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PREFACE

For quite a number of years I have been familiar
with two views concerning Luther's relationship to the dis=
sident sects of the sixbeenth century. The one emphasized
Luther's righteous struggle against fanatics who maliciously
attempted to thwart the Reformer's cause; the other looked
upon the dissenters as more or less innocent people who
mereiy proposed to live in accordance with biblical precepts
and who on account of this, had to suffer persecution at the
hands of the lsading Reformerse This thesis is the outcome of
my desire to examine the validity of these contrasting views.
The result of my research--and I do not pretend to having made

any particular "comtribution to xnowledge"-=tends to point to

‘8. synthesis of the two approaches o the problem.

At the outset of the thesis an attempt has been made
to discover the reason for Luther's hosbile attitude towards
the dissident sects. From the data it should become evident
that his conversion experience and his subsequent theology led
Luther to believe in having discovered the true Gospel; and
since he considered himself to be the prophet of this newly
acquired truth, opposition to him became opposition Lo Gode
At first, however, Luther's principles of sola fide and sole
scriptura, which he had advocabed in a1l of his earlier

writings, were hailed by various individuals and groups and
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Luther became the hero and acknowledged leader of The radical
movement in Burope. But to their dismay, the radicsls soon
discovered that Luther began to yleld to various circumshences
and considerations and refused to go %511 the way" in his
reform drives. In addition, some groups found that the one-
sided emphasis of justification by faith alone added nothing
to the betterment of Luther's followers. To top it all off,
the splintering nature of Protestantism made cooperation
bebween the various sects and Luther impossible.

Luther's changed attitude towards radical reform
efforts became apparent in his encounter with the Wittenberg
radicals in 1521, The rashness and image-breaking of his
colleagues must have convinced the Reformer that some of his
pronouncements in favour of change were dangerously unwisee
Fearing for the safety of his cause, he turned against his
friends who were merely spplying his theories to concrete
situstions. Thomas Muenbzer and the Peassnts'! Revolt of
1525 further increased Luther's suspicion of the whole radical
movement. This initial encounter with enthusiasts and fenatics
is important, for when Luther after 1525 came in touch with
the peaceful Ansbaptists, who had very little in common with
Yuentzer and Carlstadb, he found it difficult to distinguish
between these and the more revolublonary groupse The Muenster
episode in 1535=36 only confirmed his former view that all

dissenters were bemt on destroying all order in society, and
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that even a peaceful Anabaptist was a rebel in disguise.

As a result of his unmboward expsriences with the
radicals, Luther neutralized his earlier pleas for tolerance
end religious liberty. 4t first he had edvocated that only
arguments and the Word of God should be employed against
herebics, for, he thought, the truth would prevail at all

time. When he found, however, that the "battle of the
spirits® might turn to his disadvantage, the Reformer counselled
céercion in spiritual matters end even agreed to the execution
of herebics. In connection with liberty of conscience an
attempt has also been made to determine whether certain sects
were truly tolerant as some sympathizers of the radical move=-
ment have claimed. After the completion of the thesis Joseph

Lecler's Toleration and the Reformation has come to my abttention.

The work is an excellemt review of the subject, but Lecler's

conclusions are in essential agreement with mine,

Until the middle of the nineteenth cemtury, most

historians have disregarded the case of Ansbaptism. But since

then some writers have gone to the other exbtreme and have con-
demned Luther for his attitude and action. The concluding
chapter, therefore, takes issue with this change in historical
writing. It is an attempt to vindicate the dissident sects on
the one hand, and to lend a sympathefic ear to Luther on the
other. I have thus sincerely endeavored to be fair %o both

Luther and the radicals, but if my sympathies should be found



slightly on the side of some of the Anabapbists, this, I
trust, may be excused in view of my tradition and back=
groun&.

i word should be added concerning the notes in
the thesis. In view of the great number of references,
it has been found advisable to place them at the end of
each chapter. The following two works have been abbrevi-
ated throughout the notes:

SWEA . » o Dre. Martin Luthers Saemmtliche Werke,
Lrlangen Ausgabe, 1826 -,

MOR &« o o ZLhe Mennonite Quarterly Review.

In conclusion I should like to express uy grabitude
to several persons without whom it would have been impossible
to complete this thesis. I am especially indebted ‘o my
adviser, Dre. T. J. Oleson, for his kind suggestious, criti-
cism as well as encouragement in my worke The other members
of the committee, Dr. K. W. laurer and Father V. J. Jensen,
have also offered helpful suggestions. lNiss Cﬁarlotte Janzen,
who speunt much time in typing the thesis, also deserves a
word of acknowledgements

Harry Loewen
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CHAPTER I

THE BACKGROUND FOR LUTHER'S ATTITUDE TOWARDS THE DISSIDENT SECTS

Luther's Conversion Experience

In order to unde;stand Luther's attitude towards the
radicals of his time, one must be familiar with the Reformer's
individualistic experience in the monastery and his subsequeﬁt
theology.l This experience and theology led to Luther's sarly
writings and his rebellion against the dogma of the Church;2
his exemple and writings had in turn a powerful impact on other
men and groups, who inversely, for various reasons, were led to
rebel sgainst the originstor of the Protestant movement., Luther,
through his experience bound in his conscience, could not help
but oppose these dissenters. The vicious circle was thus com=-
plete.

Although Luther's conversion experience was the result
of his emotional disvposi*bion,3 several factors led up to it.
The Brethren of the Common Life; with whom he had studied in
Hagdeburg (1L97 - 1L98), taught him to believe in the sinful-
ness of maﬁ;u St. Augustine's doctrine of predestination, which

Luther, no doubt, found in The City of God, intensified his

feeling of despondency;5 and his unsuccessful attempt to find
peace of soul, led him to believe in the total depravity of man,
which to him was the result of original sin.6 In addition,

Luther was brought into c¢lose Touch with the mysticism of his



Vicar General Staupitz, who pointed the struggling man to the

1ove of Christ. In his most popular book, On the Love of God,

Staupiti urges men to love God, to experience him not by the
dead letter, but by the revelation of the Spirit of God in the
heart of man.7 Luther confessed later that it was Staupitz who
had helped him through his trying years.8 The Vicar General,
however, was deeply grieved when Luther wenf o eXCSSSGSo9
Gountless men and women before Luther. had entered the
monastery to make satisfaction for sin, to fulfill a vow, or to
dedicate their lives to the love of Gode Countless men and
women before the Reformer had gone through the agonies of soul;
but through the media of prayer, the sacrements, or even mysbi-
cism, they had resolved their spiritual problems. Luther, for
certain reasoums, failed to find peaces Boechmer comments on
this:
The one thing, therefore, ﬁhaﬁ distinguishes Luther from
the great mass of ascetics is simply the fact that all the
mesns of quieting such doubts provided for by Bhe old
monastic teachers not only failed but rather had a com=
P%et?ly oprSite effect; t@at is6 they merely increased
his inner distress and anxietys
Tn his commentary on Galabians in 1531, Luther reflected on
these years in the monasterys "o o o L devoted myself entirely
to fasting, vigils, prayers, the reading of Masses, etce
Meanwhile, however, I constantly fostered mistrust, doubt,.

fear, hatreds o o .Ml Christ, for Luther, was a fear=-inspiring

judge, sitting on & rainbow ready to execute judgemenbe



He feared him more than the devil. "I could not call upon
Him,” he wrote in 1537, "nay could not even bear to hear His
name mentioned, 12

Luther's inner break—through occureed probably in
151413 when he lectured on the books of the Bible. The bib-
lical phrase, “the righteousness of God,™ instilled terror
into his heart until he read in ome of the Old Testameut
FTophets,lb'that “the just shall live by his faith." "From
this passage I concluded,” he commented later, “that life
must be derived from faith. . . . then the entire Holy
Seripture became clear to meo "5 God's fighteousness now
became for Luther a quality which God imputes to sinful men
without man}s doing in any sense, solely on account of
Christ's substitutionary suffering and death.16

With his experience Luther had not brought back the
concept of "grace” as contrasted to the "aw" of Roman
Catholicism, for the Catholic Church had a highly developed
doctrine of grace.17 But in Catholicism the Church had the
power to bring down the grace of God through the chamnels of
the sacraments. Luther, however, was unable to obtain satisg-
faction and peace of mind through these media; he experienced
the grace of God directly from above, without, as he called
it, "the works of man.“18 It is thus a Christo=-centric
experience that lies at the basis of Luther's theology of the

cross as well as his conception of God's direct working in




the heart of manel9
Luther's sense of having grasped the full truth was
50 strong, that he did not shrink from identifying his sub-
sequent teaching with that of the Gospel of Christ, Concern~
ing his doctrine of justification by faith alone he wrote:
Since I am sure of it, I shall through it be your judge
and the judge of angels, as St. Paul says (Gale 1:8), so
that he who does not embrace my doctrine cannot be saved.
For it is God's doctrine and not my own; therefore, the
judgement, too, is God's and not minee26
In a letter of December 22, 1525 to Duke George of Saxony,
iuther wrote that no one, including Duke George, will be able
%o quench his gospel. It will accomplish its divine work, for
it is not his but God's.el To Chancellor Brueck he wrote on
August 5, 153%0;:
God cennot forget us, he must needs first forget himself,
For that would mean our cause were not his cause and our
word not his word. But we are convinced and are without
doubt that it is his cause and his word, and thus our
prayer is surely heard and help is at hand.2
In view of his sola fide principle it is not surprising that
Luther in his later years was unable to tolerate any person,
group or system which refused to subscribe fully to his type
of theologye
As a result of his experience Luther not only began to
emphasize the doctrine of justification by faith alone, but he
also deduced from this conversion his principle of sola scrip=-

tura. Since Luther had received the ™ ight® from the Word of

God, it'folloWed that nothing could count besides Scripture as




far as spiritual matters were concernede

The Bible beceame his foundation, his weapon, his
court of appeal, and his very life--provided it egreed with his
experience of justification by faith alone. Thus the couscience
of man, or one's individual interpretation of the Bible, and the
Word of God almost became synonymous. “To act against con=-
science,” Luther pronounced in 1521 at the Diet of Worms, "is
not allowed. Neither bishop nor pope, nor any man whatever, has
the right to prescribe a single syllable to any Christian, even
with his own consente®23 For the Reformer. conscience was freed
from obedience to anything contrary to the Bible. Conscience,
therefore, led Luther to breask with the Catholic Church in
favour of his own interpretation of Scriptureoah But in inter-
preting the Bible, Luther, of course, would not agree that he
read his own experience into it. He was convinced that he
interpreted Seripture by the spirit of the'?"lbrd.25 In 1521 he
wrote: *I have no WiSh.tO'be known as a man more learned than
others, but I wish Seripture 4o be sovereignh, and not inter-
preted according to‘my mind or the mind of another, but inter=
preted by itself in its own spiritg“26

The Catholic Church was by no means unfamiliar with the
idea of the authority‘of Seripture and its full inspiration;
through the centuries the Bible had been regarded as authori-
tative in matters of faithrand moralse! Luther's quarrel with

the Church was that it did not interpret Scripbure according +to,
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what he thought, was its plain sense, thinking, no doubt, of
his doctrine of justification by faith alone. Quite disturbed
about this, he wrote that the Catholics ™treat the Scriptures
and make out of them what they like, as if they were a nose of
wax, to be pulled about at Willo"28 The right of interpretation,
however, Luther granted to others as well, but he believed that
all Christians of good=-will would of necessity arrive at his own
interpretation of Bible truths.2’/ There is much truth in
Vedder's assertion; that the Reformer had merely changed the
submission to authority of one kind to an authority of another
kind, namely, from an authority of the Church to an authority
of princes and his own interpretation of ScriptureoBO

The significance of Luther's conversion experience and
his subséquent theology. cannot be overestimated. The principles

of sola fide and sola scriptura led without premeditation on the

part of Luther to all consequent activity, the internal organiza=
tion of the Lutheran Church, and questions with regard to Church
end statee.ol If these newly acquired principles were contra=
dicted by any man, euthority, system or sect, Luther not for a

%2

moment doubted that he was right and all others wronge For
him "the doctrine of justification by faith alone was to the
end of life the sum and substance of the gospel, the heart of
theology, the central truth of Christianity, the article of the
standing or falling church.“33 1In an exposition in 1532, Luther
stated that only khose who understand and teach the article of

justification by faith alone, may be considered true theologianse



"Few there are," he conbtinued, "“who have thought it through
well and who teach it aright,"ab- In his lectures on Galatians
in 1531, he brings this thought out very forcefully. "If the
article of justification is lost,™ he asserts, ®all Christian
doctrine is lost at the same time. And all the people in the
world who do not hold to this Justification are either Jews,
or Turks, or papists, or heretics."35

Not only did Luther consider the opponents of his
gospel as the very enémies of God, but it is also undenisable
that he carried a FProtestant spirit into his version of the
Bible.30 His cemtral doctrine became the standard of value
for all the biblical bookse3! The word “alone™ was inserted
in Romans 3:28 in spite of all oubcries to the contrary. Those
books of the New Testament58 which conbtradicted his doctrine,
were not regarded‘as fully inspired.59 Concerning the book of
James, for example, Luther wrote: "Here at Wittenberg we nearly
thrust James out of ﬁhe Bible." And again: "Some day I will

use James to heat my stovee“uo In his Preface to the Epistle of

Jameg Luther gives his reasons for not including the book of
Jemes in the Canon:

Firstly, because it directs opposition to St. Paul and all
the rest of the Bible, it ascribes justification to works,
and declares thet ibrsham was justified by his works when
he offered up his sone . .  Secondly, because in the whole
length of its teaching, not once does it give Christians
eny instruction or reminder of the passion, resurrection,
or spirit of Christe

For Luther, then, it was impossible to reconcile St. Paul who



emphasizes the doctrine of faith, with St. James who advocates
works in addition to faith; if someone could do it for him,
Luther challenged his table companions, he would consent to

being called a f001°h2

Luther's Farly Writings

When Luther on October 31, 1517 nailed his Ninety-rfive
Theses to the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg, he gave
éxpression to his conversion experience eand his subsequent
theology. The stir his Theses created was great. ZEager stu-
dents seized upon thenm, franslated them into Germen, and,
without the Reformer's comsent, published themehs In a letter
to Pope Leo X in 1518, Luther stated that his Theses were in=-
tended for disputation only and not for the publice ¥I there=
fore published a list of theses,™ he wrote, ™and invited only
the more scholarly to a discussion with me, if they so wished.
This should be obvious even to my adversaries, from the pre-
face to those very theses. Ut He then went onm to expl ain that
they were notdoctrines, and had he known or foreseen the com=
motion they would stir up, he would have taken the necessary
precautionse.

However sincerely Luther may have asserted that the
purpose of his Theses was purely academic in character, there
can be little déubt that he intended that his new gospel

should penetrate to the people.h5 He must have known, no doubt,



that the content of his proposed disputation would have become
known to the publice. That Luther had these thoughts in mind

is seen from the fact,vthat on the same afternoon he preached
in the historic church itself on the substance of his conten-

tion: Indulgences and (.‘rra.ce»l*"6 Then also, after the subject

had become a public issue, the Reformer plunged into the

battle with zeal and vigor, not biring of writing, teaching,
preaching and disputing. He soon kept three printing presses
entirely oc:cup:i.ed..»L"7 By 1521 Luther had progressed to such
an extent, that his humble submission which he had expressed
in his letter to Pope Leo X,ba had given way to outright re-
bellion.b9

In the year 1520 Luther published three mejor pam=
phlets, which were to become destructive to the established
authority of the Church and influential in the formation and
strengthening of various sects. The first of these pamphlets,

To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation,SO was com=

pleted on July 20, and before August 18, more than four
thousand copies--an enormous number for those days--were pub=
lished and a new edition was called for.o2l TIts influence in
a wo}ld of turmoil will be more fully appreciated after a
brief review of its contente

Luther begins by stating that since the clergy is
not in a position to bring about a reformation of the Church,

the German nobility should be moved by the plight of Christendom
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and do something about it to relieve it.52 He then goes on
to destroy what he calls the "three walls" of the papacy:
That the spiritual power is above secular suthority; that
fhe pope alone may interpret the text of the Biblé; that the
pope alone may call a general councile?? The “first wall®
Luther attacks b& stating that all Christians are spiritual
since all have received baptism as well as the Gospel of Christ.
The only difference between the clergy and laity is that of
administration or functicn.5b- Since God has ordained the
secular powers to punish the wicked and reward the pious, the
magistrates have the right and it is even their duty to disg=-
cipline wicked popes as well.55 The “second wall" of the
papacy Luther attacks by asserting that all Chrisfians mey
interpret the Bible, for the Spirit of God dwells in alle56
The "third wall®™ falls autometically with the first two.
Sincé all baptiéed Christians are in truth priests and bishops,
Luther states, and all have the right to interpret Scripture,
the pope, it follows, camnot hold a special position above all
otherse If the pope is evil--and Luther implies that he is--.
the megistrates have the right to call a council for cor-
rective measuresed’

There were other statements in this tract which of
necessity were to lead to rebellion. If we fight the Turks,
Luther argues, and thieves and murderers are being hanged,

ﬁhy then do we tolerate the wickedness and robbery of the
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papacy.58 God has made us free from all human laws contrary
to God and our soul's salvation; we therefore need not obey
anyone in spiritual matters which are the concern of the in-
dividual.59 The clergy should have the freedom to marry, for
to prohibit mérriage is contrary to all natural law; all pil-
grimages to Rome must discontinue; private masses, the inter-

dict and all festivals, except Sunday, must be abolished;éo

jjff;f some of Aristotle's books®! which do mot further spirituality
but only confuse the soul of man, must be purged from the
universitiese Universities, Luther continues, are gabes of
hell if they do not train the young people in Holy Scriptureso62
Other passages, which were especially favorablé to the forma=
tion of sectarien groups, pertained to the aubonomy of Christian
groups and local churches:
. o o if a little group of Christians Eiuther wroté] were
taken into exile where there was no ordained priest and if
they were to elect one of their number, married or un=
married, they could confer on him authority to baptize,

R say mass, absolve, end preach, and he would be as true a
priest as if ordained by all the bishops and popese®?

