Heinrich Bullinger
published in 1561 and Christoph Andreas Fisher’s Von der Wiedertauffer
vgrlg(c)htem Ursprung, gottlosen Lehre und derselben griindliche Widerlegung
o 3.

3. The more important sources of Anabaptistica, either recently discovered
or made available for the first time in centuries, are as follows:

(1) In 1923, Rudolf Wolkan edited and published the Geschicht-Buch der
Hutterischen Briider (Wien: S. Fromme). For years it had been presumed lost.
Beck was not able to locate a copy of it. It was found in one of the Hutterite
colonies in Paraguay and made available by Wolkan once again to the world.
In 1943, an American edition was published.

(2) In 1947, A. 1. F. Zieglschmid published Das Klein-Geschichtsbiich der
Hutterischen Brilder (Philadelphia: Carl Schurz Memorial Foundation). It is
almost as large as the Large Chronical (Die élteste Chronik der Hutterischen
Briider). In addition to a nearly exhaustive bibliography of the Anabaptists, it
contains a heretofore unknown Gemeinde Ordnungen and a history of the
Hutterites from 1802 to 1947.

(3) In 1939, Claus Felbinger’s Confession of 1560 was published in both
German and English by the Society of Brothers, Primavera, Alto, Paraguay in
their magazine, Plough and Pflug. The manuscript, formerly unknown, was
found in the Zentral-bibliothek of Ziirich, Switzerland. It has since been made
available to the English reader by Robert Friedmann, “Claus Felbinger’s Con-
fession of 1560,” The Mennonite Quarterly Review, XXIX (April, 1955),
141-61. Hereafter The Mennonite Quarterly Review is cited as MQR.

(4) In 1946, an undated ccdex owned in 1737 by “Claus Wiiterich in der
varderen Noremat Un Trub” in the Emmenthal, Bern Canton, Switzerland,
was found in the attic of a Mennonite farmhouse near Langnau, Switzerland,
by Samuel Geiser. It was transcribed in 1955, making a manuscript of 156
typewritten pages. It contains thirteen hymns, some of which are as early
as 1530, and five doctrinal writings dating from 1529 to 1583.

(5) In 1949, Peter Riedemann’s Rechenschaft was translated and published
for the first time in English.
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(6) In 1954, Robert Friedmann discovered a manuscript Offenbarung
Johannis, an exposition of the book of Revelation, in twenty-two chapters—
162 leaves copied by Elias Walter in 1883. It turned out to be a commentary
on Revelation written by a Spiritual Franciscan by the name of Petrus Johannis
Olivi (1248-98), first published a year after his death in 1299 and evidently in
the possession of the Hutterites since 1573.

(7) In 1955, Heinold Fast discovered in the Biirger-bibliothek at Bern,
Switzerland, a manuscript codex of 740 pages dated September 21, 1561, by
Jorg Maler of Augsburg, editor and copyist. It contained the Kunstbuch,
some minor items, and forty-two letters and documents of 1527-55, largely
from the Pilgram Marpeck circle of south German Anabaptists. A short time
later Fast wrote a detailed description of the Kunstbuch and a commentary
on sections of this significant document. See William Klassen, “Pilgram
Marpeck in Recent Research,” MQR, XXXII (July, 1958), 211-14 for more
information concerning this discovery.

(8) In the same year, 1955, Fast and Gerhard Goeters discovered two
additional codices of less significance.

(9) Also in 1955, twenty-two Hutterite codices formerly at Schloss Mitter-
sill, Austria (three are missing), were located in the City Library at Bratislova
(Pressburg), Czechoslovakia.

(10) In 1957 a new volume of selected English translations of Anabaptist
and Spiritual writers came off the press. The volume, which is entitled Spiritual
and Anabaptist Writers (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1957), is edited by
George Huntston Williams and Angel Mergal and contains selections from
works of George Blaurock, Thomas Miintzer, John [Hans] Denck, Balthasar
Hiibmaier, Melchior Hofmann, Obbe Philips, Dietrich Philips, Menno Simons,
Ulrich Stadler, Sebastian Franck, and Casper Schwenckfeld. Approximately
one hundred pages are given to a translation of selections from the works of
Juan de Valdés. In addition this work contains an excellent bibliography of
material in English translations representative of the Radical Reformation
(1524-1575).

(11) Harold Bender writes: “The only comprehensive treatment of Ana-
baptist historiography to date is that by Christian Hege in his article
‘Geschichtsschreibung’ in Mennonitisches Lexikon, Vol. II, 96-101." MQR,
XXXI (April 1957), 100.

(12) In 1958, Robert Friedmann was allowed access by the Hutterites of
Canada to a hitherto unknown collection of letters of sixteenth-century Ana-
baptist origin. The value of this new material is unknown at present.

4. Too much has been said of Miinster. It belongs on the fringe of Ana-
baptist life which was completely divorced from the evangelical, biblical heart
of the movement. One should interpret Miinster in the light of the whole
movement and not the movement in the light of Miinster.

5. Luther called them Schwirmer, which literally translated means en-
thusiasts. Preserved Smith uses the term Bolsheviki in The Age of the Reforma-
tion (New York: Henry Holt, 1920), p. 154. Williams points out that J.
Lindeboom, Stiefkinderen van het Christendom, uses the term, “step-children of
the Reformation.” See Williams and Mergal, op. cit. p. 26.

6. There is no excuse today in light of materials now available for the
informed student of the Reformation to confuse the various groups within the
Radical Reformation with one another. The “left wing of the Reformation”
is a term used by Bainton to characterize the inspirationists, Anabaptists, and
rationalists, but Williams prefers, “the Radical Reformation.” “All three
groupings within the Radical Reformation,” he suggests, “agreed in cutting
back to that root and in freeing church and creed of what they regarded as
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the suffocating growth of ecclesiastical tradition and magisterial prerogative.
Precisely this makes theirs a ‘Radical Reformation’” (Williams and Mergal,
op. cit., p. 22). Williams is not the first to make use of this terminology, but
he explains why such usage is to be preferred. In fact, a similar technical
distinction has been made by some scholars for half a century. As early as
1531, William Barlow, an English student of the continental Anabaptist move-
ment, referred to it as “the thyrd faccyon” of the Reformation. See Irvin B.
Horst, “England,” Mennonite Encyclopaedia, I, 220, Hereafter Mennonite
Encyclopaedia is cited as ME.

7. See Hershberger, op. cit., pp. 4-5, for titles by Keller, Troeltsch, and
Weber.

8. See Franklin Hamlin Littell, The Anabaptist View of the Church (Boston:
Starr King Press, 1958). The first edition was published in 1952 as the Prize
Essay of the Frank S. Brewer Fund of the American Society of Church History.
It presents an excellent treatment of Anabaptist historiography and relative
problems, pp. 5-18. This section is revised and brought up to date in the
second edition, 1958. Two articles, “Historiography of the Anabaptist,” MQR,
XXXI (April, 1957), 88-104, and “Historiography” by Harold S. Bender and
Cornelius Krahn in ME, II, 751-69, are of real value. See also George
Huntston Williams, “Studies in the Radical Reformation (1517-1618):
A Bibliographical Survey of Research Since 1939,” Church History, XXVII
(April, 1958), 124-60. In the “Introduction” to Williams and Mergal, op. cit.,
Williams gives a splendid bibliographical survey of the Radical Reformation
along with many stimulating suggestions for interpreting the movement.

9. Factors already mentioned are new discoveries of source materials and
the emergence of recent treatments of sixteenth-century Anabaptism.

10. Two modern works on the free church movement are indicative of
increased interest in this direction: Franklin Hamlin Littell, The Free Church
(Boston: Starr King Press, 1957), and Gunnar Westin, The Free Church
Through the Ages, trans. Virgil Olson (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1958).

11, (Ziirich: Evangelisher Verlag AG., 1953). See Ernest A. Payne’s trans-
lation, The Teaching of the Church Regarding Baptism (London: SCM Press,
1954).