In comnection with this. Luther gives an example from the Old
Testement story of Balaam, whose ass spoke against the prophete
Should God not be able, the Reformer deducts from this, ﬁo.
speak through a godly man egainst a wicked pope? Luther, of
course, meant himself, but he failed to realize at the time

that later his dissenters would take up this very argument for

the purpose of turning the tables on him.
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The pamphlet To the Christian Nobility was a fire

brand. Some feared that it might lead to a religious Wa.‘t'.,é)"r
Meny of Luther's friends, especiaslly John Lang, were fearful
of the consequences and warned the Reformer not to publish
the tract,65 Although the pamphlet did not cause a war at
the time,66 its influence on the public cannot be over-
estimateds The destruction of the "three walls™ of the
papacy and the idea of a general priesthood, necessarily led
to the emancipation of the laity from churchly control, and
to their participation in the affairs of the Church,67 The
first evidence of this is seen in the attempted reform of

the Wittenbergers during Luther's asbsence at the Wartburg,

and later this lay movement fouﬁd expression in the radical
reformers in general. .Luther's idea of the little group of
Christians in the wilderness, although meaning his own group
only, was later taken over by the sectaries and applied to
their particular situationeés They too were a little group
of Christians dwelling alone ana forsaken in the desert of
intolerance and persecution; since they had the Holy Spirit

as well, they too were priests who had direct access to God;
as did the Lutherans and the Reformed, they too could appoint
a minister for themselves, with rights equal to those of their
enemies. The opposition the dissenters met on all sides, could
also be inferpreted, as Luther did in his case, as being a

visible sign of God's favor upon their faith and actione®?
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Thus the very arguments Luther had used against the Catholic
Church, were 1later successfully used against him by those
who broke away from him.

Luther closed his To the Christian Nobility by an-

. . w X . ‘ 0
nouncing that he had "another song™ to sing against Rome,7
meaning, of course, an additional tract against Roman

Catholicism. In October, 1520 he published his De Captivitate

Babylonica Zoclesiae Praeludium, which also bred rebellion and

may have initiated the sacramental controversy which caused so
much grief in FProtestantisme Luther begins his tract by deny-
ing that there are seven sacrameﬁts; he feels there should be
three only, baptism, penance and the Last Supper. Yet he
doubts whether according to the usage of Scripture there could

be more than one sacrament only=--=the Bucharist~-; the other
E

two should possibly be reduced to sacramental signso7l He

then goes on to insist that the cup in the Last Supper be not

withheld from the laitye. If the people desire to partake of

the cup as well, it is impious and tyrannous, though it be

done by an angel from heaven, to withhold it°72 Yet Luther
qualifies his strong sbatement by adding that no one should
abtempt to selze the cup by force; he is merely instructing
the conscience, he states, "that every man may endure the
tyranny of Rome, knowing that he has been forcibly deprived of
his right in the sacrement on account of his sinse ™2 But to

expect moderation from men like farlstadt and some of the other
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radicals, who also felt bound in their conscience to bring
about reform, is somewhat 1llogical after having uttered
devastating statements of this kind. Furthermore, if Luther
had the right to cast doubt on the validity of most of the
sacrements, why should he later be greatly surprised when
the Sacramentarians, also on the basis of Scripture, repudi=-
ated all of the sacraments, reducing bapbism and the Eucharist
to ordinances or signs only?

The mass, Luther continues, ought to be abolished on
the basié that it has become & good work and a sacrifice,

thereby anmulling the sacrifice of Christ; externsl things

“such as vestments, ornsmeunbs, hymns, prayers, musical in-

;truments, lamps, and all the pomp of visible things,™ should
be done away with because of their detraction from things
es:.=;e}rl:i.aa.1;7LL vows and religious orders are unscripoural and
show contempt for the ordinary walk of life;75 the so=-called
gsacrament of extreme unction is ridiculous and invalid, for it
rests on no proper biblical foundatione76 On the question of
béptism the tract is somewhat confusing. Luther seemingly
recognizes bapbismal regeneration,77 yet at the ssme time he
speaks of baptismm as a "symbol™ of a person's death and re-
surrection in Christ, and if baptism is to be valid a person
must continue to believe in Christ's merits for sinnerse S

In his elaboration on the rite of the mass, Luther had stated

that no priest can perform a mass for the benefit of others,
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for everyone must believe for hinself. (7 Yet in connection
with infant baptism he writes, "that infants are aided by
the faith of others, namely, that of those who bring them
to baptismoﬁao This confusion of thought was soon to be
evident in others., Doth the Anabepbists who demanded faith
before baptism, as well as the believers in pedobaptiam,
leter appealed to the teachings of Lubher on the subject.al
In Hovember, 1520 Luther published his third major

reformation pamphlet, The Freedom of a Christien.C2 1In a

letter to Ffope Leo X the Heformer states that this tract
contains the sum of a Christien 1ife.85 The tract points
out that men is unsble to fulfill the demends of the 01d
Testament law, and, therefore, in despair he accepts
Christ's mercy in faith. This faith in Christ releases a
Uhristian from all works of the lew; he has become per=
fectly free.ah It is faith only taat jusbiiiag man before
God; works ere only'the result of man's justification and
an expression of gratitude to God., Thus a Christian is free
from all works of the law, yet at the same time he is also a

servant of all men.85 A though Luther in The Freedom of a

Christian skilfully menaged to balance works end grace,

certein loose spirits within the Lutheran ceamp very soon be=
came aware of the fact that the Heformer overemphasized zrace
and greatly diminished the question of observing the laws.

The result, as we shall see in another chapter, was the
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antinomian controversy, which led Luther to modify some of
his earlier views on the relationship between law and grace.
On the weighty consequences of Luther's early writings,
Newman observes well when he stétes:
The impetuous reformer did not always weigh well his
words. He spoke with enthusiasm and with power . o o
and naturally did not stop to consider the bearing of
his words on a different state of things, or their
effects on minds differently constituted from his own
and with different antecedents.

The implications end effects of Luther's example and
writings’must never be lost out of sight when dne wishes to
understand the radical reformers of the sixteenﬁh centurye
flhether the sects originated with the Reformers or had their
roots in the Middle Ages, will be discussed elsewhere, but
that the ewpunciation of Luther's principles had a powerful
influsnce on them cannot be deniede87 The Reformer's early
writings "had awakened in the laymen en eutirely new con-
ception of his obligations with reference to the existing
orrfier.,""88 As a member of "the priesthood of all believers™
he could not sit idly while the Church was held in bondage;
he felt he had to act and correct the abusese8? The prin-

ciples of sola fide and sola scriptura with their dissolving

effects on 2ll comstituted amthority were applied, and often
misapplied, to suit all thought and action. Luther's light
treatment of the biblical canon undoubtedly encouraged doubts

with regard to the inspiration of the Bible and rationalism
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in the case of the Antitrinitarians. His writings of 1520
had a direct influence on the people of Zwickau, a town near
the Bbhemian border, whence later the so-called “Zwickau
Prophets” and Thomas Muentzer came.go fhen Luthér encountered
these "eﬁthusiasts," as he called them, the idea of the uni=
versal priesthood of all believers almost disappeared into
obscurity and gave way bto other considerations.gl His intense
religious experience and theological convictions, coupled
with various circumstances, made it impossible for him to
agree with the dissenters; the wide influence of his early
writings on the various sects made it in turn impossible for
the radicals not to oppose the Reformer. To the men and

groups who dared to disagree with Luther we now must turn.
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CHAPTER II

THE RADICAL REFORMERS OF THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY

Definition of Terms and Classification

The men and groupé who dissented from Luther and other
leading Reformers, were all lumped together under names such
as “enthusiasts”, “rebels”, "fanatics®, “visionaries®,
“baptists”, or most commonly “smabaptists®™ (rebaptizers). It
is true, the diversity of these groups makes it difficuit tb
decide as to which individuals or groups should be included
in the study of the so-called Anabaptist movement,l yet it can
hardly be excused when even today Luther's sympathizers follow
the bigotry and often ignorance of the ofiginator of their
movement, and refer to the Mennonite bodies as having sprung
from the "Anebaptist fanatics, who at the time of Luther, under
the leadership of Muentzer, Storch, etc., boasted of celestial
revelationse o o o2 Similarly another writer, without properly
differentiating between the various sects, simply ascribes fhel
beginning of the Ansbaptists to the appearamce ofvths HZwickau
Prophets“,5 Another recent writer, in a biography of Luther,
dismisses the Anabaptists in one page and a half and refers at
that to the Muenster catastrophe oﬁly, ignoring thus the true
Anabaptists altogethereh Such examples of treating the radicals
of the sixteenth century as if they were all bent on destroying

the whole Protestant movement, show utter disregard of Anabaptist

2
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sources.?

Most of the radicals resented being called Ana-
bapbists, for they did not regard infant baptism as true
baptism, hence they did not consider themselves being re-
baptizers. Ioreover, although most of the dissenting groups
opposéd infant baptism, not all of them accepted adult
baptismoé On the whole, baptism was not the most esseuntial
thing with these sects, For some groups it was merely an
expression of their concept of the Church, consisting only
of baptized believers;7 for others it was an act of initiation
whereby they accepbed members into their community;8 for
still others it was a symbol of an inner transformation and
dedication %o Shrist.9 However apparent some of their dif-
ferences may have been, in one respect the sects were all
alike: <they were all radical with regard to‘refofm. Such
things as compromise, moderation, conservatism and considera=
tion were foreign to them. They sought to reform all existing
institutions, be they social; economic, political or religious;
in this they disregarded all tradition and historical develop=
ment. Some groups attempted to re-sstablish the primitive
Church, whereas others felt to be called to inaugurate the
Kingdom of God as it never had existed before. The term
%radical refoemers”, therefore, seems to be most appropriate
to describe all of the groups and individuals who dissented

from the leading Reformers and at the same time opposed Roman
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Catholicism.

Because of their diversity, as has been intimated, it
is difficult to classify the radical reformers of the sixteenth
century. Even their contemporaries found this so, and Luther
looked upon this confusion and division among them as a clear
sign of their ungodliness.lO Sebastian Franck, a contemporary
chronicler, writes: "There are many more sects and opinions,
which T do not all know and camnot describe, but it seems to
me that there are not two to be found who agree with each
other on all pointse”11 Franck certainly exaggerated, but
there is at least some btruth in his observation.

Some have attempbted to classify the radicals according
to their conception of the Church. There were those who be=
lieved in a restored and gathered congregation of baptized be=
1ievers under strict discipline and separation from the world
and state, Generally the Swiss, South Germen and Mennonite
Anabaptists belonged to this group. Thén there were the
Hutterian Brethren who believed in a church=community, holding
all things in common. Muentzer and the Muenster Anabaptists
believed in a churoh-kingdam.as the ideal Church. Lastly,
there were men like Sebastian Franck, Caspgr Schwenckfeld and
Hans Denck who held to an inward, invisible, spiritual and

univefsal Churchal2

Others classify the radicals on the basis
of their theological views: Those who denied the Real Presence

in the Last Supper; those who denied the validity of infant
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baptism; those who denied the validity of the 0l1d Testament;
énd those who opposed the doctrine of the Trinity,l3 Ludwig
Keller differentiates between three main parties among the
radicals., Between 1525 and 1530, he states, the peaceful
movement under the leadership of Hams Denck predominated;
between 1530 and 1535 the Muensterites under the guidance of
John of Leyden dominated the scene; after 1535 lenno Simons
becomes fhe recognized leader of the Anabaptist movezrm'-m.’c.,]'LL
The Baptist historian, A, H. Newman differentiastes between
6hiliastic, biblical, pantheistic, mystical and anbtitrinitarian
Anabaptists.l5

Today most historians generally agree on a threefold
divisionywithin the radical movement, differentiating between
the Spiritualists, Anabaptists and Rationalists°16 There was
a marked difference between the Spiritualiétsand the Ana=
baptistse The latter looked into the past, seeking to recreate
original Christianity along New Testament lines; the Spiritual=-
ists in general gazed into the fﬁture, seeking to establish an
entirely new Church, 7 The Rationalists, who were greatly in-
fluenced by humanism, tried to explain the mysteries of
Christienity on the basis of reason and common sense. These

three groups may further be subdivided.18 Among the Spiritual-

~1ists there are distinguishable three groups. First, there were

the revolutionary Spiritualists who were largely inspired by

Thomas Muentzer. They experienced the Spirit as a driving power,
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drew largely upon the books of Daniel and Revelation, and
emphasized the Yeross®, or the bitter Christ, in opposition
to Luther's “sweet Christ™. Secondly, there were rationsl
Spiritualists who contemplatively philosophized on the my s~
teries of religionel9 Thirdly, there were the evangelical
Spiritualists who advocéted a middle way position between
Luthersnism and Catholicisme20

The Anabaptists may also be divided into three groupsogl

The revoiutionary Anabaptists looked consistently to the 0ld

Testement as the standard for their behaviour. The contemplative

Anabaptists, like Hens Denck and Ludwig Haetzer, stressed the
importance of the “Inner Word™ in contrast to the “Outer Word®,
or biblicism. The evangelical Anabaptists, such as the Swiss
Brethren, the Hﬁtterites and the Mennonites,ﬂstressed the Wew
Tegtement as the standard of all teaching.and morals and looked
upon the Old Testement as figurative and symbolical only. They
repudiated the use of the sword and capital punishment, and
applied the ban rigorously. The Rationalists we have divided
into two groups for the sake of convenience rather than
accuracy: the Antinomians and the Antitrinitarians. In his
later life, as we shall see, Luther came in touch with these
TwWo groups.?2

In view of these diversified parties within the radical

reformation, one may rightly ask whether Luther was justified

in lumping the radicals all together and fighting them
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indiscriminately, It must not be overlooked, however, that all
&f the groups had certain things and ideas in common, One
writer states ‘that the only thing the radicals had in common
wes their opposition to Luther and the Catholic Shurch°25 True,
the radical reformation was a distinct reasction against the
limitation of the spiritual freedom which Luther proclaimed but
sought to restrict in others; like mysticism it was also the
claim of experience ageinst all authority and ‘t;radi*‘;ione2}4 But
it was more than this, and the radicals had‘other things in
common. Host of them empheasized, in one way or another, the
principle of communism, which mey account for the popularity

of the movement among the lower classes.? Almost all groups
opposed Luther's teachiﬁg on the will and good works; they
believed, in varying degrees, in the freedom of the will and
emphasized the mecessity of good works,gé which, in many in-
stances, led to legalism as opposed to the Eeformer's concept
of Christian freedom.27 Almost all of the radicalsksought to
establish a visible Church as contrasted to Luther's izvisible

eB This led them to the denisl of infant baptism and

Church,
in most cases to the acéeptance of adult beaptism; a visible
Church, they held, must consist of voluntary believers. slmost
all radicals regarded the centuries between Constantine the
Creat and the sixteernth century as a period of spiritual

apostasy. IMuentzer even went so far as to believe that the

true Church had disappeared immedistely after the death of the
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last Apostles.29 Apnd, lastly, all of the radicals repudiated
the Real Presence in the Lasgt Supper. For Luther this was the

30

weightiest characteristic of all the fanaticse

The Question of Origins

It is still being debated whether the radical reformers
owe their origin to some medieval heretical sects, or to the
Reformation of the sixteenth century, or to both. Some his~
torians emphatically insist on their mediefal origin, connect=
ing them with the Wycliffites, Waldensians and the Hussites.

R. A. Knox, for example, points to the following similarities

of vieﬁs between these former sects and the radicalss Both held
that the Church is for saints only; both believed that the
progress of iniquity must be actively opposed; and both insisted
on the correction of existing sin and crime. Other character-
istics, such as opposition to warfare, the taking of oaths, and
service in the state, as well as an undue emphasis on enthusiasm,
are also to be found in both.51 Others connect the radical
reformers with the mystics such as Tauler, Bekhard, Suso and
the Brethren of the Common Life under whose influence many of
the fanatics had com6952 ‘W; Jo Kuehler points out that the

Devotio Moderns formed the basis for the piety of the Anabaptists,

and gave them the idea of a conventicle-like separation from the
world.55 Ludwig Keller sought to give historical documentation
for these views, pointing out that Luther merely expressed the

Z
views of the existing “v”v"a].rlensians./l‘L In Staupitz he believed
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to have found a connecting link between the free spirits of
the Middle Ages and modern tim65055 In fact, some of the
Ansbaptists believed themselves to be theispiritual descend=
ants of the Waldensians°36 Lindsay simply states: “For the
whole Anabapbist movement was medieval to the core."37
Opposed to this view there are writers who mainbtain
thet the radicals were the children of the Reformation., Es-
pecially Luther is held responsible for the rise of the
various sécts. Both Luther and most of the radicals, it is
pointed out, forkexamble, emphe.sized the principle of re=
pentance in their preaching. The Reformer had written in
the opening statement of his Ninety-five Theses: “The peni=
tence to which Christ has called us, is té affect‘our entire
1ife."38 For both Luther and the Anebaptists this radical
repentance is an act of God and not of men. Furthermore,
both stressed the place of the Holy Spirit in the life of a
Christian; both believed in a personal faith which in both é?i
cases meant freedom of conscience; and both claimed to adhere 53]

to the principle of sola scriptura039 Then also, and this is

worthy of note, most of the radicals, such as Carlstadt,
Muentzer, Melchior Hofmann, Hans Denck, Balthasar Hubmeaier,
B. Fothmen and others, were formef Lutheransebo Another
Point in favour of this view is the fact that there seems to
be no historical commection between the radicals and the

li1

medieval sectse
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In addition to these views there is the guestion of
whether humenism may be held responsible for the rise of the
radical reformers. J. Huizinga held with Walter Koehler that
Erasmus of Rotterdam was the father of Anabaptismohe Robert
Kreider has recently made an intensive study of the lives of
ﬁhe leading Anabaptists,bj and found that most of them had
studied under humanistic influences. He also investigated the
theological emphases of the Anabaptists and came to the con-
clusion that their stress on the freedom of the will, non-
resistance=-in the case of the peaceful groups=-, the liberty
of the Church, and on ethics rather than dogme, is similar to
the principles advocated by the Christian humenists. Xreider
points out, however, that Ansbaptism went beyond humenism in
that it fixed its eye not on man but on Grod.)“er

These verious opinions on the origin of the radical
reformeré indicate that the subject needs to be further ex-
plored,h5 or that all of these views contein some truthe
That humenism, medieval mysticism, and heresy in general had
influenced these men to a certain extent, cannot be deniedoh
Although no historical connection between the radicals and
the medieval sects has as yet been found, the fact remains
that Anabaptism flourished in areas where Waldensians had
existed in large groups in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries,h7 The teachings of the “Zwickeau Prophets™ and

Thomas Muentzef showed considersable dependence on laborite
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views, and Tauler's sermons were venerated and cited by these

L8

radical se The Antitrinitarians also, although they were
stimulated by Reformation ideas, actually belonged within Re-
naissance ht:zmanismol‘9 In the final analysis, however, it was
Luther who ignited the powder keg and caused these lstent
views and ideas to come boldly into the open, and encouraged their
growth by his own exeample of rebellion as well as by his provo=-
cative early writings. Whether radicalism would have appeared
as it did in the sixteenth century without the emergence of
Luther, camnot be enswered; that the radicals appealed to the
teachings of the Reformer is a fact. We may agree with
Iroeltsch who concludes: Although
greatly assisted by some lingering traces of the influence
of the Waldensians and other sects » o . at bottom,
therefore, the whole movement belonged to the Reformation.
It was caused by the Reformation; it appealed to its

principles and ideals, and it remained in closest ‘touch
with ite20

Reasons for Opposing the Reformers

If the radicals owed their very existence to Luther
and the other leading Reformers, why then did these radicals so
soon oppose their policies? “In their records,” Littell aptly
states, “they refer to Luther half in praise and half in sorrow,
as a leader whom they first followed but who did not carry them
through to as thorough a reformation as they had anticipatedo”5l
An unknown Ansbaptist leader expressed himself in 1538 as

follows:
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While yet in the national church, we obtained much in-
struction from the writings of Luther, Zwingli, and others,
concerning the mass and other papal ceremonies, that they
are vain. Yet we recognized a great lack as regards re-
pentance, conversion, and the true Christian 1life. ¢ o o

I waited and hoped for a year or two, since the minister
had much to say of amendment of 1ife, of giving to the
poor, loving one another, and abstaining from evil. But I
could not close my eyes to the fact that the doctrine which
was preached o o o was not carried oute?

This writer, then, found that the Lutherans were inconsistent,
leaving a great gap between their theory and their practice,53'

Menno Simons, writing in 1541 in his The True Christian

Faith, reviews the “faith of the Lutherans” and then states that
they overemphasize the doctrine of justificafion by faith alone,
so that it almost becomes heretical to preach good works, yet
their lives are abominable. FWhen one points them to Jesus
Christ, Menno contiﬁues, and his blameless example and that it
is not right for a Christian ™to boast and drink, revile and
curse; then he must hear from that hour that he is one who be=-
lieves in salvation by good works, is a heaven stormer, a
sectarian agitator, a rabble rousgser, a make-believe Christian,
& disdainer of the sacraments, or an Anabaptistl"5h Thus
Luther's overemphasis of justification by faith alone was
another cause for dissent.

In his Reply to Gellius Faber, a Lutheran, Menno

Simons wrote in 155l that the governing principle of +the
Reformation, namely, the rejection of all unscriptural in-
stitutions in favour of biblical doctrines and practices,

had not been carried through. He continues:
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o o o although they and their writers have in the past
condemned unto hell all the institutions and commands
of men, and heve written one volume after another against
them, yet they, alas, altogether continue to cling to
this rude abomination [infant baptism}, because they do
not want to assume the cross, nor the reproach of the
worldeo?
The same view is expressed in an anomymous booklet, written
perhaps between 1525 and 1535. The writer acknowledges his
debt to the “evangelical preachers™, who heave caused him to
realize his lost and sinful condition. But soon, to his dis=-
may, he found that “they speak the truth of Christ partly,
but did not want to pass through the narrow gate.“Sé

The writer of Die aeclteste Chronik der Hutterischen

Brueder” accuses Luther and Zwingli of having succeeded in
breaking down Romen Catholicism but having failed to build
anything better instead. They have, he continues, attached
themselves to the magistrafes and princes, trusting in human
strength rather than in God. They have retained infant
baptism and they are defending‘their doctrines with the sword,
which is contrary to the teaching of the New Testament and
which they have learned from the anbi-Christ himself. Their
highest merit, he concludes, is to eat meat, take women to
wives, and scold the popes, monks and clerics, whereas their
lives remain corrupt.58
There is also some reason to believe that certain

radicals dissented from Lubther for social, economic and

political reasons. Thomas Huentzer's ideas testify to this,
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and even the Swiss Brethren protested in 1523 against tithes
and other standing economic institutions,59 a fact which some
Mennonite historians do not wish to emphasize. On the whole,
however, the origin of the radical reformers was purely re-
ligious, but later on, due to various circumstances, as we shell
see, the radicals had to cope with social and economic influ=-
enceso60 Luther's attitude towards the peasants in 152 and
1525, drove many of them, no doubt, into the camp of the radicals.
In addition to these theological, ethical and social
reasons,rwe may also mention the splintering nature of Protest-
antism which had its share in the formation of numerous sects.

The principles of sola scriptura and the “priesthood of all

believers™, led to different interbretations of Secripture and
hence to a clash of personalities as well. When the leading
Reformers began to squabble among themselves, people began
to doubt the truth of the new evangel and in turn proceeded.
to study end interpret the Bible for themselves.61 It was
soon found that the Spirit did not reveal the truth to these

people in like fashion. The stage was thus set for the con-

flict between Luther and the radical reformerse
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CHAPTER III

LUTHER'S STRUGGLE WITH THE WITTENBERG RADICALS, I

Conservatism versus Radicalism

After Luther with the support of some German nobles had
successfully defended his position and writings at the Diet of
Worms in April, 1521, he was secretly taken into solitary con=
finement at the Wartburg. ‘"Luther was absent,” Vedder states,
"but the spirit that he had called up was still at Wittenberg
and could not be idleo“l lMen like Gabriel Zwilling, chaplein
of +the Augustinian convent, dJustus Jonas, Philip Melanchton,
and above all others, Andreas Bodenstein, threw themselves
wholeheartedly into the work of reforme. To trace the new re-=
form movement in Wittenberg and Luther's corresponding atti-
tude towards it, is the object of the following two chapters.

The man who has been held most responsible for the
violent outbreaks at Wittemberg in the winter of 1521-1522, was
Andreas Bodenstein von Carlstadt. He was born at Karlstadt,
Bavaria® around 1480, In 1L99 he enrolled at the Uhiversity
of Erfurt, where he studied uncil 150b.when he removed to the
University of Cologne. In 150l he came to the newly established
Uﬁiversity of Wittenberg; in which he became famous as a teacher
of philosophy. He clung btenaciously fo scholasticism, believing

in the supreme authority of Thomas Aquinas.3 By 151C Carlstadt

had acquired all the higher academic degrees, and in that year

L2
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he also became archdeacon at the collegisate church in Wittenberg.
As such he was obligated to preach and say mass once a week, as
well as to lecture at thekuniversityo In 1515 he went to Rome
where he studied law and took a degree with the intention of be=-
coming dean of the Castle Church. Since all this was done with=
out the permission of the university and the Elector of Saxouny,
Carlstadt was not upon his return given the desired positionoh
It was during this time that Lubther acquainted Carlstadt
with St. Augusbine, whose writings he began to read with great
interest., Carlstadt now broke with scholasticism and accepted
Luther's views on the schoolmeno5 Since he had delved, however,
‘deeper into the method of scholasticism than both Luther and
Melanchton, Carlstadt continued to be under its influence even
after accepting the teaching'of Lu’cher.6 In 1516 Carlstadt
published his 151 theses which cbntain the fundamental traits
of hié later theology. In these he combats the scholasticsand
Aristotle and even ponders the question, no doubt having re-

7

ceived the stimulus from Luther,' whether the humen will is
capable of attaining to Godo Although Carlstadt shared the
Reformer's hostility towards Roman Catholicism, there never
existed a personsl friendship between the two meno

The differences between the two men became soon apparent.
After his disputation with Dr. Eck in June and July, 1518,

Carlstadt increasingly began to emphasize the efficasy of grace

alone, writing tracts sgainst indulgences and justification by
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works. Luther, however, who was very sensitive to this doctrine,
soon detected theological flaws in the writings of his colleague.

Whereas Luther strongly emphasized justification by faith alone,

Carlstadt insisted that justificetion was only the begimming of
a Christian's life and that sanctification had to follow,

Luther believed the emphasis on a life of holiness was unnecessary since

it would follow automatically the act of justificatione8 Wihen
Carlstedt began to lecture on his point of view, his classes were
remarkably well attendedo9 Furthermore, Carlstadt could not
agree W;th Luther that the book of James should be excluded from
the biblical canon. He soon reaslized that the Reformer's atti-
tude towards some of %he biblical books, was conditionea by his
one=sided view on justification. ©Carlstadt, on the other hand,
felt anderfully attracted to the strict discipline and emphasis
on holiness that breathed from the pages of Jameselo Sensing a
dengerous type of legalism in his colleague, Luther from now on

sought to detract the students from Carlstadt's 1eotures.ll

Whether Carlstadt was jealous of Luther's reputation

cannot be established;12

that he was eager to help with reform
is certain. Upon a request from King Christian II of Demmark

to send someone from Wittenberg to assist with the reform in

his country, there is some reason to believe that Luther and
Frederick the Wise, the Elector of Saxony, were eager enough to
send Carlstadt in order to get rid of him from Sa;xonyol3 Carl=

stadt gladly went early in 1521, but after six weeks of fruitless



L5

activity the combined resistance of the Danish clergy and
nobility forced him to leave the king's courtclh' To the dismay
of both Luther and the Elector, f{arlstadt returned to Wittenberg.

In October, 1521, the iugustinian monks of Wittenberg,
under the fiery leadership of Gabriel Zwilling, took the initi=
ative in advocating the abrogation of the private mass.15
Although Carlstadt had earlier written against celibacy and other
practices and institutions of the Church, he did not intend et
first to bring about changes by the use of force. In a dispute
with the zealous monks, he advocated caution in order not to give
their enemies occasion for attackolé lielanchton, however, sup-
ported Zwilling on the ground that he had the Word of God and
the exeample of the Apostles on his side. “He preaches so purely,”
lielanchton said of Zwilling, “so simply, that it would be hard toa
find anybody to compare with hime *- ! Carlstadt, however, re-
torted that the mass could only be abolished with the approval
of the magistra’cesel8 The Elector counselled moderation,
ordering bhe university'to set up a commission to investigate
and then report to him concerning the disturbances. This was
done and a letter expressing the more moderate views of Carl-
stadt, was sent to Frederick the'Wiseelg

I is interésting to note that Luther's sympathies
were decidedly in favour of those who advocated radical measures,
Viewing the situation from the Wartburg, the events in Wittenberg

. . . 20 .
were seemingly not moving fast enough for him,. Upon hearing
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concerning the action of the Augustinien monks, Luther pre=-

pared several pamphlets, On Monastic Vows, A Blast Against

the Archbishop of Mainz, and Concerning the Abuse of the Mass,

which he sent to Spalatin, chancellor of Saxony, with instruc-
tions to publish them immediately. When Spalatin hesitated to

. 21
do so, the Reformer's anger knew no boundso‘l The tract

22

Concerning the Abuse of the Mass,” which was written in October,

reveals admirably Luther's initial attitude towards the radical=
ism of bthe monkse

Luther begins his tract by expressing his joy at the
zeal of the Witteubergers who are the very first of his followers
to begin abolishing the mass, but he wonders whether all who
are engaged in the good work, act from mobives of pure love and
faith°23 This caution, however, soon gives way to a more
radical strain., Luther intends to write this pamphlet because
his earlier writihgs on the subject have not stirred.Eh The
people as yet to more concrete action. He is not concerned as
to what tradition, the saints, the Fathers and the Parisian
theologians have taught and practised; if a certain practice or
usage does not agree with Holy Seripture, it must be abandonede25
Not even St. Paul or an angel from heaven may impose doctrines

26

which are coubrary to God's ilord. He then advises the Catholic
priests to abrogate the mass, which is from the devil, and become
useful laymen instead. Since all Christians possess the Holy

Spirit, they all may preach and even judge in spiritual things;




L7

not even the pope may lawfully silence a Christian027 After
having elaborated in the second part of the tract on the blas-
phemy of the papists in conunection with the sacrificial
character of the mass, and having charged the pope with violat=-
ing the laws of God in the third, Luther concludes by encourag=-
ing his Wittenbergers to proceed with reform inspite of the
howls and objeétions of their enemies.28 Luther does not
neglect to add, however=~as ironical as it may seem after
writing such a tract-=. that in all measures of reform the weak
brother should never be left out of sight and faith and love
should be employed at all time.