12. For an able discussion of the issues in the current controversy see Robert
G. Bratcher, “The Church of Scotland’s Report on Baptism,” The Review and
Expositer, LIV (April, 1957), 205-22. The most able defense of infant
baptism thus far presented is by Oscar Cullmann, Die Tauflehre des Neuen
Testament (Zirich: Zwingli-Verlag, 1948). J. K. S. Reid has translated this
as Baptism in the New Testament (Chicago: Henry Regnery Company, 1950).
It is Cullmann’s declared intention to repulse Barth’s attack on infant bap-
tism. He considers it fallacious but significant; “His study is in fact the most
serious challenge to infant baptism which has ever been offered” (pp. 7-8).
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The Birth of Anabaptism

ON A CRISP October night in 1517, the thirty-first to be exact, a
black-garbed Augustinian monk made his way undetected to the
castle church. The place was an insignificant medieval German town
named Wittenberg. With swift, determined strokes he nailed one of
the most inflammable documents of the age to the church door, which
served as the village bulletin board. Within a fortnight all Europe
was echoing the sound of that inauspicious hammer. A month later
the hardly-audible taps had become sledge hammer blows assailing
the very citadel of the Roman Catholic Church.! For the Austin
friar of that October night was none other than Martin Luther. The
apparently innocent Latin manuscript was his first fusillade against
Rome, the Ninety-five Theses.

The Sixteenth Century, Religious and Otherwise

Whether Luther recognized the fact or not, the Reformation was
launched. Pope Leo X was soon to find the church going to pieces
under his pontifical feet and the roof falling in around his jewel-
studded tiara. This was the time of epoch-making events, only one
of which was the publication of the Ninty-five Theses.

Less than a hundred years before the papal schism had come to
an end. The memory of the ludicrous spectacle of two and, at
times, three popes anathematizing one another still haunted the
papacy. It sparked popular skepticism that mocked papal claims. g —..-.
of infallibility. The vindictive execution of John Huss and the
senseless posthumous burning of John Wycliffe upon orders of the
Council of Constance served as grim reminders of the diabolical
power of a secularized church. Torquemada’s blood purge set a new
pattern for inquisitorial procedures, an ill omen, indeed, for the
remainder of Europe.2 The Renaissance, with its peculiar mingling
of pagan and religious attributes, led to an exposé of medieval
ecclesiastical forgeries such as the pseudo-Isidorian decretals and the
Donation of Constantine. It became most pagan in its Italian mani-
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8 THE ANABAPTIST STORY

festation and most religious in its German development. This was
something of the backdrop against which the dramatic forces of the
Reformation were to unfold.

Once begun, the Reformation spread with an incredible speed.
Books and Bibles, tracts and pamphlets came forth from non-
descript presses all over Europe in an ever-increasing stream. Without
the printing press it would have been difficult, if not impossible, for
the Reformation to have crystallized into a highly articulate move-
ment.3 Before Luther’s day some twenty editions of the German
Bible had come from the press. The ink was hardly dry on the first
edition of Erasmus’ Greek New Testament when Luther found
himself thrust into the forefront of the developing controversy as
champion of Reformation truth.*

The Ziirich Reformer

In that eventful year, 1517, another German-speaking priest was
wrestling with the tantalizing new Greek text. Born high in the
Toggenburg Valley of the Swiss Alps seven weeks after the birth
of Martin Luther, Ulrich Zwingli had already become a thorough-
going humanist and a great admirer of Erasmus, At Einsiedeln, :
where he was then serving as people’s priest, Zwingli first began to
apply himself seriously to the study of the New Testament. The
young priest found it increasingly difficult to resist its truth. By the
time Zwingli had accepted the call to Ziirich as people’s priest of
the Grossmiinster, he had resolved to preach nothing but the gospel.
By 1522 the Reformation in Ziirich had quickened its pace. Zwingli
was indisputably in control. This came in spite of his admitted
immorality before coming to Ziirich and the open opposition of some
Ziirichers to his call. During the brief span of three years he succeeded
in overcoming opposition and endearing the people to himself and
his cause.

Zwingli’s Leadership

The Reformation in Ziirich was not a haphazard development.
Rather, under Zwingli’s guidance, it proceeded along clearly defined
lines. The Swiss reformer well knew that pulpit eloquence alone
could not accomplish the task of reform. Thus, to preaching he
added teaching and the disputation. Finally, he sought legal support
from the ruling authorities of Ziirich, the city council.®

In Zwingli, the scholar, the humanist, and the evangelical re-
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former were blended into an attractive and forceful personality.
Consequently, there were drawn to him a number of gifted young
humanists, primarily interested in study of the Greek classics. Into
this group by November, 1521, had come a youthful vagabond
scholar by the name of Conrad Grebel. Grebel’s father was a member
of the Great Council of the city of Ziirich. This new association gave
Grebel an opportunity to continue his studies of the Greek language
and literature into which he had been initiated a few years before in
Paris.®

Love of learning and admiration for Erasmus characterized the
young humanists. Taking advantage of this, Zwingli soon introduced
them to the Greek New Testament. By 1522 they, too, had become
zealous for reform, particularly Grebel. But less than three years
later their convictions had driven them far beyond Zwingli. The
public break between Zwingli and his erstwhile disciples came with
evident finality at a fateful disputation in January, 1525. The
council proclaimed Zwingli the victor and denounced the radicals.
The alternatives were quite clear. The little group could conform,
leave Ziirich, or face imprisonment. It chose the last.?

The Birth of Anabaptism

A few days later, January 21, 1525, a dozen or so men slowly
trudged through the snow. Quietly but resolutely, singly or in pairs
they came by night to the home of Felix Manz, near the Grossmiins-
ter.® The chill of the winter wind blowing off the lake did not match
the chill of disappointment that gripped the little band that fateful
night.

gThe dramatic events of the unforgettable gathering have been
preserved in The Large Chronicle of the Hutterian Brethren. The
account bears the earmarks of an eyewitness, who was probably none
other than George Blaurock.

And it came to pass that they were together until anxiety [angst] came
upon them, yes, they were so pressed within their hearts. Thereupon
they began to bow their knees to the Most High [hochstenn] God in
heaven and called upon him as the Informer of Hearts [Herizenkundiger],
and they prayed that he would give to them his divine [gétlichen] will and
that he would show his mercy unto them. For flesh and blood and human
forwardness did not drive them, since they well knew what they would
have to suffer on account of it.

After the prayer, George of the House of Jacob stood up and besought
[gebeeten] Conrad Grebel for God’s sake to baptize him with the true

-
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[recht] Christian baptism upon his faith and knowledge [erkanndtnus].
And when he knelt down with such a request and desire, Conrad baptized
him, since at that time there was no ordained minister [dienner] to perform
such work.?

¢ After his baptism at the hands of Grebel, Blaurock proceeded to
baptize all the others present. The newly baptized then pledged
themselves as true disciples of Christ to live lives separated from
\Ehe world and to teach the gospel and hold the faith.

Anabaptism was born. With this first baptism, the earliest church
of the ‘Swiss Brethren was constituted. This was clearly the most
revoluntionary act of the Reformation. No other event so completely
symbolized the break with Rome. Here, for the first time in the
course of the Reformation, a group of Christians dared to form a
church after what was conceived to be the New Testament pattern.
The Brethren emphasized the absolute necessity of a personal com-
mitment to Christ as essential to salvation and a prerequisite to
baptism.1® :

The introduction of believer’s baptism was not an unpremeditated
act. Even though its revolutionary character might well have struck
the hearts of those assembled on that January night with fear, it was
no spur-of-the-moment decision. Rather, it was a culmination of
an earnest searching of the Scriptures and a corresponding dissatis-
faction with Zwingli and his state-supported program of reform.