It may be of interest to note that Carlstadt's booklet
against the mass, which he wrote just a little later, was not
as radical in tone as that of Luther's,29 It is somewhat dif-
ficult to understand how the Reformer towards the end of 1521
and the begimning of 1522 could persuade himself to oppose the
radicalism of the Wittenbergers, for they were merely doing
what he had clearly taught in word as well as in deedoao In
fact, in a letter which Luther sent to Spalatin together with

his Concerning the Abuse of the MMass, he explicitly stated

3l

that he approved of the abolition of the mass in Wittenberg,
When rumours of the disturbances continued to pour in

at the Wartburg, Luther decided to go to Wittenberg in order to

investigate the situation for himself. On December li, 1521 he

appeared secretly on the streets of the city, and generally was
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pleased to find that the reformation was making progress. The
day before, however, there had been violence; students and
townfolk had invaded the parish church and had molested those
who had been saying private devotions to the Virgin. Then also
on the way back to the Wartburg Luther sensed a spirit of re=

32

bellion in the air. Yot on December 9 he still wrote to
Spalatin; "All I see and hear, pleases me immenselye'™ 5 But in
thinking over the situation and the comnsequences to &hich it
mey lead, Luther's “conservative™ nature must have asserted
:i:l:self,BLL and thus he wrote to %he Wittenbergers not to proceed
too hastily in their reform drives, for such haste is inspired
by the devile Not that he is against immovations, but reform
must be the result of the preaching of the Word of God, for
there are “many brothers and sisters in Leipzig, Meissen, and

elsewhere, and these we must take to heaven with us, "5

The letter was followed by & Warning to all Christians

to Keep from Uproar and Sedi‘biom36 In this pamphlet Luther

assérts that bnly the counstituted authorities may bring about
changes by force and destroy the power of the papacy; since it
is their duty to punish wickeduness, their action could not be
considered to be rebellion. But then he reverses his trend of
thought, expressing his belief that no human power will succeed
in destroying the papacy; only God's hand will be able to do
80937 Nevertheless, he seems to imply that God will bring about

the destruction of the papacy by means of the princes. The sword
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will have to be used in order to avert the more severe judge=
ment of God upon the Church. dJust as Moses permitted 3,000

men to be slain in order to forestall God's wrath against the
whole congregation, so must the nobles now follow that ancient

38

example, The common man, on the other hand, should always
obey the magistrates; as long as the magistrates do not attack,
he must rest in peace. “But if you can move the negistrates
to attack and to command,” Luther qualifies, "you may do 50,77
However, “they that read aright and understand my teaching do
not raise riots," for they have not learned it f);'om.me.‘.)“"O The
papists charge us with rebellion and sedition, Luther contihues,
and ascribe them to our teaching, butthis is a lie, for we
preach submission to the powers that be,bl In conclusion the
Reformer advises to "teach, to preach, to speak and to write,
that all man-made laws are nothing; preach against becoming
monks and nuns; do not give any money for bulls, candles, bells,
tablets, and churches; let us preach and teach in this manner
for two years and there will be no pope, cardinals, monks,
masses, rules and statutes., But only refrain from employing
violence and have consideration for the WeakoLLe

In view of this harsh condemnation of the papacy and
its institutions, it seems almost unreasonable to expect the
Augustinian monks and eager men like Carlstadt to refrain from
violence. Vedder comments:

He had uttered sweeping opinions in favour of freedom of
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conscience, liberty of private judgement, the sole

authority of Scripture, and the priesthood of all be=

lievers-~opinions that contained logical implications of

which he was at the time unconscious, and that he rejected

as soon as others, more logical than he, attempted to

realize them.
lioreover, while the Reformer attempted to persuade his Witten-
bergers to adhere to the customary ceremonies and use restraint in
all things, he had to admit that they were not unreasonsble nor
inconsistent in abrogating those ceremonies, prayers and fasts,
which to all appearances were comtrary to the doctrine of justi-
fication by faith aloneohh

On December 17, 1521 the congregation of Wittenberg

submitted té the city council six articles demanding reform.
They included the demand of the Last Supper in both kinds, the
ébolition of relics, the abrogation_of compul sory masses, the
abolition of beer parlors and houses of infamy, and they re=
quested that the Word of God be preached freelyehS Carlstadt
found, to his pleasant surprise, that the council was well dis-
posed toward these measures of reform. When he observed that
both the congregation and the city magistrates desired in-
novations and demanded a Christian life, it gave him reason
enough‘to believe that God's favour rested upon all this.h'6

He is now ready for the first time to accept the leadership

in these drives for reforme.

Increasing Radicalism and Luther's Reaction

On Christmas Day approximately 2,000 people celebrated
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mass in the Castle Church, with Carlstadt officiating in plain

¢

clothes and advising the people not to confess nor fast before

partaking of the sacrament. The mass was then recited partly

in Latin and partly in German in & very abbreviated form, omit-

ting all the passsges on sacrifice. ith the permission of the city

council and the support of the university professors, Larlstadt

then distributed the Holy Communion in both kinds, permitting
Vif;1 Q: the laymen to take the bread in their hands.h7 In view of

Luther's recently written pamphlet concerning the mass, Carlstadt

was perfectly at ease, knowing that he was acting in accord&née

with the thinking of the Reformer at the "??artburgej"*a The dem now

seemed to be broken. Iriests, monks and nuns began to marry

and the tonsured permitted thelr hair to grow; priests from now

on wore plain clothes while celebrating the mass; the mess was

more and more recited in the German language; messes for the

dead were discontinued and here and there images were smashed;

as a result of Luther's earlier implications and Carlstadt's in-
jff;f;i, creasing aversion to all humen wisdom, the enrollment at the

L9

upiversity declined considerably; and on dJanuary 19, 1522
Carlstadt himself married a youmg girl. ¥hen Luther heard

ebout the marriage, he wrote: "I am very pleased over Carlstadt's

marriage. I know the girloﬁ50
Yhile this turmoil was zoing on in Wittvenberg, there
appeared on December 27 certain laymen from Zwickau, near the

Bohemian border, whence they had been expelled for holding
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unorthodox views and advocating radical measures. Nickolaus

Storch and Markus Stuebner were the most outstanding smong

these enthusiasts who claimed to be prophets of God and relied

on the Holy Spirit rather than on the Bible. Although they did not
rebaptize adults, they repudiated infant baptism and advocated

the erection of the Kingdom of God on earth. There may have been

a distant connection between the “Zwickau Prophets" and the
radical Hussites of the fifteenthvcentury, but it is more
plausible to explain their rise in comnection with the uunrest

of the time, the rejection of all established order, and the
acceptance of one's own interpretation of Scriptures.51 Markus
Stuebner, a former Wittenberg student, had become quite well
versed in the text of the Bible, so that Melanchton was unable

to meet him on that ground and as a result was strangely attracted
%o the prophet. One Felix Ulscenius wrote about this to Capito

in Mainz: “. o o Nblanchton.continually clings to his side,

listens to him, wonders at him and venerates him. He is deeply

disturbed at not being able to satisfy that man in any Way°"52

On the day of their arrivel in Wittenberg, Melanchton wrote to
the Elecbor of Saxonys

I They say wonderful things of themselves: that they have

SRR been commissioned to teach by a clear voice from God; that

o they hold familiar converse with God; that they see into
the future; briefly, that they are prophetic and apostolic
men. I can hardly say how much they affect mee o o o It
is evident from many reasons that there are spirits in
them, but no one save Martin (Luther) can judge of theme55

It was just natural for the prophets to expect finding a
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spiritual home in Wittenberg. Had not the Reformer himself
claimed to have heard the voice of the Holy Spirit? During

the discussions at the trisl at Worms in April, 1521, for

example, Luther had claimed the right to criticize the decisions

of the councils on the basis of I Corinbhians 1L:30: "If a
revelation is made to another sitting by, let the first be
silents® Thereupon John Cochlaeus, the Frankfurt dean, asked
Luther whether something had been revealed to him. When the
Reformer answered in the affirmative, Cochlaeus retorted:
“fho is going to believe that something has been revealed to
you? TWhere is the miracle, where is the sign by which you
would have to prove thise™ Vhen Luther early in 1522 was
confronted by the ”Zwickau Prophets™, he also demanded a
miracle of them to substentiate their divine mission. Markus
Stuebner replied that in about seven years Luther would see a
miracle,55 adding: “Luther, that you may know that I em indeed
with the Spirit of God, I will tell you the thought that is in
your mind: you are half inclined to believe that my doctrine
is true.“. The Reformer interrupbed hastily: "Get thee behind
me, Satan."56 Apparently the prophet had divined his thoughts,
but Luther sensing the dangef to his cause from such extreme
mysticism, dismissed the prophets Without further disputing
with theme57

It seems there was no involved relationship between

the “Zwickeu Prophets™ and Carlstadteo0 Basically their beliefs
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went too far apart. The prophets were highly mystical,

aedvocating Gelassenheit, Willigkeit end Langeweile,59 while

at the seme time they believed in the use of the sword against
the wicked., Stuebner stated:
The Turk shall soon take possession of Germany, All priests
shall be slain if they now take wives. In a short time,
about five, six, or seven years, there shall be such a
change in the world that no ungodly or sinful man shall re-
main alive. Then there shall be one way, one baptism, one
Foithe®0
Carlstadt, on the other hand, was far from advocating the
slaughter of the wicked, even writing to Muentzer at this time
to abstain from all revolutionary ideasoél Then also, whereas
the prophets on the whole rejected the Word of God and relied
on visions and dreams, Carlstadt, although believing in a
pefsonal, subjective experience of salvation, stated in February,
1522 that “no death will detracf me from the foundation of the
Word of God.ﬂég Yet he must also have been slightly influenced
by the prophets, for after their arrivel in Wittenberg he began
to expound the prophetic books of Melachi and Sechariah, and to
Thomas Muentzer he wrote enthusiastically: "I have talked more
ébout dreams and visions than anybody on the faculty.“é5 Yet to
-identify Carlstadt with the ®Zwickau Prophets®, as Luﬁher later
did, is quite unfair to the man.
From the Wartburg Luther warned the Wittenbergers against
the prophets. Melanchtdﬁ‘s proposal to arrange a meeting between

Luther end the prophets, was rejected by the Reformer., From what

he had heard concerning them Luther knew enough. IHe wrote:
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Then these men talk of sweetness and of being trensported

to the third heaven, do not believe them. Divine Hajesty

does not speak directly to men. God is comsuming fire,

and the dreams and visions of the saints are terrible. o o o

Prove the spirits; and if you are not ﬁ@le to do so, then

take the advice of Geamaliel and Wait.6
In enother letter he expressed the fear that the Elector might
interfere with the sword to check the influence of the prophets:
“I am sure we cen restrain these fire brands without the sworde
I hope the prince will not imbrue his hands in their blood. I
see no reason why on their account I should come home;“65 Luther's
leniency was bound to change for the worse,

On Januery 2, 1522 the Council of Wittenberg published
the first ordinance of the Reformetion in which it senctioned
most of the innovations in the city. The communicant, it stated,
may touch the host, and images should be abolished in order to
prevent the people from practising idolatry; the mass ought to
be conducted in Carlstadt's fashion; Luther's ideas on social

reform, such as the prohibition of begging, ought to be imple=-

mented; and prostitutes and all immorality in the city must be

banned. Carlstadt was overflowing with joy, saying that God

had softened the hearts of the magistrateseéé Both Carlstadt

and the city council condemned the excesses which accompanied
these changes,67 but the Elector looked with concern upon the
whole situation. Thé enthusiasm of the *Zwickau Pfophetsﬂ,

the ecclesiastical'ohanges and especially the abolition of the
mass, drew upon the Wittenbergers the displeasure of Frederick the

Wiseo The Elector's attitude may have been aggravated by a
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letter from Duke George, a Catholic prince across the borders of
Electorial Saxony, complaining about the radicalism at Wittenberg
and indirectly accusing Frederick of condoning iteé8 In a letter
to John Oswald, councillor at Eisenach, the Elector in turn
com?lains of the general confusion in Wittenberg with regard to
the mass, vestments and other things. Because of this com=
motion, he goes on, many students have left the university and
some princes have asked their students to leave the city369 On
February 13 Frederick ordered that the weak Christians should
be taken into comnsideration, images should be left intact until
further notice, no essentisl part of the mass should be omitted,
and Carlstadt should not preach anymore°7o Melanchton showed
himself submissive, but Carlstadt promised to halt all further
reform only after the reform had been carried through which he
deemed essential. The Blector, however, insisted on an entire
rehabilitation of the old Church usages.7l
Until the beginning of 1522 Luther was on the whole still
well disposed towards the Wittenberg reform movement, but
lelanchton's report cencerning the *Zwickau Prophets®, may have
changed his attitude.72 In a letter of January 17 he writes to
George Spalatin concerning the image breaking in Wittenberg:
"I became surety for their preservation.” He then adds that he
must return in order to prevent the Wittenbergers from.putting
the "Zwicksu Prophets™ into prisonj5 In a letter of February,

1522 Luther sarcastically congratulates'the Elector on the “new
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sanctuary™ in Witﬁenberg, and the “whole cross with nails,

* which God has sent him., The Reformer adds

lances end whips,’
that he knows what Sabtan is up to.7u' Berly in 1522 the city
council spparently sent Luther an invitation to return and
restore ordero75 On March 6 the Reformer arrived in Wittenberg,
thus making good his earlier intentions of not staying longer
&t the Wartburg than unbil Eastere76

Meanwhile, in view of the political situation in Germany,
the Elector was against Luther's leaving his hiding place. But
in a letter of March 5, Luther“insists on returning to Witten=
berg, informing Frederick fhat he is not afraid of Duke George,
even though'it should rain Duke Georges for nine days. He is
not in need of the-Elector'é protection, for God is with him.
The Gospel of Christ suffefs violence at Wittenberg, therefore.
he must come back at once.77 Even after Luther had returned
Frederick was still ill at ease. Adpparently fearing more radical-
ism as well as the accusation of his enemies, he ordered that

78

Luther refrain from preaching in Wittenberg. In a letter to
Spalatin on March 7, Luther assured the Elector that, although

he too was in favour of abrogating certain abuses, auricular confes~-
sion, the worsghip of saints, etc., he intended to bring about

these changes by preaching the Word only and not by forcej9 On
the same day Luther also complied with a request from the

Elector, asking the Reformer %o staté his reasons for disobeying

the prince's commeand not to leave the Wartburg. Luther's reasons
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for returning to Wittenberg are the following three: First, the
Wittenberg Church and council had invited him to returng
secondly, during his absence the devil has intruded his fold;
thirdly, since the peasants have perverted and misapplied his
gospel, he feels Gérmany will rebel against all constituted
authoritieSQBO It thus appears that Luther's concern for
order, coupled with a fear that his cause may suffer loss through
the radicalism of the Wittenbergers, that induced Luther to rush
back to Wittenberge

To restore order in the city, Luther preached eight con=-

81 from March 9 to 17. They were clearly

secutive sermons
directed against Carlstadt, but the Reformer skillfully refrained
from mentioning his name. In these sermons Luther first of all
accuses the Wittenbergers of ha?ing disregarded the weak brethren
and having procéeded without faith and 1ove,82 The matter of
reform is good in itself, bubt the heste with which it has been
done is against God.83 Some preachers among you, he continues,
have not been called to preach; 1 am your minister; you should
have listened to me and asked me first before doing anything
drasticoah' Some things are commended in Scripture and others

are not; the things about which the Bible is silent are left free
to alle 5t. Paul very well knew that imeges were of no use, yet
he was not called upon to destroy them, nor have ; done anything

by brute forcee For while I slept, Luther boasts, God's Word

accomplished more than what mere force would have.85 Moses
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nowhere speaks against keeping images but only against wor-
shipping them. And, after all, only the properly constituted
authorities may abolish images and other abuses by force.
Concerning a laymen's touching the sacrament with his hands,
Luther agrees that Christ and the Apostles took the breszd in
fheir hands, but these minor things are irrelevant and should
not be made into a 1aW,86 Above all else, Luther concludes
his sermons, a Christian's freedom in Christ must be preserved
and a middle course must be followed at all tim6087

Shortly after he had preached his eight sermons, Luther

also published a pamphlet, Concerning the Sacrament and other

Innovatigg§§88 which in a more forceful language was directed
against Carlstadt as well. Luther repeats in it much of what
he had said in his sermons, but it is of interest that at this
time he still strongly adhered to his principle of sola
scriptura and one's own interpretation of the Bible., In fact,
concerning certain usages, such as the wearing or not wearing
of vestments, the touching of the sacramental bread, and other
things, he strongly advocates a Christién's inner feeling as the
criterion for actiom. If one inwardly feels that the Word of

God demands certain practices, oue ought not to be disobedient

-
fin, .

to this heavenly voice, lhis comes very close to the type of
spiritualism which the “Zwickeu Prophets® advocated, and it is
similer to the “Inner Word” of later Spiritualists like Denck

and Schwenckfeld with whom Luther collided. Yet the Reformer




in this tract always comes back to warn against radicaliam
and extremes. At one time the devil sought to make us too
popish, he laments, bubt now he wants to make us TLoo evangelical.go
The usage of the sacraments, auricular confession and celibacy
may all be conbrary to God's Word, but one should never forget
that the new wine is too strong for the old wineskinss

There is a difference of opinion as to why Luther
changed his attitude towards the reform in Wittemberg eand why
he returned from the Wartburg with such haste., Some have
suggested that Luther's jealousy of Carlstadt's popularity and
success, may account for this change of mind99l Several con=-
siderations seem to substantiate this view. In a report to
Caspar Guettel, prior of the Augustinians at Eisleben, Luther
wrote on March 30, 1522: *His [barlstadt’%] smbition is to set
up a new doctrine on his own account, and to establish his rule

uJ2 Elsewhere he writes:

and system on the ruin of my authority.
“Eyen if it were true that the Mass implies a good work, and

br, Karlstadt wefe in good blood, he would have addressed us
firsf and warned, before he made such a great shame of us
publicly before all the worlde®”? Later in his Table Talks he
stated that whatever Carlstadt did was done out of Jjealousy;
had it been the will of God, Luther would have gladly yielded to
him, but he felt that through the grace of God he was more

learned than all othersogb‘ That Luther's plea for moderation

early in 1522 was somewhat of an exaggerated nature, is seen by
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the fact that as late as 1523 he repeatedly urged the Witten=
bergers to abolish all the Catholic practices in the Castle

95

Church. We may thus be justified in supposing, without de-
tracting anything from the man who was able to bring the storm
under control, that there is at least some truth in the view
that Luther could not endure a man who acted and proceeded
withoﬁt consulting him first and who even threatened to challenge
his leadership,96

While this may be true, the reason for Luther's sudden
reversal of his former views. must be sought deeper than in the
mere personality clashes of the two men. Walter Nigg seems to
be quite correct when he attempts to explain Luther's change
of mind from the circumstances in which the Reformer suddenly
found himself, as well as from the double nature of his characters
Luther, according to Wigg, was the greatest revolutionist that
éver lived, yet in his soul he was the most conservative person
there ever Was.97 Luther was also practical enough to realize
that an alliance with the lawless elements among his own could

98

very well jeopardize higs own cause.
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CHAPTER IV

LUTHER'S SIRUGGLE WITH THE WILTEWBERG RADICALS, II

Luther's Treatment of Carlstadt

Luther'skappearance in Wittenberg, his sermons and
his writings produced the desired effects. As early as HMarch 9,
only three days after the Reformer's return, Hieronymus Schurf,
a councillor at Wittenberg, wrote to the Elector that with
Luther at home all will be well now, and that his sermons will
hake an end to all that the devil and his followers have
wroughtol To the great humiliation of Carlstadt, Luther
maqaged to shake off the influence of the radical preacher,
although permitting him to remain on the faculty of the uni=-

versity. The Lord's Supper sub una specie and the elevation

of the hosﬁ were restored againe Outside of Carlstadt, all of
the persons involved in the late radicalism realized their rash
actions and repented of their folliesoe For the contritious
Gabriel Zwilling, Luther soon found a pastorate at Altenburg.
In & letter (April 17, 1522) to the former Augustinian monk,
Luther advises him to accept the charge, but warns him to
“behave in circumspect menner, going about in an orderly
priest's dress; and for the seke of the weak, do away with
that bfoad angular monstrosity of a hat, remembering that you
are sent to those who must still be fed with milke o o "9

When Zwilling later encountered difficulties in his new charge,
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Iuther stood faithfully behind himob' Melenchton was also in full
harmony with Luther again., On March 15 Schurf reported again
to Frederick the Wige: Luther has managed to bring all of the
Wittenbergers back to the way of truth; the educated as well as
the uneduceted are glad and full of joy; only Carlstadt is
still dissatisfied, but he, no doubt, will be unable to do any
[
harme.”
Carlstadt continued to smart under the humiliation
caused by his junior colleague and secretly sought an oppor-
tunity for revenge. When he abtempted to publish en article
against his enemy, Luther and the city council discovered the
plot in time to prevent it from appearing.é The university
now, under the guidance of the Reformer, was intent on curtail=-
ing Carlstadt's activities even more,7 but thanks to the
Blector's sense of righteousness he was kept on the staff and
remained ummolested for the time being.s On March %0 Luther
wrobe:
I have offended Carlstadt by annulling his ordinances,
although I do not condemn his doctrine, except that he
has busied himself in merely extermal things, to the
neglect of true Christian doctrine, that is, faith and
charity. For by his unwise way of teaching he has led
the people to feel that the only thing they have to do
to be Christians is to communicate in both kinds, take
the bread and cup in their hands, neglect confession
and break imageso9

It is obvious that Luther is oversimplifying Carlstadt's

intentions, beliefs and practices.

From now on Larlstadt increasingly devoted himself
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to mysticism, with the result that he began to look upon all
media in the religious communication between God and man as
superfluous. He even began to dispise the ministry itself,
lived for some time as a peassnt in Segrena, near Wittenberg,
with relatives of his wife, and called himself “a new laymanﬁ.lo
While he was absent from Wiittenberg he continued to collect
his income from the university, but his ill conscience in cone
nection with this led him in 152l to accept the call +o
Orlamuendeoll lhe congregation at Orlemuende was happy to

get such a learned professor as pastor who was willing to

lead them in their crusade against images, infant baptism

and the mass°l2

As "a new layman® and “brother Andres®
Carlstadt listened sympathetically to the peasants' inter=
pretation of the Bible, subjected himself to the judge of
Orlamuende, encouraged all who felt God's call to preach the
Word, demanded a more strict observance of the Sunday, and
penalized ™idol worship” and 21l sin. With all this he
greatly perplexed Luther who was unable to find a Bible text
egainst the scandalel3 4 the same time, without mentioning
Luther's neme, Carlstadt began writing sgainst the Reformer,
attacking at first especially Luther's exaggerated principle
of forebearance for the weak brethren and his overemphasis of
Justification by faith alone at the expense of sanctificationelu

Luther did all he could to molest Carlstadt .in his new

charge. He accused him of going to Orlamuende for two reasonss:
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Financial greed and the freedom to teach and practice his
fancies.l5 Luther did not believe Carlstadt was properly
called to his pastorate, for he had completely disregarded
the wishes of Frederick the Wise and had forced himself upon

16

the congregation. Luther also complained to the magistrates
that the university had not been consulted by the congregation
of Orlamuende wibh regard to their choice. But the magis-
trates reminded the Reformer that in the previous year he had
advocated complete freedom of a congregation to select a
pastorol7 This incident must have convinced Luther of the far=
reaching effects of his earlier writings, but it did not deter
him from further pursuing his enemy. On January 30, 152, he
informed the Chancellor of Saxony, George Brueck, of Carlstadt's
printing press in Jena, advising him to censor Carlstadt's
writings. "Although this cannot do much injury to our minis-
terium," he wrote, "still it is apt to bring dishonour upon
our Prince and University, as both have promised that nothing
should be published without censorship by proper parties»"lB
The authorities took the necessary steps to silence the trouble
makerel9
In the meantime Luther made a tour through the country,
preaching against the "spirit of Alstedt™, by which he meant
the destructive influence of Thomas lMuentzer and Carlstadt.

On August 22, 152l he preached in Jena, emphasizing the break-

ing of images and the despoilation of the sacraments, especially



72

the sacrament of the Bucharist, Carlstadbt, who happened to

be in the audience, was hurt and after the sermon sent to
Luther asking him for an interview.20 The request was granted
and the two men met in an inn, To the Black Bear, where Carl-
stadt attempted to justify himself by pointing out that holding
different v:i.ewsel concerning the Last Supper had nothing to do
with the ®spirit of Alstedt®, He further accused Luther of
stabbing him in the back instead of admonishing him like a
brother, of censoring his writings and of forbidding him to
preach freely, all of which indicates fear on the part of
Luther that Carlstadt's teaching may prevail in the end., When
the Reformer retorted that he had not been properly called %o
preach, Carlstadt replied that God had called him to the
ministry, and the call of God is more important than that of
men. After having accused each other of jealousy and vain-
glory, the interview ended with Luther giving Carlstadt the
permission to Write.and publish against him as much as he
wishedes To guarantee this freedom, Luther gave Carlstadt a
golden coin, which the latter accepted with joy. But Carlstadt
still doubtful concerning Luther's intentions, wrote on
September 11 to Duke John of Sexony asking him to confirm his
freedom to publish freely against his enemy. In this letter he
also complains that Luther regards him an enthusiast and rebel,
which he definitely is no’wg2

After the affair in Jena the town council and
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congregation of Orlamuende wrote a letter to Luther,
accusing him of identifying them with the “spirit of
4lstedt"s VWhen the Reformer passed through the town, he
discussed their letter with the council point by point,
showing that they were erring in certain respects. The
Orlemuenders insisted they were true Christians and on the
basis of the Old Testament they effectively argued against
the “worship of imeages”. They also poinmted out that accord=
ing to Luther's earlier writings and according to Seripture
they had the right to call their own priest. On the basis
of appropriate Bible texts, Lluther attempted to convince
them of their unreasonableness, but the hostility against
him increased to such an extent that he was happy to leave
the town aJ_:Lveee3

This uncivil btreatment was too much for Luther. On
September 22 he wrote to John Frederick of Saxony, asking
him to banish Carlstadt, this restless spirit at Orlamuende.eh
The congregation interceded in vain for their beloved pastor,
his pregnant wife and childe®? 1In his farewell address to the
people of Orlamuende, Carlstadt signed: "Andreas Bodenstein,

u26 Carlstadt's

expelled by Luther, unheard and unconvinced,
friends and supporters were soon banished from Saxouy as

we11027 Luther who a few years earlier had expected to die

a martyr's death, had now become a persecutor himself,
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The Sacramental Lontroversy

After Carlstadt was driven from Saxony he went on
Jjourneys to Strassburg, Basel, Zurich and other places,
writing feverishly all this time against Luther and his
doctrines, in particular against the Reformer's retention of
the Real FPresence in the Sucharist. Carlstadt must be held
responsible for initiating the so-called sacramental contro=
versy which caused so much grief and strife among the
Protestantse 1t must be noted that Carlstadt's views on the
Last Supper were shared, with minor variations, by most
radicals and Anabaptists of the sixteenth century,.

To understand the sacramental controversy which
ensued between Luther and the radical reformers, we must
cast it against the background of the Roman Catholic conw=
ception of the mass. The celebration of the Bucharist was
early in the history of the Church designsted as an "offering”

29

or "sacrifice®, Even Protestant scholars agree that Justin
Martyr, Irenaeus, Tertullian in Africa, and Cyprian believed in
the sacrificial nature of the mass and held either to tran-

30

substantiation or consubstantiation. Cyprian, for example,
wrote: "Since we make mention of His passion in all our sacri=
fices, for the passion is the Lord's sacrifice which we offer,

we ought to do nothing else than what He did (at the 1last

supper).=351 The word missa (mass) was seemingly derived from

the dismissal of an assembly after the priest had invoked God's
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blessing upon it. The word was soon permanently employed
to designate the celebration of the mass°52
According to fatholic teaching the Holy Bucharist
was instituted for two purposes: It was to be the food of
the souls of men and it was to continue the sacrifice of
Christ in the Church.’? The mass, therefore, is not a com=-
memoration of Christ's death only, but a renewal and continu-
ation of Christ's sacrifice on the cross. This does not mean
that the mass derogates anything from the sacrifice on Calvary,
which is complete; “the Sacrifice of the Mass exists only in
relation to that of the cross from which it derives its
efficacy.“ah To put it in the words of the Council of Trent:
This hew offering is necessarily also a sacrifice in its
own right, but not one that has independent redemptive
value, since it is nothing else than a sacramental exten-
sion of the one and only redemptive sacrifice on Calvary
which the Epistle to the Hebrews had in viewe3D
The sacrifice of the mass is of a human and divine essence;
it is made by Christ as well as by the recipient036 Since it
is in the very nature of man to offer a gift to his Creator,
God accepts his bread and wine after these elements have been
transformed into the body and blood of Christ, for only the

57 Thus the

very best is acceptable to the divine Majesty.
mass 1s not simply man's good work, as Lubher explained
Catholic teaching on the subject, but it coubains an element of

both, the human end the divine.

Not only did Luther object to the mass as a sacrifice
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and good work, but he also found fault with the concept of

transubstantiation. Transubstantiation was a term employed

by the Lateran Council of 1215, to define the way in which

the physical realities of the elements were transformed into

the real body and blood of Christ¢38 The Lateran only

attempted to redefine a meatter which for several centuries

had been the subject of heated controversies, As early as

the second cenbury Christians believed in the Resal Presence039

This belief in transubsbantiation was more clearly defined at

the Council of Trent. It declared:
If any man deny that in the sacrament of the Holy Bucharist
are conbained truly, really and substantially, the body and
blood, together with the soul and divinity of our Lord Jesus
Christ, and consequently the whole Christ, but says that He
is there ﬁ?ly as a sign, figure, or power, let him be
anathema o0

Luther first expressed his views concerning the mass

in his peamphlet On the Babylonian Captivity of the Church

(1520). Concerning the Catholic mass he had, as we have
intimated, three objections: He attacked the communion in

one kind, the doctrine of transubstantiation, and the sacri-
ficial nabure of the masse The first objection receded iunto
the background as he saw that the Wittenberg radicals made a
major issue of it. Concerning this he wrote to Chancellor
Brueck as late as 15/3: "These godless ceremonies are giving us
much more trouble than greater and more essential matters, as
they have always done.“bl With regard to transubstantiation

Luther felt that it was a milder bondage of l?uxxle:.l-l'2 Hevertheless




77

he repudiated it because he was afraid that the conception
was an attempt to deny the importance of earthly substances;
" it is the same tendency that underestimates the importance
of matrimony and ordinary worldly occupations in favour of
the “purely spiritual® ascetic l:i.fe.b'3 Although he never used
the term, Luther seemed to believe in consubstantiation., Just
&s in a red-hot bar the fire and the metal do not loose their
identity, he reasoned, so is Christ in, with and under the ele-
ments of the Eucharist. Or, just as God and man became one in
Christ, so do the elements and Christ's body become omne, yet
both retain their distinct essenceehb‘ In this view the
Reformer believed tb follow the Fathers. St. Augustine's
statement, "the sacrament is the visible form of an invisible
grace,“h5 Luther interpreted as simply meaning that Christ the
invisible joined the visible elements of the -sacrament, thus
actually confirming his own ]_oo;~3:‘Ltio:‘:1oll'6 When Tertullian looks
upon the Last Supper as figura of Christ, he does not, according
to Luther, mean a figure or a symbol, as some radicals inter-
preted it, but a material form (Gestalt), something tangible
and mxb.steu:ct:1.5:11‘,L"7 On the whole then, Luther retained with the
Catholic Church the Real Presence.

Luther's third objection, against the sacrifice of the
mass, was much more serious, for the belief in it struck at
the very heart of his experience and theology. It must be

noted that the later medieval period had overemphasized the
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sacrificial aspect of the mass and had stressed in various
forms the value of it for gaining God's grace for the living
and the dead. As a result of this, Church authorities before
and after Luther found reason for making certain cora:'ec:tions.br8
But Luther went far beyond a mere correction of abuses; hig
éonception of the Eucharist had to harmonize with his Christe
ology.h‘9 He denied the human role in the transaction alto=-
gether, for the sinner ié passive and merély accepts what
Christ freely offers. Furthermore, the mass cannot be called
& sacrifice because Christ's work holds good for all time. If
St. Augustine calls the mass a sacrifice, he simply means that
it reminds us of Christ's sacrifice on the cross,SO Luther's
retention of the Real Presence, and hi; rejection of the
saorificiai nature of the mass were the result of, as Bornkemm
puts it, his
yearning for a reality of grace not less real than his sins.
His doctrine of Holy Communion is an expression of his
faith in this reality of God in the midst of the world's
reality and the reality of man's Anfechtungen; it is the

ultimate deduction of his belief in the reality of for-
givenesse.