The October Disputation

As early as December, 1523, there is evidence that dissatisfaction
ad developed among some of Zwingli’s most dedicated followers.
There is no mistaking the tone of Conrad Grebel’s letter of December
18. He was writing to his brother-in-law and former teacher, Vadian,
pastor of the Reformed Church at St. Gall. Among other things, he
implied that he had lost confidence in Zwingli and was taking a
“dim” view of the future of the Reformation in Ziirich. In a disputa-
tion in October, he had opposed Zwingli’s appeal to the council to
settle questions pertaining to the mass and images. Evidently, this
had placed him in bad light in Zwingli’s eyes. He wrote to Vadian,
“if you can believe a suspected person as I,” (si tamen suspecto magis
quam mendaci credas).** Five days after Grebel’s letter, December
23, Simon Stumpf was banished from Ziirich. Along with Grebel he
had taken an active part in the October disputation and had con-
tinued his agitation against the mass.
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In two short months the relationship between Zwingli and Grebel
had deteriorated rapidly. The cause, however, is not difficult to
discover. Grebel and Stumpf seem to have taken a position some-
what more advanced than Zwingli in the October disputation. Accord-
ing to the record, however, Zwingli had agreed with the younger men
that the Word of God and not the Ziirich council should determine
the disposition of the mass and the use of images.!? Yet following
the disputation, Zwingli seemed to submit to the decision of the
council. He was unwilling to alter observance of the Lord’s Supper
to conform to the Scriptures and his earlier promises. This became,
the point of contention between him and Grebel.

On the first day of the disputation, October 26, the use of images
was discussed and roundly denounced by all participants. On the
second day the mass was repeatedly described as an abomination
before God. At this juncture in the disputation Grebel, Stumpf, and
possibly others had expected some implicit directions from Zwingli
to the council on' the abolition of the mass. Prior to the debate
Zwingli and his young disciples apparently agreed to follow the
Bible explicitly in their program of reform. Throughout the October
disputation the common appeal of the speakers had been to the Word
of God.** Undoubtedly Zwingli and his followers had dared to
hope that the disputation would prepare the way for changing the
mass into an observance of the Lord’s Supper. But the close of the
debate on the mass brought forth no instructions concerning its
abolition.

The burgomaster had already announced that the disputation
would move on the next day from further consideration of the mass
to a discussion of purgatory. Whereupon Grebel arose to request
that the present subject not be forsaken until other abuses of the mass
had been discussed and instructions given as to the means of its aboli-
tion. To this suggestion Zwingli replied, “My lords will decided what-
ever regulations are to be adopted in the future in regard to the Mass.”

This unexpected and rather curt statement from Zwingli provoked
Simon Stumpf to exclaim, “Master Ulrich, you do not have the right
to place the decision on this matter in the hands of my lords, for the
decision has already been made, the Spirit of God decides.”

Zwingli next delineated the difference between truth as determined
from study of the Scriptures and the implementation of truth by the
council. The closing remarks of Stumpf indicate that to him imple-
menfation of that which was so clearly enunciated in the New Testa-
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ment was not the prerogative of the council. “If my lords adopt and
decide on some other course that would be against the decision of
God, I will ask Christ for his Spirit, and I will preach and act against
it 14

Zwingli immediately responded to Stumpf’s statement with a ring-
ing affirmation. “Das ist recht,” he replied. “I will also preach and
act against it if they decide otherwise. I am not putting the decision
in their hand. They are not over the Word of God, and this goes not
only for them but for the whole world [ja ouch alle welt nit].”’*®* Then
once again Zwingli differentiated the diverse functions of the disputa-
tion and the implementation of its judgments by the council.

Apparently, Grebel was satisfied with Zwingli’s stated intentions,
even though Stumpf obviously was not. At least Grebel said nothing
turther to the contrary at the time. He wrote nothing indicating the
growing estrangement between himself and Zwingli until the De-
cember letter to his brother-in-law, Vadian, two months later.

As far as Grebel was concerned, Zwingli had abandoned his
avowed position of no compromise where the Word of God had
spoken. At least, he had openly bowed to the will of the council
and abandoned his previously announced plans to abolish the mass
on Christmas Day, 1523. Looking back to the October disputation,
Grebel was able to mark this occasion as the historical divide between
himself and Zwingli. The events of the disputation were reviewed
afresh with the publication of its minutes on, or about, December 8.
New outbursts against the mass and images two days later emphasized
popular discontent with the slowness of the Zwinglian reform.

But the demonstrations were without their desired effect. By
December 19, Zwingli had completely capitulated to the opinions and
authority of the council. Zwingli had reached an impossible position
as far as Grebel was concerned. In the eyes of the Brethren he had
compromised revealed truth in deference to constituted political au-
thority. The authority of the Word of God had been sacrificed on
the altar of human expediency.’® The Brethren felt themselves to
have been betrayed.

Harold Bender detects in the break between Zwingli and his youth-
ful critics the beginning of the free church movement. “The decision
of Conrad Grebel to refuse to accept the jurisdiction of the Zurich
council over the Zurich church is one of the high moments of his-
tory, for however obscure it was, it marked the beginning of the
modern ‘free church’ movement.”17
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Crystallizing Conviction

The following year was one of importance for the embryonic Ana-
baptist movement. Grebel emerged as the leader and spokesman of
the group of young radicals that included Simon Stumpf and Felix
Manz. By the end of the year their number totaled seven.’® Many
attempts were made by Stumpf, Manz, and Grebel to present a more
biblical program of reform to Zwingli and Leo Jud, but without
success. Failing in a last-ditch effort to win the Ziirich reformers to
their position, the radicals began to meet quietly in the homes of
sympathetic friends. One favorite meeting place was the home of
Felix Manz on a street called Neustadt. Bible study included exposi-
tions given by Manz and Hottinger. Correspondence with Luther,
Miintzer, Carlstadt, and others, along with the distribution of Carl-
stadt’s tracts, occupied time and energy during the closing months of
152419

Within the movement there soon developed a serious question re-
garding the validity of infant baptism. Wilhelm Reublin, pastor at
Wytikon, a neighboring village to Ziirich, seems to have been the
first among the Swiss Brethren to preach against infant baptism.
Within the year, three fathers at Zollikon withheld their children from
baptism with the support of their pastor Johannes Brétli. Retaliation
was quick to follow. Reublin was imprisoned in August and not
long afterwards was forced to leave Ziirich. It was the insistence on
believer’s baptism by Reublin, Brotli, Grebel, and others that pre-
cipitated the crisis which led to the disputation of January, 1525.20

Even though believer’s baptism was not initiated in Ziirich until
January, 1525, Grebel had heard as early as a year and a half before
that some were claiming that infants should not be baptized.*' But
he was not aroused by the issue until after Reublin and others had
taken their stand. Once aroused, he was thoroughly committed.
His earlier position would inevitably have led him this way. Besides
this, he well knew that Zwingli had preached against infant baptism
at one time in his career, as contemporary witnesses also testified.

In addition to Zwingli, Oecolampadius, Jud, Grossman, and others
had expressed doubt concerning the validity of infant baptism. And,
of course, it is not startling news that the Zwickau prophets had
questioned the scripturalness of the practice as early as 1521.%* The
difference in these earlier doubts and protests against infant baptism
is that the Swiss Brethren alone proceeded from opposing infant bap-
tism to practicing believer’s baptism. This at once set them apart
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from contemporary groups that are often confused with the Ana-
baptists.*® With the birth of Anabaptism a new and dynamic re-
ligious movement found expression in Europe.

Anabaptists, Inspirationists, and Rationalists

Failure to distinguish between the Anabaptists, inspirationists, and
rationalists has led to gross misunderstanding of the entire Radical
Reformation.?* Anabaptism had much in common with both of
the other groups, but that does not mean that there were no deep
and irreconcilable differences. All three of the groups composed
elements in what has been termed the “Radical Reformation.” They
were all antipedobaptists, but at this point the comparison ceases.