Of the radical reformers Carlstadt was the first to be
at variance with Luther on the point of the Real Fresence, and

52

Zwingli and the Anabapbists” were to follow him. Carlstadt
pointed out that Christ's body and blood were not really present
in the Last Supper, but that the elements simply represented

Christ and in partaking of them the believers commemorated his

death on the cross,53 “hen Christ said, “This is my body™,
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Carlstadt argued, he pointed to himself and not to the
bread.Bh' In a letter to Chancellor Brueck, Carlstadt
emphatically stated, that the words of institution are clear
on this point and that they could not be understood literallys;
he would like to be of one mind with Luther but the Scrip=
Tture is in between them,and the Reformer perverts its clear
meaning°55 With the demial of the Real Presence, it soon
became fashionable to laugh and joke about the eating and
drinking of the body end blood of Christo56 In & most
radical tract57 on the subject, written after his expulsion
from Sexony, Carlstadt, as it ﬁere, threw the gauntlet
before the Reformer, challenging him to defend his position.
Luther was not slow to accept the challenge. In

the winter of 1521525 he wrote his most biting booklet,

Against the Celestial Prophets,58 grouping all enthusiasts,

such as Storch, Stuebner, Muentzer and above all Carlstadt,
under this title. With this Luther proposes to answer all
of Carlstadt's writings. He begins by pointing out that by
dissenting from the true teaching concerning Holy Communion,
Carlstadt has become an apostate and an enemy of Christ.
After reviewing at some length all of Carlstadt's “sins®,
Luther concludes the Zlector has dealt very leniently with
him by benishing him from the land; actually he had deserved
to die for his crimes¢59 To Carlstadt's accusation that the

Lutherans call the Last Supper & mass and hence an offering,
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Luther replies that there is nothing in a name, as long as
thé mass 1s not conceived of as a sacrifice.éo By concerning
himself with such irrelevant matters, Carlstadt éhows how
ridiculous he is,

Concerning fhe words of institution, Luther says
they must be taken literally, In fact, the Bible text must
always be taken literally, unless it demands a symbolicai
interpretation, as, for example, in Psalm 18:3 where God is
referred to as being a rock; ocur faith plainly instructs us
that God is not a rock in the literal sense. On the other
hand, we are clearly btaught by faith that Christ's body is
literally in the elements of Holy Communioneél How the
bread and wine are able to contain Christ, Luther confesses
not to kmnow, but he is certain that it is so, for the Word
cannot lie; to rationalize on this point, as Carlstadt does,
is from the devile. Luther then attempts to refute Carlstadt's
argument from Greek grammar, showing that the enthusiast has‘
utterly misunderstood the original text.62 The accusation
that the Reformer promises the kingdom of heaven for a piece
of bread, is refuted by pointing out that the recipient of the
Last Suﬁper must have faith in Christ before he can benefit
from it. YVhen the bread and wine are partaken in faith,
there is forgiveness and power in the sacrament; without faith

there is damna‘cioneé5 Luther concludes his Against the

Celestial Prophets by stating that the Sacramentarians
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misunderstand the great truth concerning the Eucharist
because they have not experienced the forgiveness of Godoéh
The sacramentél controversy had caused Luther the

profoundest struggles; it seems he reacted so violently
against the Sacramentarians because he himself had had doubts
on the issue, As late as 152 he confessed how strongly he
had been tempted to regard the Last Supper as a symbol only,
but the words of Christ were too strong for him_e65 To dJustus
Jonas, a close friend, he wrote: ‘“Would that the Sacrament-
arians experienced for one quarter of an hour the sorrows of
my heart, then I would declare they were truly converted.
But now my enemies are mighty, and heap anguish on him whom
the Lord chastensoﬁ66 To John Brismenn in Koenigsberg he
laments that the prophets increase steadily, a trial for the
true believers, but, he adds,.“God will expose Larlstadt in
His own time.” 7 Elsewhere he writes:

Ah, if oﬁly they would deign o acknowiedge that they

are Herods, Pilates and Caiaphases, and renounce the

name. of Christians, confessing themselves the enemies of

Jesus, I'gguld suffer all the evil they might be pleased

to do me!l
Not even the Roman Catholics, the Reformer confessed, had
caused him so much trouble and grief as the Sacramentarianse
Nevertheless, he comforted himself, the Gospel has always been
atbacked and it must defend itself in order to grow strong;
thus even the devil must serve God in this.7o

Iuther's final encounter with Carlstadt came after the
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Peasants' Revolt. Uhen the war broke out Carlsbadt was
active as minister in Rothenburg on the Tauber. He was sent
as envoy to pacify the peasants in his region, but in doing

s0 he made himself unpopular with theme7l Although he had
repudiated lluentzer's revolutionary ideas, Luther's writings
against the fanatics had stigﬁatized him also as a rebel, and
consequently after the collapse of the war he escaped with
difficulties. Being in fear of death, his resistance to Luther
broke down, and on June 12, 1525 he wrote to the Reformer from
Frankfurt on the Main, asking him to forgive him all the evil
he had written against him. He has decided not to write nor
preach anymore, and he humbly asks Luther to speak for him and
his femily to the Elector that they may be permitted to return
to Saxony. He is willing to give full satisfaction to Luther
for 21l he has done to him./2 Carlstadt, in addition, wrote a
tract in which he justified himself against alleged participa-
tion in the revoll, asking Luther to publish it in order to
vindicate his name,

The Reformer was gracious. 'In.a pamphlet addressed to
all Christians,75 Luther states that although Carlstadt is his
enemy on account of his doctrine, according to Romans 12:20 it
is a Christian's duty to give aid even to an enemy. He also
expresses hope that Carlstadt will eventually be converted to
the true view on the sacrament of Holy Communion. The

Peasants! Revolt Luther now blames not on the faratics but on
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the princes and bishops who have driven the peasants to
extremities. In conclusion tﬁe Reformer asks all princes to
accept Carlstadt's apology and to believe him for Christ's
sake. Upon Luther's request. Carlstedt also wrote a partial
recantation of his Bucharistic views, which Luther supplied
with a prefaee.7b' Carlstadt's explenation that he is still
seeking the truth and that he has not as yet arrived at a
final conclusion on the subject, the Reformer accepts with joye
Luther now also recalls that 2ll the titles of Carlstadt's
previous writings, were usually in the form of a question
rather then dogmatic statements Bub since Carlstadt had
writben quite forcefully on his subjects, Luther had forgot-
ten to consider the wording of the titles. Although it is
dangerous to waver in one's faith, as Cerlstadt does, it is
our Christian duty to assist the erring in brotherly love.
In conclusion Luther warns, however, to beware of the still
iingering inflﬁence of his former enemy.

Luther apparently dared not to speak to the Elector
on behalf of Carlstadt, but he wrote his former colleague %o
come and live secretly in his house. Carlstadt accepted the
invitation,75 but from 1526 on he had to earn his living as
a peasaﬁt and storekeeper. Before the close of that year. he
was reduced to almost complete poverty, and when he retracted
his recentation, Carlstadt and his femily again were compelled

to leave Saxony. His wayward life ended when he found an open
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door with the Swiss reformers, who joined and supported him
when Luther renewed his attack on Carlstadt. In 153); Carlstadt
was called to Basel as preacher and professor at the univer-
sity, a position he held until on December 2, 151 he died
during a plague. Luther was convinced that Carlstadt went to
hello76

Herman Barge points out that Luther's reburn from the
Wartburg nipped the lay movement of the Reformation in the bude
The priesthood of all believers, a principle the Reformer had
advocated at first, did not seem to work out according to his
liking. With the help of the secular arm. Luther saw to it
That the democratic and puritanical movement had to give way
to absolutism; between God and man there was once again placed
the "spiritual office® /! ihile this may be true to a certain
extent, Barge underestimates the reasons for extinguishing the
flame which Luther himself had helped to kindle, dealousy,
selfishness énd inconsistencies, as we have seen, may all have
played a part; his “orthodox nature® and his love for order!C
may have asserted themselves; but basically it was his cause,
which he identified with the Gospel of Christ and which now was

threatened with destruction, that induced Luther to turn with

such fury on his former friendso79
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CHAFTER V
LUTHER'S SI'RUGGLE WITH THE REVOLUTIONARY RADICALS

Luther's struggle with the Wittenberg radicals had not
yet ended, when there arose on the southern horizon a more
formideble foe to Luthersnism than Carlstadt. Thomas Muentzer,
the Lutheran pastor at Zwickau, whence in 1521 the "Zwickau
Prophets™ had come to Wittenberz, soon found reason to dissent
from.the’Reformer end thus he began the controversy of, what
may be called, the status quo versus millenianism. Unlike
Carlstadt, Muentzer was not content with opposing the existing
order with his pen only, but he soon advocated the desbruction
of the godless to make room for the reign of the saints. 'The
vehemence with which these ideas were proclaimed, greatly
fanned the spreading flame of the Peasants' Revolt. That
Luther also had somewhat confused man's thinking concerning
his relabtionship to the state, is obvious from his writings
prior to 1525; yet when the Reformer saw the logical con=
clusions to which some of his ideas on the subject led, he was
not slow to turn against those whom he had at first attracted.

To see this trend of development is the purpose of this chapter.

Luther's Ideas Concermning Authority Prior to 1525

It must be mentioned at the outset that Lubther on the

whole was remarkably consistent with regard to man's position

20
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towards the powers that be. The “common men®, he emphasized
in his earliest writings, had to be obedient to the megistrates
at all costs. Rebellion, according to Komans 13, his classical
Bible passage on the subject, was against God's will, end
rebels were to be punished severely., In too many instances,
however, Luther qualified this genersl position in favour of
insubordination to the state. lioreover, in his spiritual re-
bellion against Rome, he often went to excesses and made rash
statements concerning man's relationship to the government,
which often left people in doubt as to what he actually meant.
His own example and many statements in his writings up to 152/,
definitely sanctioned, if not encouraged and even incited,
rebellion against the status quo, whethe% spiritual or seculars
With some reservation we thus may sgree with Belford Bax when
he states: "The Lutheran Reformation, from its inception in
1517 down to the Peasants' Var of 1525, at once absorbed, and
was absorbed by all the revolutionary elements of the time.
Up to the last-mentioned date it gathered revolutionary force
year by yeareﬁl After 1525 Luther's movement ceased to be
revolubionary; it increasingly submitted to the temporal
authorities,

Having said this much sbout the Reformer's general
attitude towards the powers that be, we shall now proceed to
analyze some of his stabements and writings with regard to a

citizen's relationship to his govermment. Perhaps because it
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suited his own position, Luther carefully differenmtiated
between spiritﬁal and temporal powers.g Yo revel egainst the
spiritual asuthorities when they are in the wrong, is permis-
sible, whereas rebellion sgainst the magistrates is not sllowed.
In his interpretation of the fourth commandment in his treatise
on good works in 1520, he stated: “this is why one must resist
the spiritual power when it does not do right and not resist
ﬁhe/temporal power even though it does wrong.”5 Yet Luther is
quick to qualifly his statement concerning the Temporal authori=-
ties: "If it should happen, as it often does, that the temporal
power and authorities, as they are called, should urge a
sutject to do contrary to the Commandments of God, or hinder
them from doing Them, the obedience ends, and that duty is
annulled. ™ But the question erises, who is to decide whether
the govermment aots contrary to the Word of God or not?
Luther's vituperations against the spiritual authori-~
ties were especially harsh., To John Lang he wrote on August
18, 1520;: "We are convinced that the papacy is the seat of the
true end resl subichrists . o o S0 far as I personslly am con=

cerned, 1 confess to owing the pope no other obedience than

%

that which I owe the very inbichrist.™ Elsewhere he writes that

it would be much better to kill all the bishops and root up all
mwonasteries and similar institutions, than to allow one soul,
6

not to sgpesk of all the souls, To perish on account of them.

In this connection he also adds a warming Lo the princes,
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advising them not to forget that the times are changing and
Tthat they camot do with their subjects as they used to., In
a letter (4pril 28, 1521) to the artist Lucas Cranach, Luther
recalls his humiliating treatment at the Diet of fiorms where
he had been simply asked to recant without being convinced
and refuted by learned theologiams. "Oh, we blind Germans, ©
he concludes, "how childish we act to allow the Romanists to
make fools of us in this miserable mannere ™!

The censorship of his New Testament in Bavaris gave
Luther an occasion to treat more fully the question of s
Christian's obedience to the powers that be. In Jamuary, 1523
he published his carefully worked out booklet, Secular

Authoritys To What Extent it Should be Obeyedo8 There are

two kingdoms, Luther begins, the Kingdom of God and the king=
dom of this world. The children of God, who belong to the
former kingdom, need no human laws, but the wicked people,
who are in the vast majority, cannot be held in check without
imposing'laws and force upon them., Since a Christian is
governed by the Spirit of God, he actually need not subject
himself to the magistrates and.their laws, but for the sake of
order, and as an example for the wicked, he subordinates
himself freely to human govermments, pays all taxes and seeks
the good of his felloW'mene9 To the question whether a
Christian may bear the sword, the Reformer replies, that as a

Christian he is not in need of. it, and as far as his private
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life is concerned he will rather suffer pain and injustice
than use force against another., But since a Christian must
seek the welfare of his neighbor as well as that of the
state, he gladly bears the sword for his goverument, for re=-
fusing to do so would imperil the safety of his society. All
saints in the 0ld Testameut employed the sword, and although
the Mosaic law need not be binding in the new dispensation,
we are obliged to follow their good examples, for right will
always remain_rightalo

Having said this much in Ffavour of obedience to the
magistrates, Luther goes on to define the limits of the
temporal powers with regard to the spiritual realm. The
secular princes, first of all, have no jurisdiction over the
souls of their subjects. WNo prince, bishop, or any ruler
cen make laws conceraning one's beliefs, and no power may
compel one to believe this or that. Only in striectly temporal
matters do magistrates have powerell They have no right, for
example, to interfere in the publicatién and distribution of
Christian literature, for this means interference in the

12 When it comes to this, Christians

strictly spiritual realm.
ought to obey God rather than men., Zven heresy is no concern
of the temporal powers; this belongs to the jurisdiction of

the bishops and pastors who ought to combat adverse teachings

with the Word of God only., Since heresy is of a spiritual

. . .1
nature, iron, fire and wabter cannot prevail against it 5 In
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the second plece. Luther deals with a vassal's relationship
to his lord, stating that the former may at no time atback
the latter., A vassal, no matter how dignified he may be,
mey only implore his overlord to do the right snd shun all
evil. Yet a prince may attack his own vassals, provided
all peace offers have been rejected, But if a vassal, or
any other man, perceives that his lord or government is
intent on doing evil, he need not obey in such caseolu
Should a subject, however, be ignorant or in doubt concerning
the nature of the point at issue, he should obey his lord
with a clear conscienceol5 In this, it must be noted, Luther
merely followed medieval feudal theory on the subjectes

In the same year Luther published another pamphlet

which proved to be of weighty consequence., In his That a

Christian Congregation has the Right and Power to Judge all

Doctrine,16 he argues that bishops have no right to teach
falsely, thus endangering the spiritual life of the flocke

It is the duty of the Christian congregation to determine
whether the doctrines that are being taught, are according

to God's'Wbrd.17 Bishops and councils act against the express
command of Christ in btaking over judgement in mabtters of
faith and doctrines, “and we all see by this that tyrants

who rule over us in a manner contrary to’God's‘Will are to be
al8

driven out of Christendom like wolves and thievess Else~

where Luther wrote in this connection:
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It is my firm belief that the angels are getting ready,
putting on their armor and girding their swords about
them, for the last day is already breaking, and the
angels are preparing for the babtle, when they will over=-
throw the Turks_and hurl them along with the pope, Lo the
bobtom of hellel?
The saints and asngels were soon to appear, who were convinced
of the evil intent of the temporal powers, who would oppose
all interference in spiritual matters, who obeyed God rather
than men, and who were commissioned by the Holy Spirit to

march against all the godless. Thomas luentzer was to become

one of their apostles,

Thomas liuentzer and Luther

Thomes Muentzer was born in Stollberg in the Harz
Mounteins around 1,88, He received a good education which
femiliarized him with the Bible, the mystics, Flato, St.
Augustine and the classic Christian writersogo In 1513 he
became a Catholic priest, soon after that he was promoted to
be provost of a monastery, and in 1519 he became father=
confessor of a nunnery,21 It was at this time that he became
acquainted with Luther. In 1520, upon the Reformer's recom-
mendation, Muentzer became a Lutheran pasbor in Zwickau where
he met Nicolaus Storch, ome of the “Zwickau Prophets™, who
emphasized God's direct revelation to his chosen servants.
Influenced by these prophets, Muembzer soon bezan to fight
the monks in the towm and cresated a general disturbance.

Wihen Luther was informed about this, he more or less approved
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of Huentzer's zeal for the evangelicel cause. In 4pril,
1521 the zealous reformer of Zwickau was compelled to leave
the town,

Until February, 1522 we find Huentzer in Prague where
he drew up the “Frague Hanifesto®, which beceme the actual
progrem for his future life., The Hanifesto was a visionary
document proposing & “new church®, the church of the spirit,
which was not to depend upon the letter of Scripéure, but on
the direct communicestion with God. ientzer did 1not, however,
seem to have much success in Bohemia, the land of John Huss,

and he had to leave once again, whereupon he passsad through

1

Wittenberg while Luther was et the Wartburs. From Bester in 1523
until sugust, 152, Kuentzer wes the minister in ilstedt, a small
town in the Harz area inhabited by restless ore miners, always

, , ; i 23 .. \ <
eager o promote social changes. Although the town itself
had only a few hundred people, liuentzer's sermons, iz which
he expounded in consecutive order all the books of the Bible,
were allegedly sttended by 2,000 hearers,QL The prescher him-
self wrote that “the poor thirsty folk did so yearn for the
truth thet ell the streets were full of peovle come to hear

peor
ite*e5
In Alstedt Huentzer found his first success on a

large scale. The whole worship service was soon conducted in
o {z P vy 26 EN ~ o 8 % e : ‘
the Germen language;“~ the sacrament of Holy Communion was

distributed in both kinds; he wrote several pamphlets conerning.
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the mass and against infant baptism;27 and, like Luther a
year later, he married a former nun and reared children.

As labe as dJuly 9, 1523 ifluent zer had still not broken with
Luther, for on that date he wrote a conciliatory letter to
the Wittenberg Reformer.28 During the following winter
linentzer founded the Alstedt League, a society which was to
carry out by any possible means, including violence, the
Frague program. It was at this time that a nearby Catholic
chapel went up in flames. It is probable that the League
was responsible, but the records do not state who caused the

29

fire. The differences between Luther and luentzer now
becane apparent.