One major line of demarcation which differentiates the radicals
from one another is the attitude toward authority in the Christian life.
For the Anabaptists the authority was the New Testament. The
Anabaptists were biblicists, as Bender has well demonstrated.2 Every
Anabaptist confession from Hiibmaier to Ries abounds with Scripture
references. The appeal to authority is clearly that of Luther, Zwingli,
and Calvin alike—the Bible.

For the inspirationists, the Spirit took precedence over the Bible.
Thus the immediate illumination of the Spirit became the norm for
the inspirationist’s program of reform. The Zwickau prophets,
Nicolaus Storch and Thomas Miintzer, claimed special revelation, as
did later inspirationists.>® The inspirationists were not primarily con-
cerned with the visible church. With the Anabaptists, they shared
antipathy to reformation by civil authority or by the pope. They
did not, however, share the Anabaptists’ emphasis on restoration of
the New Testament church or believer’s baptism.27

The rationalists, as the term implies, put primary emphasis on the
place of reason in interpreting the Scriptures. For the most part the
evangelical rationalists were anti-Trinitarian, but they were anti-
Trinitarian because they were rationalists and not the reverse. Reason,
therefore, and not Scripture or special revelation became for them
the source of ultimate authority.2® Such disparate leaders as Michael
Servetus, Juan de Valdés, Sebastian Castellio, George Biandrata, and
Faustus Socinus, are to be listed in this category.?® Some remained
within the Roman church and others attempted a restoration of what
they conceived to be New Testament Christianity in separated
churches.®® All were much more evangelical than they have at times
been represented.®!
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To draw the above distinction between the Anabaptists, inspira-
tionists, and rationalists does not imply that there was no interaction
between various kinds of radicals. It does not mean that some did
not gravitate from one group to another. Both of these phenomena
were true. In Poland the relationship between the Socinians and the
Anabaptists was close and mutually effective.32 In Miinster we see
neither pure inspirationism, even though this element predominated,
nor recognizable Anabaptism. Elements of both were present. The
value of the above distinctions lies in the help which they give the
student in understanding the divergent strands of the Radical Refor-
mation, and particularly that which is designated in this work as the
“Anabaptist Reformation.”

Anabaptism and Medieval Evangelicals

If the origin of the inspirationists is to be found in medieval
mysticism and that of the rationalists in Renaissance humanism, what
can be said about the roots of Anabaptism? Almost everything that
could be said has, at one time or another, been said—and by compe-
tent scholars at that.

Albrecht Ritschl viewed Anabaptism as a continuation of medieval
Franciscan Tertiarii, which manifested itself in the form of Ana-
baptism in the sixteenth century and in the form of Pietism in the
~seventeenth, Ludwig Keller developed the theory that held the
Anabaptists to be an outgrowth of the Waldenses, Bohemian Brethren,
and other groups which he labeled, “the old-evangelical brother-
‘hoods.”8 This position is essentially that of Thomas M. Lindsay:
“For the whole Anabaptist movement was medieval to the core; and,
like most of the medieval religious awakenings, produced an infinite
variety of opinions and practices.3¢ Smithson, Whitley, and Vedder,
Baptist historians of another generation, favored with some reserva-
tions, such a view.38

To project Waldensian antecedents for the Anabaptists, as some
have done, has long been a temptation difficult to resist. Van Braght
of Martyr’s Mirror fame held tenaciously to this view as have John
T. Christian and some other Baptist and Mennonite historians.
Henry Elias Dosker as early as 1921 rejected the theory of Walden-
sian origin of the Dutch Anabaptists as completely unsupported by
the known facts.?® A similar position is taken in relation to Ana-
baptist origins in general by such accomplished Anabaptist scholars
as Harold Bender, Robert Friedmann, and Fritz Blanke. A lone



16 THE ANABAPTIST STORY

exception is the Mennonite scholar Delbert L. Gritz, who cautiously
sets forth the theory of a dual origin for the Bernese Anabaptist
movement.87
- Other contemporary scholars are just as positive that sixteenth-
géycentury Anabaptism had medieval roots.®® Rufus Jones classes the
Anabaptists with the mystics and puts them directly in line with
medieval mysticism. Walther Kohler and Paul Peachey see direct
connections with the evangelical humanists.3®
Undoubtedly the Anabaptists had much in common with the Bo-
hemian Brethren, the Waldenses, the evangelical humanists, the
spiritual Franciscans, the medieval mystics, and other antipapal
evangelical groups of medieval origin. Historically the connection
is vague at best. That which is much more evident is the influence
of the Scriptures upon those who were maliciously called Anabaptists.
The Scriptures seem to have been far more determinative than the
Waldenses, evangelical humanists, or spiritual Franciscans—separate-
ly or all together. The witness which they established forms an in-
delible chapter in the living commentary of history upon the Scrip-

tures.
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Meteors

Against the Night

THE HARVEST which the Anabaptists reaped did not always con-
form to the seed sown. Like that of the early church, the Anabaptist
witness was accompanied by persecution unto death. One explana-
tion for the treatment which the Anabaptists received from Catholic,
Lutheran, and Reformed alike was the darkness of the age. The
sixteenth century was dark because it was the product of previous
centuries. Civilization had become increasingly oblivious to human
suffering and the value of the individual. Piety was evaluated by
the amount of accumulated external acts. Hypocrisy became the
hallmark of the age. In the darkness the Anabaptists shone like so
many meteors against the night.

Church and state were considered indivisible in both Catholic and
Protestant areas. Any deviation from the established churches was
considered a crime of treason. Rebaptism, sedition, anarchy, blas-
phemy, sacrilege, and hypocrisy were lumped together indiscrimi-
nately under the label of treason. Often there was not the slightest
symbol of justice in the treatment of the accused. Frequently an
accusation of Anabaptism was tantamount to condemnation. Im-
prisonment and torture were normally followed by death. Drowning,
sword, and stake were all used to exterminate the hated movement.

The first Anabaptist known to have died for his faith was Eberli
Bolt, a preacher, who was burned at the stake in Schwyz, Switzer-
land, at the hands of Roman Catholic authorities on May 29, 1525.
With the death of Bolt began a period of martyrdom for the Ana-
baptists that was to continue to a greater or lesser degree of intensity
through three centuries or more. The number of the executed will
never be completely known. In some countries the records were not
kept and in others the records are incomplete. However, from the
minutes of the various trials, from eyewitness accounts, and from
the Anabaptists themselves there is an abundance of material.2

20
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Conrad Grebel

® Little more than a year after Conrad Grebel had instituted be-
liever’s baptism among the Swiss Brethren, he was dead. Actually
his ministry as an Anabaptist preacher extended no longer than a
year and eight months.® In spite of long periods of imprisonment
and poor health, Grebel’s brief ministry was little short of phenome-
nal. The vagabond humanist scholar had become a flaming evange-
list possessed of a crusading zeal that knew no rest until death.
Grebel had not always been so motivated.

Conrad was one of two sons in a family of six children born to
Jacob and Dorothea Fries Grebel. The Grebels were a prominent
and wealthy Swiss family. Junker Jacob Grebel during Conrad’s
boyhood served as magistrate in Griiningen, just east of Ziirich.
Later, he was a member of the Council of Ziirich. To this fact
Conrad owed his educational advantages.

After having attended Latin school for six years in Ziirich, Conrad
became one of the eighty-one students at the University of Basel
during the winter term of 1514. At Basel he lived in the bursa*
under the management of Basel’s outstanding humanist scholar,
Heinrich Loriti, better known as Glarean. Here Grebel’s intellectual
appetite was whetted by his first taste of humanist thought. The
Basel humanism was no pagan Italian license, with its exaggerated
worship of form in literature and art. Rather it was an Erasmian
type of humanism. In Glarean the evangelical humanism of Erasmus
found a champion. Even though at times rude and proud, Glarean
challenged his students to a thorough scholarship, high moral stand-
ards, and to a discipleship of Christ rather than of Catullus or
Porphyry.