Muentzer was well grounded in Luther's doctrines of
salvation and the priesthood of all beiieverso But in
addition he was more deeply impressed by the German.mystics,ao
as well as by tThe extreme views of the Taborites of the
fifteenth centuryoal The combination of all of these trends
of thought led him to believe that personal salvation enables
man to communicate with God directly through the Spirit.32
From Taﬁler Muentzer had borrowed the idea of Christian suf=
fering, which gave expression to his doctrine of the “bitter
¥ &

sl .

Christ™ in opposition to Luther's “sweet Chris He
charged Luther with meking the way of salvation too easy,
telling the people simply‘to belisve, thus making a doll out

of God to be played with at will. The godless, Vuentzer
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argued, who shun all suffering and the cross, like this idea
of someone suffering in their place., Suffering, according
to Muentzer's theclogy, was necessary in order to prepare
the humean heartvfor the Spirit to enter in all his glonyeah
In this emphasis on pain and agony of the soul this radical
reformer was not too far oub from Luther's esarly views. In
his 92 and 93 theses the Reformer had stated in 1517:
Away then with all those prophets who say to the people of
Christ, 'Peace, peace', and there is no peace. Blessed be
all those prophets, who say to the people of Christ, 'The
cross, the cross!, and there is no cross.35
In spreading his ideas Muentzer thus applied the same standard
which Luther had claimed for himself, “nemely, the way of interior
agony."36 In a letter to Luther Muentzer explained how amid fear
and suffering he had come ‘to realize his true mission. The Re-
former, however, saw the danger of this over=-excitement and
therefore rejscted hime 37
Luther's bibliolatry and lukewarm position towards
some of the Catholic practices further incited luentzer's
opposition.58 The Bible for lMuentzer, was not the firm
foundation for his proclemetion of God's message; it was
simply a record of God's revelation to individuels in Bible
time and & testimony to that which he himself had felt and
experienced in his heart.59 Belief in the mere letter of tThe
Bible leads only to spiritual death rather than to life.
Moreover, the Bible 1s inadequabe without a divinely inspired
interpreter, but the true interpreter is not the Church nor

Luther, but the true prophet--no doubt meaning himself--inspired
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by the Spirit of Gode Without this heavenly interpreter

e

the Bible remains a book sealed with seven seals. Muentzer,
according to Luther, had advocated several steps before God
could reveal his secrets to man. First of all; man has to get
rid of all coarseness and sin (Entgroebung); then he has to
Think piously sbout the new life in Uhrist and eternity
(Studierung); thirdly, he has to speculate about the sinful-
ness of sin and God's grace to man; further, he has to sorrow
and repent genuinely of his former life (Langeweile); and,
lastly, men must attain a state of perfect resignation to

God (tiefe Gelassenheit), at which point the voice of God

n

will be heard, For Luther this was too subjective; he
needed the external Word of God and the visible sacraments
to assure him of God's favour To man.

There were other points of differences between Luther
and Muenﬁzer° The EReformer, for example, never boasgted of
an assurance of salvation, but left the matter wholly to God.
"le must believe in the grace of God," he stated, "but must
remain uncertain concerning our own eiection and thaf of
others.ﬁz‘L2 For Huentzer there was no guestion concerning this,
for the indwelling of the Holy Spirit was a sure sign of
salvation. Furthermore, Luther as well as luentzer taught
that the temporal powers existed as a result of sin and that

the magistrates and princes were tools of divine wrath; both

called them henchmen and warned that God in time would punish
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them. But Lubther condemned only the sbuses-=-at times rather
strongly-=-of the temporal govermments, whereas Muentzer, as
we shall see, preached insubordination to, and abolition of
. all temporal authoritiesohs Chiliasm soon became the driving
force in all that this reveolutionist thought and did. It is
missing the point, however, to think of MMuentzer as being a
socialist or communist in the modern sense; he was a deeply
religious manéh and his proposed sociel reforms he justified
on the basis of a divinely received revelationQAS

With these d:'Li’i"elr'enceSLL6 in mind, it should not be
difficult to understand Luther's attitude towards Muentzer.
On December 26, 1523 Luther wrote to George Spalatin that he
“had begged the officials of All-Stadt to beware of Muentzer's
épirit of prophecy.” He camnot, Luther continues, "endure
such a spirit, whoever the man may be. ¢ « o He lauds my
doctrine, and yet tries to tear it to bits. « - o Then he
talks and prays in such an insipid manner; using such un-
scripbural expressions, that anyone would fancy he was mad or
drunke“h7 HMuentzer soon felt similar towards the Reformer at
Yittenberg, looking upon him as the self=-sppointed pope of the
new movement., As ligg puts it, in Muentzer the Protesbant man

opposed the Protestant authority which had become crystalized

in the person of 1'.:1rcher«,l”'8
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Muentzer's Increasing Radicaliem

The authorities of SBaxony were embarrassed by
Muentzer's radicalism at Alstedt, not kmowing what to do
avout it. Therefore, as Duke John and his son passed through
the town of Alstedt they invited Muentzer to preach before

Lo

them and explain his theologye After having had two weeks

time to prepare his sermon, he preached on July 13, 152l in
the princely castle his famous "Sermon on Deniel®.?0 After
the death of the Apostles, the preacher began, the Church of
God has become dilapidated, and the *little stone®, which re=
presents Christ, has not been heeded by men. Through all types
of ceremonies and men-made ways of salvation (meaning Luther-
snism) people have been led astray from the path of truth. But
the “little stone”™ will soon fill the whole world, and it is
the Christians'® duty to assist God in this gigantic work. The
wicked “one must stave off in the fear of the Lord,™ for they

51

only hinder the progress of God's cause on earth. Further-
more, to read the Bible is not enough; we must seek to have
visions and dreams from God. *He (who has not the Spirit) does
not know how to say anything deeply about God, even if he had
eaten through a hundred B:i_blesér"52 To attend upon visions is
a mark of a true prophetic spirita “Therefore it is no wonder
that Brother Fattened Swine and Brother Soft Life Emeaning

Luthe{] rejects them, "2

Becoming more fanatical, Muentzer urges the princes to
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wield the sword against the wicked and the Lutheran divines
who lead menas’m:'ay..SLL If the temporal authorities will fail
to do this, the peasants, who perceive things more clearly
than their princes, will take this matter into thelr own handse.
“Therefore let not the evildoers live longer who make us turn
away from God (Deut. 13:5). For the godless person has no
right to live when he is in the way of the pious.™? To the
objection that the Apostles did not employ force and violence,
Muentzer replies that St. Peter was a timid man, of whom even
Christ said that he feared death. Had it been in the power of
St. Paul “to push his teaching to its conclusion among the
ithenians, ” he would have, no doubt, broken their idols. True,
Ansichrist will be destroyed by God, but it is the sword that
God will use to do 50956 "For the godless have no right to
live, " luentzer concludes,>"except as the elect wish to grant
it to them, as it is written in Exod. 23:29=33. Rejoice,
you true friends of God, that for the enemies of the cross
their heart has fallen inbo their breecheseﬂ57
The Saxon authorities were now even more confused
than before, asking therefore Luther for advice. When Luther
heard sbout the sermon, he stood aghast at this audacity on
the part of his former followers. Ag far as the Reformer was
concerned, it was not the duty of the state to set up Ttopia
on earth, but to prevent earth becoming hell.58 He, therefore,

set down immediately and wrote a letter to the princes,59



104

warning them against the “spirit of Alstedt™ and advising them
to be on guard. This prophet claims to have voices and
visions, he continues, yet he is afraid to answer for his views
to Luther., Although he had no voices from God, the Reformer
boasts of himself, he was not afraid to appear at Leipzig,
Augsburg and Worms when he was asked by his enemies to do soe60
Luther then laments that it was he who won the victory from the
pope, but now his deserters exploit it to their own advantage.
Eis advice is to let these prophets preach and teach, as long
as they do not take up arms against the govermment; but if they
draw the sword they must be banished from the land. The spirits
must £ight it out between themselves, for the true docitrine,
Luther is confident, will prevail in the end.

The “Sermon on Daniel®, however, soon caused unrest in
the town of Alstedt, Whéreupon the Elector summoned Muentzer to
Weimar for a conference with Luther. Apparently afraid to meet
‘.his enemy, Muentzer fled to Muehlhausen, Thuring;a, breathing
out slaughter and reviling against “that archheathen, archrascal,
Wittenberg pope, snake, and basilisk.ﬂ62 Luther in a letter of
August 1L, 152l warned the council of Muehlhausen not to receive
luentzer, for his activities in Zwickau and Alstedt had proved
thet he is a murderer. In addition Luther advises the council
to ask Huentzer who has called and sent him to preach; if he
insists that the Spirit has sent him, he must be able to perform

miracles, for God always attests extraordinary activities with
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signs and wonders. g The letter was too late, for Muentzer
had arrived a few days earlier and had been accepted by the
town.éu With the help of other radicals, especially Heinrich
Pfeifer, a real social revolutionary, the town council was
soon overthrown, but after two months of restless activity,
Muentzer had no other choice but to flee to Nuernberg, where
he exerted some influence upon later leaders of Anabaptism,65
From Nuernberg liuentzer wrote angry pemphlets against
the Reformer, calling him in one of them, "the spiritless,

66

easy=-going flesh ab Wittenberg ™. To Luther's boasting of
having stood courageously before princes and emperor, liuentzer
replied that Luther had no other choice but to insist on the
rightness of his position, for had he faltered and yielded at
TWorms, the princes would have “stabbed you to deathoﬂ67 In
November and December of 152 Muentzer wandered aimlessly

about in southern Germany, preaching everywhere his revolution-
ary doctrines, Bub his success in these regions has been over=
estimated. Muentzer seemed to be popular in Muehlhausen only;
not even all of Thuringia accepted his ideas and Franconia
rejected him.outrigh%oés Otto SBchiff has also conclusively
shown thet Muentzer cannot be held respousible for the revolt

69

in the upper=-Rhine regions. The reason for this limited
success may be that his ideas and program for instituting
Utopia were somewhat muddled, lacking a constructive approach.

In February, 1525 biuentzer was back in Muehlhausen,

70
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whither Heinrich Pfeifer had returned by the end of 152/,

The prophet now placed his last hopes of carrying out his
apocalyptic progrem upon the rebellious peasants, expecting

at any time the great cataclysmic crisis of mankind.7l In
order to arouse them to action against the authorities,
Muentzer wrote an explosive letter to the miners of Mansfeld,
pointing in it with satisfaction to certain localities where
the peasants have drawn the sword already. They must strike
now while the iron is hot; the swords must not cool from the
blood of the princes; it is impossible Lo have peace and be
free while the wicked rule over usg; it is'the war of God and

he will fight for the peasantse. The author of the letter
signed: "Thomas Muentzer, a servant of God against the god=-
lesse "2 In another letter, written from Frankenhsasusen,
Muentzer warns & certain “Brother Ermest™ not to oppress and
persecute the “Christians®, for God will not permit his cruelty
to go on unpunished; the fsword of Gideon" is soon to strikee (2
On May 15, 1525 the sword did strike in the tragic battle near
Frankenhausen, which ended in defeat for the fanatic and his
deceived peasants. Before Muentzer was executed on May 27,

he recanted and received the mass according to Catholic ritese7h
It must be said Yo his credit, that even in the face of desth
this radical reforme? urgently entreated the princes to deal
more mercifully with their subjects and govern them according

75

to God's Word.
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The doctrines of Thomas Huentzer did not die with
their author; the sourcesshow that the rebel was esteemed
highly by many until the late fifteen~thirties. Not without
reason did Luther continue to warn against the “spirit of
Alstedt"o76 Right after Muentzer's death the Reformer wrote

A Terrible Story and Judgement of God of Thomas Muentzer,77

addressed to his "beloved Germans.” He writes this in order
to show how God judges so righteously and to "warn, to
terrify, and to admonish” those who are still contemplating
rebellion, and to comfort and strengthen those who suffer on
account of the rebels, After including some of Muenbzer's
letters to show his diabolic spirit, Luther concludes the
pamphlet by commenting on the false hope and confidence the
peasants had pleced in their leader. Iuentzer had promised
one peasant would be able to kill a thousand enemies and the
prophet himself would divert all the bullets into his sleeves,
but instead 5,000 disillusioned peasants ley brutally murdered
near Frankenhausen, Luther expresses sorrow for the fate of
the peasants, but he regards it as God's judgement upon them,
and he prays for the victory of The princese78 To John Ruehel,
his brother=in=law, Luther wrote he is glad about Muentzer's
death. "It is the judgement of God. He who takes the sword
shall perish by the sworde”/? Even in his later years the
Reformer was unable to forget his deadly foe. In his Table

Talks he told with pleasure stories of alleged immorality
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committed by Muentzer,Bo and constantly referred to his

death as a punishment for rebellion, blasphemy and unbelief,

Iuther and the Peasants! Revolt

Neither Luther nor the radical reformers can be held
responsible for causing the Peasants' Revolt which broke out

in 1525 with such unprecedented fury.?e

The war was only a
repetition on a large scale of many similar attempts in the
past, and the interests underlying all of them were not pri=-
marily religious, although they played a part, but political,
83

soclal and economic. Bver since the Hussite Wars of the
fifteenth century, Germauny had been troubled with peasant up-
risings; there had been a war in Wuertemberg as late as 151l
We are, however, not interested in the ba;kground nor in the
procedure of the conflageration, but primarily in Luther's
relationship to the rebellion and his attitude Towards the
peasants, which seemed to have had far=-reaching consequences
for the radical reformation.

While Luther camnot be accused of causing the Peasants'
Revolt, it was due in no small part to the Reformer's influence
that this war surpassed in magnitude any seen in Germany before»‘cjbr
Our review of some of his writings, no doubt, will have borne
this out. In view of his recent tract on the limits of temporal
powers, Luther was regarded by the peasants "as in some sort

the centrsel figure of the revolubtionary movement, political

. - W5
and social, no less than religiouss™ © MeGriffin comments:
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His attack upon many feabtures of the existing order,
his criticisms of the growing luxury of the wealthier
classes, his denunciation of the rapacity and greed of
great commercial magnates and of the tyranny and cor-
ruption of rulers both civil and ecclesiastical, all
‘tended to inflamg the populace and spread impatience
and discontenta8

Luther's countemporaries, whether friends or foes,
were fully aware of this. “Luther has plunged Germany into

i

such a state of fremzy,” wrote Ulrich Zasius, the humanist,
in the spring of 1525 to his friend Amerbach, "that one must
perforce regard as peace and safeby the mere hope of nob

being knocked on the head. ! After the Reformer had pub-

lished his fierce booklet, Against the Peasants, Srasmus

.

wrote in his Hyperaspistes concerning Luther and the war:

We have the fruit of your spirit. The mother has gone
forward to bloody slaughter, and we fear more atrocious
things, unless God should mercifully avert theme o o o
You have indeed in your most bitter libtle book against
the peasants turned suspicion from yourself; and yet you
cannot make men believe that the occasion of these
tumults was not furnished by your peamphlets, especially

hose in German. But, O Luther, I do not yet think so
ill of you as to suppose that you intended this.

Elsewhere Erasmus wrote: "You Luther refuse to acknowledge

the insurgents, but they acknowledge you, and the instigators
I} 3 2 b i 0 - ﬁ89 b 9

of this war claim the Gospel as their guide. Erasmus had

observed correctly when he wrote that the Reformer had not

intended the war., It is true, Luther's own exawmple and some

of his writings were revolubionary in nabture, but on the

whole his pemphlets were misunderstood, misinberpreted and

misapplied. Some tracts were written for the instruction and
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encouragement of all lsymen, but the peasants believed
it was a special assigmment for them Yo cause a reformation
of the entire old order; others were meant for the nobility

g1

only, but the peasants thought They were an appeal to
them to fight against all oppression. Luther's gospel of
Christian liberty was changed from the Reformer's meaning of
an imner freedom of the reborn man, to mean freedom from
social injustice and from the economic bondage of feudalisme?°
This may partly explain Luther's later attitude toward the
rebellious peasantse

In March, 1525 the peasants of south-western Germeny

drew up twelve articles, asking of the feudal lords certain

concessions and alleviationsﬂ5 The Twelve Articles are

addressed “To the Christian reader™ and are highly religious
in tone, each arvicle being supported with ample Scripture
passages. Their demands include that the congregation has

the freedom to elect their own priest and that he be supported
by the tithes of the communibty; that the status of villeinage
be abolished; that there should be freedom of hunting; that
the woods be accessible to all; that the services due to the
lord be diminished; that the princes no longer oppress the
peasants; that death dues be abolished; etc. In the twelfth
article the peasants agree to revoke any point that may be
objected to, provided "the same articles are proved as against

the VWord of God, - » o SO soon as this is declared to us by
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reason and Scripture°“9h Some historians feel that the
average sentiment and opinions of the German peasants in
1525, are not to be sought in the extreme radicalism of

Muentzer, but in the nature and tone of the Twelve Articles;

they appear to be quite reasonable and seem to express a
truly Christian sentimente?