The next year for some unknown reason Conrad accompanied
three other young Ziirichers to the University of Vienna. At Vienna
the Swiss humanist, Joachim von Watt of St. Gall (Vadian), was
already well known. It was perhaps due to his influence that Grebel
and others turned their faces toward Vienna, Here at the University
of Vienna, Grebel missed the thorough scholarship of Glarean, but
this was more than offset by his personal appreciation for Vadian.
This was shown in a letter to Zwingli, September 8, 1517: “You de-
sire to hear, I presume, the trend of my fortune or some news. Vadian
I have as a teacher, a man singularly deserving of all titles of honor;
by him I am loved as a brother, while he is himself loved and
cherished and respected by me as a most devoted father.”s
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This was the beginning of a lifelong friendship, the evidence of
which is preserved in fifty-seven extant letters of Grebel to Vadian.
For three years Grebel was associated with Vadian in Vienna, He
spoke of other teachers with some degree of appreciation; but Va-
dian, in his estimation, excelled them all. Vadian married Grebel’s
sister in 1519.

The standard curriculum in all medieval universities consisted of
the Trivium and the Quadrivium for the baccalaureate degree. How-
ever, Grebel’s interests did not coincide with this curriculum. He
loved the Latin classics and was particularly intrigued by the new
subject of geography.® The humanism in vogue at Vienna was of
the Italian variety with little emphasis upon the Renaissance of
Christianity and none at all upon morals. Grebel spent three years
in the University of Vienna but did not receive a degree. However,
he thoroughly imbibed the humanism of the Italian Renaissance dur-
ing his residence there.

Vienna, itself, was a beautiful but immoral city. The presence of
the five thousand students of the university did not improve the moral
situation. Drunkenness among the students was scandalous. Brawls
were frequent and sexual promiscuity common. Grebel’s extra cur-
ricular activities included both brawls and women. From a brawl
he had been painfully wounded in the hand. To his immoral rela-
tions with women he attributed a disease from which he suffered the
rest of his life. “Deservedly so,” he writes, “since oft have I con-
sorted with females carnally.” All in all Vienna for Grebel may
have been a stimulating experience intellectually but it was spiritually
and morally debilitating. It is not surprising that he left Vienna
without securing a degree.

September 30, 1518, found Grebel in the company of two other
students on the road to Paris. His disappointment in not being per-
mitted to return to Vienna was mitigated somewhat by the anticipa-
tion of resuming studies with Glarean, his friend and teacher of Basel
days. For this purpose his father had secured a rather adequate
French pension with which to finance his stay in Paris. So, Grebel
was off to Paris for his last sustained attempt at formal university
study.

Whatever anticipation Grebel may have felt at the thoughts of study
in Paris with his old teacher was short-lived. Glarean had not
changed but Grebel had. In less than three months his escapades
were sufficient cause for him to be dismissed from the bursa. Inter-
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national brawls were among the most popular forms of recreation in
which the students of the university frequently engaged. Things grew
progressively worse. Grebel became implicated in a brawl which
brought death to two Frenchmen. Consequently he smarted terribly
under the severe reprimands and censures of his father and his
friends, Vadian and Myconius.

Grebel had other problems also, one of which was his health. He
was so ill at times from his “old trouble” that he despaired of life.
The ravages of the plague added to his anxiety. Too, the Sorbonne
was anything but a community of scholars. The professors were
characterized by Valentin Tschudi in a letter to Zwingli as filled with
“barbarity,” “wild beasts devoid of human nature,” and “the most
stupid of all men.”®

The twenty months that Grebel spent in Paris were frustrating
months indeed. His father had taken a “cut” from the benefice
which amounted to two-thirds of the total amount appropriated. Due
to the “short change,” as well as his own undisciplined desires, he
was soon penniless. His pleas for money produced no favorable
response, only rebuke. Finally, a messenger came with an ultimatum
from his father to return home. Sometime in July, 1520, the prodigal
returned to his father’s house.

At the end of a year and eight months that seemed only to increase
his despair and frustration, Grebel’s only possible accomplishment
was in the realm of language study. At Paris he had begun the study
of Greek and possibly Hebrew. There is some indication that he
attended the lectures of the more outstanding professors at the uni-
versity. Why he never saw fit to enrol for a course is not known.
Perhaps he just never got around to it. It was a very crestfallen young
humanist, indeed, who had not yet begun to learn of Christ that re-
entered his native land on a hot day in July, 1520.

The next two years were to become the most meaningful of
Grebel’s life. For months, however, he accomplished nothing. Try-
ing to decide whether to go to Pisa upon the insistence of a papal
legate or to return to Basel for more study consumed anxious hours
of indecision. He did return to Basel but not for long. In ten
wecks he was home again, having found in the scholarship of Zwingli
and others of like mind, such as Simon Stumpf and George Binder,
that which he had failed to find in Vienna, Paris, or Basel.

Under Zwingli’s leadership Grebel and others began the study of
the Greek classics. By November, 1521, they were reading Plato.
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By this time two old friends of Grebel, Valentin Tschudi and J. J
Ammann, had joined the study group. Felix Manz became the
tenth man early in 1522, Their concern in the beginning was not
primarily religious but cultural. However, they did study the biblical
languages, Greek and Hebrew, together. This was obviously Zwingli’s
method of attracting able young men to himself in order to gain
their support for his program of reform.

The year 1522 was one of crisis for Grebel. In February of the
previous year he was still a very miserable young man frustrated on
every side. Temporarily, at least, he found happiness and joy almost
incapable of expression in a love affair with a girl, whom he called
his Holokosme (whole world). Writing to his brother-in-law, Va-
dian, from Basel where he had journeyed in the hopes of finding
work with a printer, he exclaimed: “at last the heart of your poor
Grebel is enraptured, hence rejoice with me if you love me.”® His
flight to Basel only proved to be another in a series of disappointing
experiences. The expected finances with which he had hoped to
establish a household proved inadequate for his plans and his health
was poor. After two brief months he was back in Ziirich, resolved
never to leave again. In spite of his financial straits and the disap-
proval of his parents, marriage could not wait. So, taking advantage
of the absence of his father, Conrad was united in marriage with his
Holokosme by Heinrich Engelhart, parish priest of the Fraumiinster
on February 6, 1522,

The marriage was not without its problems. The bride was from
a lower social class. For this and other reasons, Grebel’s parents
refused to be reconciled to the new state of affairs. Conrad’s mother
wept unceasingly. The tension mounted. “Against me she is godless
and against my wife she rages,” he confided in a letter to Vadian some
months later.)? Increasing indebtedness added to his already over-
burdened condition. Marriage, it seems, instead of solving his prob-
lems had added immeasurably to them.

What marriage could not do for Grebel, conversion did. The
details of this experience are not given, but there is no mistaking its
occurrence. Everything in Grebel’s subsequent years points with
unmistakable certainty to such an inner transformation. His letters
were no longer embellished with allusions to the pagan Greek and
Roman gods. Instead they were filled with references to Christ, the
Word of God, and scriptural admonitions. The flowery and verbose
eloquentia of the humanist was supplanted with a style characterized
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by simplicity, purpose, and integrity. His problems had by no means
disappeared but he was now on top, not under them. His children
received biblical names. In July, 1522, he publicly defended the
gospel and even expressed the desire to become a minister of the
gospel. Plainly Grebel had been converted sometime prior to July,
1522. The weak, vacillating young humanist had become a soldier
of the cross. The Word of God from henceforth was to be his
marching orders.

Zwingli’s preaching and teaching were effective. Heinrich Engel-
hart, Simon Stumpf, and Felix Manz, as well as Grebel, were soon
numbered among the ranks of the reformers. But their devotion to
the Word of God was to take precedence over their loyalty to Ulrich
Zwingli. To Zwingli they owed much, but to the Bible, more. These
two loyalties were not to come into conflict until late in the year 1523.

Grebel was not the first to break with Zwingli nor was he the first
to question infant baptism in the Zollikon-Ziirich area. But by 1524
he was clearly at odds with Zwingli, and it was Grebel who initiated
believer’s baptism on that historic night in January, 1525. Thus,
Conrad Grebel emerged as a champion of the Anabaptist reforma-
tion, along with Blaurock and Manz.!!

Only one year and eight months were granted Grebel as an Ana-
baptist preacher. In spite of numerous imprisonments and in-
creasingly poor health, the accomplishments of those last twenty
months were little short of phenomenal.

In February Grebel and Manz went from house to house witnessing,
baptizing, and conducting the Lord’s Supper after the new order of
the Swiss Brethren. During February Grebel baptized Gabriel Giger
of St. Gall at the home of Felix Manz. He also probably baptized
Anna Manz. Sometime during the month, near Schauffhausen, he
baptized Wolfgang Ulimann, a former monk, by immersion in the
Rhine River. Ulimann prior to his baptism had reached Anabaptist
convictions which led him to request baptism at the hands of Grebel,
but not out of a platter (nit wolt mit ainer schussel mit wasser allain
begossen)! Whereupon Grebel and Ulimann promptly went down
into the Rhine where Grebel, according to Kessler, “put him under
the waters of the river and covered him over” (in dem Rhin von dem
Grebel under getruckt und bedeckt werden).'?

Two months were spent in Schaffhausen in an attempt to advance
the cause of the Brethren among the leading ministers of the city.
Here he, Wilhelm Reublin, and Johannes Brotli met with some degree
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of success. Grebel continued to labor in Schaffhausen until his return
to Ziirich sometime prior to March 21.

In the meantime two of Grebel’s converts, Ulimann and Gabriel
Giger joined Lorenz Hochrutiner, who had been expelled from
Ziirich in 1523. They began to witness in and around St. Gall with
marked success. The fruitful activities of Giger and especially Uli-
mann led Grebel to join them. He also hoped that he might win his
brother-in-law and esteemed friend, Vadian, to his cause. At St.
Gall he preached to an exceedingly responsive congregation which
had been prepared to receive the Anabaptist message through the
zealous efforts of Ulimann. The climax came on April 9, 1525, when
Grebel baptized a huge throng in the Sitter River. Some five hundred
persons are said to have been baptized by the Brethren during the
initial stages of the movement in St. Gall. Back once again in
Ziirich, Grebel kept up a writing campaign on behalf of the Brethren.
First he corresponded with the city council, then with the Brethren
and Vadian, but his efforts were in vain. St. Gall, following the
lead of Ziirich, took measures to repress the promising movement.

From the latter part of April until June, Grebel was forced into
hiding in Ziirich. Fearing imprisonment at the hands of Zwingli, he
became extremely cautious about his movements. He kept in contact
with the Brethren through correspondence, only occasionally daring
to meet with them. While in hiding he was continually plagued by
two old enemies, poor health and poverty. His poverty became so
acute that he made arrangements to sell his library. Then quite
suddenly he appeared back in the forefront of the movement, ap-
parently finding it impossible to remain inactive any longer.

Griiningen, the boyhood home of Grebel, was east of Ziirich.
Here his father had previously served for twelve years as magistrate,
and here were to come Grebel’s greatest triumph and severest
trial. Here he worked with extraordinary success from the end of
June until his arrest on October 8, 1525. For the better part of the
four months, Grebel visited from house to house, witnessing to one
or two, or preaching to small groups. His messages emphasized the
necessity of repentance and faith upon the authority of the Scriptures.
The point of departure from the standing order always seemed to
have been the issue of baptism. The Brethren from Zollikon, Chur,
and Waldshut often worked together in an intensive effort to spread
the gospel of Anabaptism. One such occasion took place on October
8. As Grebel, Manz, and Blaurock were preparing for a service in
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a nearby field, Grebel and Blaurock were arrested by Magistrate
Berger and imprisoned in the castle at Griiningen. Three weeks
later Manz, who had escaped the clutches of the magistrate on the
eighth, was seized and incarcerated in the same prison.

Grebel and Blaurock, after more than a month in confinement,
were finally brought to trial and sentenced along with Manz to an
indefinite term of imprisonment on November 18, 1525. They were
condemned “because of their anabaptism and their unbecoming con-
duct to lie in the tower on a diet of bread and water, and no one was
permitted to visit them except the guards.”s

The case against the Anabaptists was extremely weak. Upon
rather dubious evidence, Zwingli accused the Brethren of sedition.
Actually the charges were based upon perverted accounts of what
the Brethren taught. Instead of denying the magistracy, as one Dr.
Hofmeister had charged, Felix Manz stated his opinion: “No Chris-
tian could be a magistrate, nor could he use the sword to punish or
to kill anyone, for he had no Scripture for such a thing.”14

The Brethren denied that they taught a community of goods as
the Christian way of life but insisted that a Christian ought to share
with those who were in need. Manz and Grebel asserted that infant
baptism was wrong and affirmed their conviction that believer’s bap-
tism was the sign of membership in the true church.

Many other Anabaptists were imprisoned. During the long winter
months the Ziirich tower rang with the hymns and prayers of the
indomitable prisoners. Grebel used his time to prepare a manuscript
on baptism, as he had promised his followers at Griiningen. One
witness testified that Grebel had said before his imprisonment, “If
they would permit his writing to be printed, then he would be ready
to dispute with Master Ulrich Zwingli, and if Master Ulrich would
win out, he, Conrad, would be willing to be burned, whereas if he,
Conrad would win out, he would not demand that Zwingli should be
burned.”:s

After five months of imprisonment, the dauntless Grebel asked
permission to have his prison manuscript printed. Such exasperating
audacity provoked an aggravated response. The rebuff to Grebel’s
request came on the heels of a second trial, which was held on March
5, and 6, 1526. The day following a sentence of life imprisonment
was passed upon all the defendants. On the same day a new man-
date made the act of performing baptism a crime punishable by
death. But the life imprisonment was of short duration. Fourteen
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days later some unknown benefactors helped the prisoners escape.

During the months following Grebel’s escape, little is known about
his activities. It is certain, however, that he finally did succeed in
getting his manuscript on baptism printed. Zwingli first saw a copy
of it in 1527. This was among the last accomplishments of Grebel.

Shortly thereafter a fleeting glimpse of Grebel is caught at Appen-
zell and Graubiinden in the company of Felix Manz. Alone, Grebel
turned his face toward Maienfield in the Oberland where, overtaken
by the plague, he died. Never strong physically, Grebel became a
victim of the ever-recurrent plague in the summer of 1526, probably
in August.1®

A year and eight months or less encompasses the whole ministry
of Conrad Grebel as an Anabaptist preacher. A few sermons,
numerous letters, many imprisonments, one pamphlet, a few bap-
tisms, much poverty, misunderstanding in his home, and dishonor in
his native canton mark the tragically brief career of the earnest
reformer. And, yet, in the movement of which he was a vital part,
his life and influence still continue.

Felix Manz

If Grebel was the “Coryphaeus of the Anabaptists,” as Zwingli
contended, Manz was the “Apollo” and Blaurock the “Hercules.”
Next to Grebel in importance in the early life of the Anabaptist move-
ment, Manz surpassed him in eloquence and popularity. It was Manz
who became the first Anabaptist martyr to die at the hands of
Protestants and the first to die in Ziirich.

Felix Manz was born in Ziirich, possibly in the year 1498.17 Like
Erasmus, Leo Jud, and Heinrich Bullinger, Manz was an illegitimate
son of a Roman Catholic priest. His father was a Canon of the
Grossmiinster in Ziirich. Manz evidently had the educational ad-
vantage of the privileged classes, for he was well trained in Latin,
Greek, and Hebrew. He early gained recognition as an accomplished
Hebraist.’® By 1522 he had joined the enthusiastic circle of young
Greek scholars studying the New Testament with Zwingli. Later he,
as well as Grebel, was numbered among Zwingli’s converts.

However, possibly by the summer of 1523 and certainly after the
disputation in October of that year, Manz became dissatisfied with
Zwingli’s program of reform. His dissatisfaction became increasingly
vocal during the following year. Two years later Zwingli reported
that Manz, Grebel, and Stumpf had each presented an alternate pro-
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gram of reform to him.!® It is clear that Manz was numbered among
the leaders of the opposition party from the beginning. His name
follows that of Castelberger in Grebel’s letter of September 5, 1524
to Thomas Miintzer.2® Sometime before, the small band of earnest
Christians had begun to meet regularly in the home of Felix Manz on
Neustadt Street, near the Grossmiinster. In these meetings Manz
took a prominent part, occasionally teaching the Bible from the He-
brew Scriptures. It was here that the first believer’s baptism among
the Brethren would be administered in 1525.

Immediately after the formation of the first Anabaptist church,
the Brethren began a house-to-house visitation in Ziirich and Zollikon.
Baptisms were frequent, and the Lord’s Supper was observed in the
simplest manner upon several occasions. Manz and Blaurock spear-
headed the drive for converts in the Ziirich area. In the early days
of the movement Grebel attempted to carry the Anabaptist message
to the leaders of the Reformation in Schaffhausen. Manz and Blau-
rock, meanwhile, continued their efforts among the peasants and
artisans. This division of labor was not rigidly followed. Manz did
attempt to witness to Dr. Hofmeister on one occasion, as Hofmeister
testified at the trial of 1526.2* When Grebel turned his attention
toward Griiningen, Manz and Blaurock were laboring in Chur and
Appenzell. However, Manz and Blaurock were both with Grebel on
October 8, 1525, at Hinwil in Griiningen when Blaurock and Grebel
were arrested and imprisoned. At the time Manz escaped but was
apprehended a few weeks later, on the thirty-first. He was incarcer-
ated with Grebel and Blaurock in the castle at Griiningen. Later all
three were imprisoned together in the Witch’s Tower in Ziirich.

Fourteen days after their escape from the Witch’s Tower, Manz
is reported to have baptized a woman at Embrach. Two months
later Manz and Blaurock, this time without Grebel, returned to
Griiningen. Almost on the very anniversary of his arrest in
Griiningen the year before, Manz was arrested in St. Gall on October
12, but soon afterwards released. However, he was arrested again
with Blaurock in a Griiningen forest two months later. This was to
be his last imprisonment. Hardly a prison in the vicinity of Manz’s
labors escaped being honored by his presence.2?

On January 5, 1527, he was sentenced to death, “because contrary
to Christian order and custom he had become involved in Anabaptism,
. . . because he confessed having said that he wanted to gather those who
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wanted to accept Christ and follow Him, and unite himself with them
through baptism, . . . so that he and his followers separated themselves
from the Christian Church and were about to raise up and prepare a
sect of their own . . . because he had condemned capital punishment, . .
since such doctrine is harmful to the unified usage of all Christendom,
and leads to offense, insurrection, and sedition against the government,
. . . Manz shall be delivered to the executioner, who shall tie his hands,
put him into a boat, take him to the lower hut, there strip his bound
hands down over his knees, place a stick between his knees and arms,
and thus push him into the water and let him perish in the water;
thereby he shall have atoned to the law and justice. . . . His property
shall also be confiscated by my lords.”28

Now that Grebel was dead, Manz was clearly the foremost leader
among the Swiss Brethren. His noble life, eloquence, education, and
enthusiasm made him extremely popular with the masses. To the
same degree he was a dangerous seditionist as far as Zwingli was
concerned. It was a foregone conclusion that if the Swiss Reforma-
tion were to be continued within the context of a state church, Manz
must go. The mandate demanding the death penalty for rebaptizing
had been issued the previous March, but it had not as yet been en-
forced. The time had come for the crucial test, and the first victim
was to be Felix Manz.

Manz, according to the sentence, was taken bound from the
Wellenberg prison past the fish market to the boat. All along the
way he witnessed to the members of the dismal procession and to
those standing on the banks of the Limmat River. His mother’s voice
was heard above the ripple of the water, entreating him to remain
true to Christ in the hour of temptation. Quietly the boat slipped
out into the lake. As his arms and legs were being bound, he sang
out with a loud voice, “In manus tuas, Domine, commendo spiritum
meum” (Into thy hands, O Lord, I commend my spirit). A few
moments later the cold waters of Lake Ziirich closed in over the
head of Felix Manz.

Even though Manz wrote little, he did leave a written testimony
to his faith and a hymn of eighteen stanzas. In these works his
witness still rings across the centuries.

Love to God through Christ, shall alone avail and subsist; but boasting,
reviling, and threatening, shall fail. Charity alone is pleasing to God; he
that cannot show charity, has no part with God. The unadulterated love
of Christ puts to flight the enemy. It is incumbent upon him that will
be an heir of Christ, to be merciful, as the Father in heaven is merciful.
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. . . Christ hated no man; his true disciples are likewise devoid of hatred,
thus following Christ in the true way, as he went before them. . . . I will
now conclude my memorial. . . . I hereby resolve that I will remain
faithful to Christ, and put my trust in him who knows my every distress,
and is mighty to deliver. Amen,2¢

Amish Mennonites and Hutterites still sing in the German from the
Ausbund, their sixteenth-century hymnal. It includes a hymn written
by Felix Manz, the first stanza of which reads:

With gladness will I sing now;

My heart delights in God,

Who showed me such forebearance,
That I from death was saved
Which never hath an end.

I praise thee, Christ in heaven
Who all my sorrow changed.28

George Blaurock

George Blaurock, the Hercules of the Anabaptists, surpassed both
Grebel and Manz in the extent and effectiveness of his ministry.
Severely beaten with rods on the day Felix Manz was put to death,
he spread the Anabaptist faith for two and a half more years before
his death. He was burned at the stake in the Tyrol.

Bomn in 1491 in Bonaduz, a village in the Grisons, Switzerland,
Blaurock was educdted at the University of Leipzig.2® From 1516 to
1518 he served as vicar at Trins in the diocese of Chur. Zwingli
referred to him as a monk in the second Anabaptist disputation. But
there is no basis for believing that he had taken monastic vows. He
was a priest of the Roman Catholic Church prior to his conversion
to the evangelical faith.2?

When Blaurock came to Ziirich, he was already married. He was
described as a “tall, powerful figure with fiery eyes, black hair and
a small bald spot.” His aggressiveness won for him the nickname
“strong George” (der starke Jorg). Zwingli called him “a fool, who
in his presumption counted no one a child of God unless he was a
‘madman’ like himself.”28 The nickname that stuck, however, was
that of “Bluecoat” (Blaurock). The Hutterite Large Chronicle re-
cords the incident which was the occasion for the new appellation.

At this point it came to pass that a person from Chur came to them,
namely, a priest named George of the House of Jacob, commonly called
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Bluecoat (Blaurock) because one time when they were having a discus-
sion of matters of belief in a meeting this George of the house of Jacob
presented his view also. Then someone asked who it was that had just
spoken. Thereupon someone said: “The one in the blue coat has spoken.”
Thus he received the name, Blaurock, for he had worn a blue coat.2®

Blaurock impressed no one with his learning but everyone with
his zeal. With characteristic earnestness he set out on a pilgrimage
to Ziirich, the center of the Swiss Reformation, seeking an audience
with the most zealous of its leaders. Upon being told that there were
men more zealous than Zwingli, he immediately sought them out.
Satisfied that his search was ended, he cast his lot with the handful
of young Swiss radicals, and in zeal excelled them all. It was he who
asked and received baptism at the hands of Grebel and then baptized
the others on that eventful night in January, 1525.

Like the first English Quakers, Blaurock’s zeal sometimes exceeded
his judgment. He even disrupted the worship services of the Re-
formed churches. An event that took place on the first Sunday in
February at a church in Zollikon is typical of Blaurock’s methods.
As the minister was making his way to the pulpit, George asked him
what he intended to do. “Preach the word of God,” was the reply.
“You were not sent to preach, it was I,” declared Blaurock. There-
upon he proceeded to the pulpit and preached.3?

On February 7, 1525, Manz, Blaurock, and all those who had
been baptized, twenty-four persons in all, were arrested. The Au-
gustinian monastery in Ziirich became their prison. Upon his re-
lease Blaurock, driven by a sense of urgency, promptly accelerated
the pace of his activities. A glimpse of Blaurock in action is given
by Riiedi Thomann, in whose home an Anabaptist meeting took place.

After much conversation and reading, Hans Bruggbach stood up
weeping and crying out that he was a great sinner and asking that they
pray God for him. Then Blaurock asked him whether he desired the
grace of God. He said he did. Then Manz rose and said, “Who will
forbid that I should baptize him?” Blaurock answered, “No one.” Then
Manz took a dipper with water and baptized him in the name of the
Father, Son and Holy Spirit.81

Blaurock spent the night in the home of his host, Riiedi Thomann,
whom he succeeded in winning to the cause along with every other
member of the family.

Manz and Blaurock worked closely together until Manz was



METEORS AGAINST THE NIGHT 33

drowned on January 5, 1527. On the same day Blaurock was stripped
to the waist and severely beaten. Thus expelled from the city the
indomitable Anabaptist prophet left Ziirich never to return. He
shook the dust from his clothing and shoes over the city in a farewell
tribute of apostolic scorn.

From Ziirich Blaurock turned his steps toward Bern. Here a
disputation was held. Zwingli faced the banished Blaurock and the
Bernese Anabaptists in an attempt to convince them of their error.
The learned doctors of the Reformed church were as unsuccessful in
their mission at Bern as Zwingli had been in Ziirich. As a result
Blaurock and all the others, except one who recanted, were expelled.
From Bern the battle-weary evangelist turned toward Biel. Here a
large congregation of Anabaptists, which owed its origin to his own
labors, had worshiped for some time. Driven from Biel by the au-
thorities, Blaurock labored for a time in the Grisons and at Appenzell
He was arrested and later banished on April 21. After the fourth
banishment in as many months, Blaurock left Switzerland for good.

Turning to the Tyrol, the earnest Anabaptist disciple began what
was to become his last and most fruitful ministry. An Anabaptist
Church in the Adige Valley had lost its pastor, Michael Kiirschner,
by burning at the stake on June 2, 1529. In answer to a request for
help from the orphaned congregation Blaurock became its pastor. In -
the meantime, from Klausen to Neumarkt his preaching was ac-
companied by great crowds. Believers were baptized and congrega-
tions were formed. The numbers increased steadily. Secrecy be-
came increasingly difficult.

On August 14, 1529, Blaurock and Hans Langegger were taken
into custody by the Innsbruck authorities. They were cruelly tor-
tured, for the authorities wanted information concerning the number
of Anabaptists in the area and the importance of their captives.
Three weeks later, on September 6, 1529, Blaurock and Langegger
were burned at the stake near Klausen.

Upon the following charges, as recorded in the Martyr’s Mirror,
Blaurock was sentenced to death.

Because he had abandoned the office of papist priest; because he did
not maintain infant-baptism, and preached a new baptism to the people;
because he had rejected mass and confession as instituted by the priests;
because he disallowed of invoking or worshiping the mother of Christ.
For these reasons he was executed, and gave his life for them, as becomes
a soldier and hero of faith. On his way to the place of execution, he
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earnestly addressed the people, and referred them to the Scriptures.82

Blaurock’s last will and testament was in the form of a prison
epistle, a brief sermon, and two hymns. From the prison cell in the
Guffidaun castle came the epistle and his final admonition. These give
the contemporary student a glimpse into the earnest martyr’s de-
votional emphasis and a sample of his preaching. In psalmlike tones
Blaurock and his fellow prisoners exclaim:

I will therefore sing praises in my heart to thy holy name, and for
ever proclaim the grace I have experienced. I entreat thee, O God! in
behalf of all thy children, preserve all for ever from all the enemies of
souls; I will not build upon flesh, for it passes away, and is of no duration,
but I will place my trust in thy word; . . . Our latter end is at hand.
Blessed Lord! enable us to bear the cross to the destined place; and in-

cline thyself to us in mercy, that we may commit our spirits into thy
hand.38

Blaurock was not content to bequeath only a devotional epistle
for the edification of the brethren. He also left a brief admonition
written in sermonic form in which the eschatological element is
dominant. In spite of much suffering and impending death, his faith
in the final judgment of God remained unshaken. In the light of this
inevitable judgment, he warned the ungodly to turn to God in
repentence and faith while there was yet time.

“But when the Lord comes in glory to judgment, then will the sinner
repent; it is then too late to acquire forgiveness; he here publishes his
divine word, and teaches men that they shall forsake their sinful lives,
believe in Christ, be baptized on faith, and render obedience to the
gospel. Therefore, sons of men,” he pleads, “forsake your sins, and
continue no longer in your hardness, sickness, blindness and ungodliness,
when you can have a physican [sic] who can heal all your infirmities,
and who will afford his services gratis (Matt. ix. 12).784

Two hymns by Blaurock are preserved in the Ausbund. The
first, Gott Fuerht ein recht Gericht, has thirty-three stanzas and the
second, Gott, dich will ich loben, has thirteen. The first hymn is one
that sets forth the conditions of salvation, emphasizing the inevi-
tability of judgment and the way of hope. The second is a beautiful
hymn setting forth in personal terms the author’s faith in God. The
first and sixth stanzas breathe the spirit of an unconquerable faith.
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Lord God, how do I praise thee
From hence and evermore,

That thou real faith didst give me
By which I thee may know.

Forget me not, O Father,

Be near me evermore;

Thy spirit shield and teach me,
That in afflictions great

Thy comfort I may ever prove,
And valiantly may attain

The victory in this fight.35
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A Superlative Witness

MARTYRDOM became an Anabaptist hallmark. Among those
who died at the hands of the authorities for their faith were countless
worthy, often unknown, unforgettable witnesses. However, there
were none who surpassed Michael Sattler in the hour of death. His
superlative witness became a symbol of Anabaptist fidelity in the
eyes of the sixteenth-century world wherever the story of his heroic
martyrdom found an audience.

On a spring day in May, 1527, Michael Sattler was sentenced to
death at the imperial city of Rottenburg. The sentence read:

Michael Sattler shall be committed to the executioner. The latter shall
take him to the square and there first cut out his tongue, and then forge
him fast to a wagon and there with glowing iron tongs twice tear pieces
from his body, then on the way to the site of execution five times more
as above and then burn his body to powder as an arch-heretic.

Who was this condemned man? What had he done to bring down
upon his head the unmitigated wrath of the judges? The answer is
to be found, in part at least, in a study of Sattler’s life.

Michael Sattler was born at Stauffen in the Breisgau, near Freiburg,
Germany, around 1490. At an early age he entered the Benedictine
monastery of St. Peter at Freiburg. While here he probably took
advantage of the opportunity to attend the lectures at the local uni-
versity. Somewhere, he had obtained a knowledge of the Greek and
Hebrew languages. At the time of his departure from the monastery,
he had risen to the office of prior. During his stay in the monastery,
Sattler had begun the study of the Pauline epistles. This increased
his dissatisfaction with the vice and hypocrisy of his fellow monks.
Sattler’s new-found evangelical faith finally precipitated a crisis which
was only resolved with a severence of all ties with the monastery
and the Church of Rome. A

Upon leaving the monastery he married a Beguine, whom Anshelm
described as “a talented, clever little woman.” Her moral earnestness
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