Luther at first found this also to be so. But when
the disturbances began to increase in the south, he wrote

his Warning toward Peace Based on the Iwelve Articles,96

which consists of two parts, one addressed to the nobility
and the obther to the peasants. Luther begins the first part,
devoted to insbtructing the nobles, by citing Psalm 7:16: "His
mischief reburns upon his own head, and on his own pate his
violence descendse ™! Hé then accuses the princes and bishops
of opposing the Gospel and oppressing the peasants, warning
them that judgement is sure to come upon them, for it is not
the peasants but God himself who is against them. The princes
only are to blame for the social and political unrest; and the
signs and wonders in heaven and on earth portend their de-

98

structione Luther agrees that the demands of the ITwelve

Articles are reasonsble and show a great deal of restraint on

the part of the peasants; the princes should yield and accept
them, for ILuther himself would have demanded much more°99 In
conclusion the Reformer threatens the nobles for placing the

blame for the disturbances on his doctrines--the peasants shall



112

soon teach them a lesson for such blasphemyoloo

In the second part of the pamphlet Luther turns
to the peasants, his "beloved friends" and “brethren™,
admonishing them not to heed the fanatical preaching of
the enthusiasts who incite them to godless action. It is
ageinst all natural law as well as the Word of God to oppose
the powers that be, no matter how evil they may be,lOl if
you cannot endure it in one city, he advises them, seek
refuge in another, and by the time you have been in all the
cities, Christ will have come to deliver the children of
God;lo2 only do not rebel, for rebellion will only retard
the progress of the Gospel and play into the hands of the
devile In reviewing the first three articles, Luther finds
that the first, about choosing a pastor, is in agreement
with the Word of God. The second, dealing with fhe abolition
of tithes under the pretence of giving the revenue to the
minister and the poor, is outright robbery, for the tithes
belong rightfully to the govermment., The third article,
concerning the sbrogation of villeinage, is quite repulsive
because it implies degrading the spiritual freedom in Christ
to a carnal level., And, after all, did not Abrsham and the
other patriarchs own slaves? The remaining eight articles ’
Luther refers to the judgement of the lawyers, for as a

minister he cannot advise in such things as forest laws,

hunting regulstions, and such like mundane matiters; his duty
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it is to instruct the consciences onlyolo3 In conclusion he
attempts to appease and pacify both sides, stating that a
good conscience must be maintained at all costs.

Excellent as Luther's intenbtions in writing ®the tract
may have been, his exhortation was imprudently expressedeloh
It cannot be doubted that the ambiguous tone was imtcerpreted
by the peasants to their advantage and served to stimulate
rather than to pacify the insurrection. In fact, the document
strikes one as definitely more favourable to the insurgents
thaa to their opponentsolOS At eny rate, Luther's train of
reasoning did not convince the peasants. He first seems bo
state their case and then withdraws, telling them, that un-
bearable as their lot may be, as Christians they have no right
to overthrow the existing order in order to remedy it, because
Christ taught submission to all authority, no mabtber how
tyrannical it may be,lo6 As far as the nobles were concerned,
the pamphlet strengthened their position comsiderably by ad-
nitting their right to oppress their subjects, without fear
of active opposition on the .peasants' part.

After having writbten his traét, Luther tried to ignore
the disturbances which sprang up in various localities, but
when he learned that he was quoted in support of lawlessness
and violence, he was roused to action. On April 16, 1525 he

visited Eisleben and received much first~hand information con-

cerning acts of violence committed by the peasants. He Then



11l

made a tour through the region, risking his life in an

effort to restore peace, bubt his preaching fell on deaf

ears; he became aware of the fact that the situation was

out of handolo7 On May 1, he wrote from Seeburg to John
Ruehel in Mansfeld, urging him to use the sword against the
rebellious peasants, "for those who take the sword must
.perish by the sword;" our conscience need not condemn us in
this harsh treatmentelos Frederick the Wise, who lay on his
death bed at the time the revolt began to increase in
severity, was still of a different opinion, advising his brother,
who was to succeed him, to do all he could to pacify the in-
surgents before finding it necessary to attack themelo9 With
Tthe determination to write another pemphlet treating the dis-
Lurbances, Luther returned to Wittenberg. Oun May 6 he wrote

Against the Murderous and Plundering Bands Among the Peasants,llo

for which he has been severely criticized to this day.

In his Against the Peagsents. luther indicts the rebels

on three charges: They have broken their ocath to the govern=
ment, hence they are subject to arrest and trial; they have
robbed and murdered, therefore, they have deserved death in
body and soul; and they cover all their sins in the name of
Christian brotherhood, thereby blaspheming God and disgracing
his holy nameelll He compares the peasants to a mad dog which
must be destroyed lest it contaminate a whole community. He

calls upon all to flee from the rebels as from the very devil,
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and urges the rulers to put away all scruples about in-~
flicting the death penalty upon the obs-tinate,ll2 In his
previous pamphlet the princes were a set of scoundrels for
the most part; now they are all God's ministers and if they
fel 1 in this war they are true martyrs, whereas whoever is
killed on the peasants' side, will suffer forever in hell,ll?
In conclusion Luther enjoins all nobles to stab, beat and
strangle the peasants, for such strange times have come that
a prince can more easily earn heaven through bloodshed, than
another through prayer.llh

From the circumstances in which the Reformer suddenly
found himself, his attitude towards the peasants can be ex~
plained, but his sharp language cannot be excused and the
wisdom of writing the tract may seriously be doubted, He
must have known that the princes were winning on all sides;
his pamphlet, therefore, could have been dispensed withe The
burgomaster of Zwickau felt the prinbes would have punished the

rebels severely enough even without Luther's advice to do s0.+tl?

But in addition to his unfortunate experiences with Carlstadt

and Muenbzer, Luther had definite reasons for writing so harshly

against the peasantsollé From his writings we learn that Luther
suffered greatly from the accusation of his enemies that he was
responsible for the Peasauts' Revolt, and of this he had to
clear himself, even at the expense of the peasants if necessary,

lest the princes should teke a similar view and stop supporting
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his reform movement.ll7

Luther's treatment of the revolting peasants had its
serious effects. Not only did the peasants and his enemies
accuse Luther of flatteriﬁg'the nobles in his support against
the rebels, but even friends became apprehensive about the
Reformer. Had he not, they asked, dismissed all kindness and
mercy? By advocating gruesome deeds in order to merit heaven,
had he not betrayed his principle of justification by faith
elone?t10 At first Luther tried to ignore these objectibns,
for he had a good conscience about all thisetl? In July,
however, he decided to explain and justify his severe pamphlet

by publishing his & Circular Lebter Concerning the Hard Booklet

Against the Peasants,leo In it he emphatically states that he

will not retract anything in his former booklet, and he does not
care waether it displeases men or not, as long as it pleases
God., Whether one should be merciful or not is of little im=-
portance when the Word of God is plain concerning a certain
issue. One cammot persuade a rebel with reason, for he will not
listen to sense; thess peasants must be answered with the fist

.
until the blood gushes forth from the noseele" That the princes

in punishing the insurgents too often abuse their power, i1s none

iy
=t

of Luther's concern, for from him they have not learned this,
and, what is more, they shall have to account for thelr own

iniquity. He is far from flettering the nobles; in The near

future he shall write against them as well. Had the authorities
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listened to his persistent warning against the fanstical
pregchérs before the war, Luther concludes, all the misery
and bloodshed could have been preven@edolgz
Before the end of 1525 the main revolt was brutally
subdued. The Reformer himself assumed thet & word from him
would have gone far to turn the scale in favour of the rebels.
It was he, he said, who was responsible for the deaﬁh of the
peasants, “for I commanded them to be s}.aughteredo“lg3 On
sy 2% Luther wrote again to John Ruehel, who was moved with
compassion towards the suffering peasents, not to teke it oo
hard, for had God not judged the rebels, Satan would have done
even more hanmelgh"ﬁhen.the bhumane noblemen, Heinrich von
Hinsiedel, was troubled in his conscience about the corvees
and heavy dues which the peasants continued to pay after the
war, he asked Luther for counseia Tne Reformer replied the
"sommon man® ought to have burdens imposed upon him, for
otherwise he would become ovarbearing.lz§ Commenting a little
later in ome of his sermons on the condition of slavery in
Abrahem's time, Luther stated: "IY were even a good thing were
it still so. For else no man may compel nor bame The servile
£01%. ™20 puther could well say in 1526:
am almost inclined to bo&aﬁ that since the time of the
apostles the temporal sword and government have never been
so clearly described or so highly praised as by me. &ven
my enemies must admit this. Dut the sincers gratitude I
have thereby earned as a reward is this that my doctrine is

reviled and condemned as seditious and as striking at the
zovernmentel27

b=t
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The suppression of the Peasants' Revolt had also an
unfortunate effect on the Lutheran reformation movement. The
peasants' hope That Lutheranism would become the means of af-
fectbing & social and political reformation was blasted, and the
new movenent, as a result, ceased to be popular; the peasants
were bitterly disillusioned and hopelessly alienated from all
that Luther stood for. Southern Germeny, where the war had raged
most, either remained faithful to Roman Catholicism or else
diverted to Anabapbism which in 1525 began to spread rapidly,lE8
There seems to be evidence that the Anabaptists used the
Peasants! Revolt as propaganda for the furtherance of their type
of Christianity.'2” A4t any rate, it is undenizble that the
feilure of the peasant movement in 1525 drove many simple folk

120

into the arms of inabaptisme Luther thus had played into the

hends of his enemiese
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CHAPTER VI

LUTHER AND THE EVANGELICAL AWABAPTISTS, I

Origins and Spread of Anabaptism

There are three views concerning the origin of
Ansbaptism. The oldest view, represented by Karl Holl, holds
that the beginning of Anabaptism is to be found in the
#Zwickau Prophets™ and Thomas Muentzer., That these prophets,
although advocating +the abolition of infant baptism, never
re~baptized adults, has ably been pointed out by recent hiSf
toriansel The othef view holds that Zurich, Zwitzerland,
is the cradle of the Anabaptist movement.2 A third, more
recent view sees the beginning of Ansbaptism in Germany as
well as in Switzerland, pointing out that the Germen Ana-
baptists were more radical and fanatical, whereas the Swiss
were more quietistic and pious.5 With some modifications we
may accept the 1ast view,

Uontemporary writers and historians do not present a
uniform picture of the origin of tThe Anabaplbists. Sebastian
Franck, for example, mentions none of the Swiss leaders by
name; as far as he is concerned such South-=German Ansbaptists
as Dr. Balthasar Hubmaier, Hams Denck, Rinck and Hauns Hut are
the leading men of the movement. Urbanus Bhegius names Denck
only as the distinguished leader. Luther and Melanchton, as we

shall see, apparently did not kmnow the Swiss Anabaptists too

127
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Well.h' It has been, however, quite well established that the
first adult baptism during the Reformation was performed in
4o0llikon, mear Zurich, on January 21, 152505 After a group
Bible study, one George Blaurock asked Conrad Grebel to baptize
~him for the sake of God with the true Christian baptism, where=
upon Grebel, although not ordained to the ministry, performed
the rite. Blaurock in turn baptized Grebel, Felix Manz,
Broetli and others who were presenteé On the same night the
first fnabaptists were banished from Zurich., Hans Denck, who
represented the South-German Anabaptist“movement, was alsoc on
January 21 banished from Nuernberg by the Lutheran authorities.
In 1526 Denck was baptized by Hubmaier, who had been in close
contact with the Swiss Brethren, and.in liay of the same year
Denck baptized Hans Hut, his friend, who had been considerably
influenced by liuent,er's apocalyptic views. In the fall of
1526 the representétives of both Anabapbist wings met for a
conference in Strassburg, where their differences soon became

apparent. Hens Denck, a follower of the Germen Theology,

emphasized faith and love in contrast to the Swiss baptists!
emphasis on the external Word snd rites such as baptism,7

The Swiss Schleitheim Confession8 of 1527 repudiated the South=-

German group because of their more mystical straine Thus
~ the two wings of the Anabaptist movement, although having had
considerable contact with each other, had sprung up as well as

followed their courses independent of each other,
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The story of the break between Ulrich Zwingli, the Swiss
Reformer; and the Swiss Brethren has besn well recounted,lo
We only want to add that the schism was occasioned by insigni-
ficent details, such as Conrad Grebel's opposition to usury
and tithes,ll the use of leavened bread in Holy Communion, the
mixing of wine with water, and others, all of which Zwingli
regarded as unimportant triv;alitiesol2 Grebel and his group
looked upon this indifference as a false forbearance towards
Catholic practices; from reading the Bible the Ansbaptists
felt that more radicalism in these matters was neededet’ What
Zwingli as well as Luther, no doubt, sincerely considered %o
be wisdom and prudence, "Grebel saw ag a spiritless slipping
along, as a compromising yielding which was bound to result in
serious danger to the cause of the.Gospelaﬁlb' But the funda=
mental issue in the dispute between the Anabaptists and the
Reformers, was the question of a voluntary Church composed of
adult believers, which the Anabaptists advocated and the Re-
formers rejectedol5. That the Anabaptists had a right and a
holy obligation to judge all practices, actions and doctrines,
They were in no doubt. Especially Luther had long since
advocated this right on the part of all laymenelé But the
Reformers had not anticipated this turn of events; what they
at one time had applied to Catholic doctrines, the Anabapbists
now applied to the doctrines of the Reformerss

Until recently it was held that the Anabaptists all
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belonged to the lower strata of society. While this may

be true as far as their later development is concerned,

in their initial stages this was not so., Paul Peachey.

in a recent study has attempted to trace the social back=
ground of the Swiss Anabaptists, and he has found that they
originated in the cities and consisted of leading humanists
(Grebel), priests, monks, evangelical preachers (liichael
fluest), scholars (Felix Manz), and a few noblemenel7 This
fact seems to be proof enough that economic dissatisfaction
and considerations have not played appreciable parts in the
rise of Anabaptism;la in its incepticn the movement was
purely religiousel9 Bven the first peasants who were
baptized by the Anabaptist leaders, were not concerned pri-
marily about earthly goods but with their relationship to
Godo2° This is seen from their powerful, emotional ex-

perience which resembled that of Luther's, and which was

the direct result of the preaching of the first Anabaptistsoez
As a result of persecution, however, the movement was soon
deprived of its spiritual and intellectual leadership.

Added to this cams the defeat of the peasants, after which
the disillusioned masses listened eagerly to any preacher
who promised them redemption in this world or the next,
Remarkable success accompanied the Anabaptist preaching .-
in the southern regions of Germany, with the result that the

movement in many instances degenerated to hatred of the
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nobility and the mag;istz"eﬁce.'s.,2)—lr The culmination of this
religious movement was the erection of the Anabaptist
kingdom in Muenster.

Two forces caused the Anabaptists to spread rapidly
in all directions. Persecution and the social element have
been referred to already. Felix Manz was The first to be
drowned by the command of the authorities of Zurich with the
approval of Zwingli.25 The rest were able to escape death
by fleeing, propagating their gospel wherever they wente
The other force which caused this rapid spread was the inner
urge of the Ansbaptists to evangelize all men. Ho matter
whether it involved persecution, suffering or death, they
felt God's call to convey their views and experiences to
others, Luther, no doubt, had contributed to thié conviction,
for in 1522 he had written: *The greatest work that follows
from faith is that with my mouth I confess Lhrist, sealing
that confession with my blood and, if it is so to be, laying
down my life for it, "0 1 1523 he had sbtated that if there
were not sufficient ministers to preach the Gospel, ley
Christisns were required to assume This task, for obedience

. 27

to the Word of God was supreme; when God calls, a Christian

must even be willing to forsake father, mother, relatives, the

28 When the Ansabaptists, however,

goverment and the Church.
followed his utterances to the letter, Luther opposed them on

the basis that the great commission of Christ to go into all
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the world to proclaim the Gospel, applied to apostolic
time only; at present all men ought to remain in their
particular calling.29 But the success of these "hedge-
preachers”, as Luther called them, was phenominal. s
early as 1531, Sebastisn Franck wrote:
The Anabeptists spread so rapidly that their teaching
soon covered the land es it were. They soon gained a
large following, and baptized thousands, drawing to
themselves meny sincere souls who had a zeal for God.
. « « They increased so rapidly that the world feared
an uprising by them though I have learned that this
fear had no justification_Whabsoever.Bo
Thus from a small beginning in Zurich. the Swiss Brethren
had influenced the South-German Anesbaptists, whence the
movement spread eagbward along the Danube river, giving
rise to the Hutterian Brethrean, and northward along the

Fhine vealley, influencing the Low=CGerman eand Netherland

Z
Anabaptists,Jl

Luther's Early Contact with Anabaptism

As late as 1528. Luther admitted that he knew very
little concerning Anabaptism and its teachings. Electoral
Saxony, he states in a letter, is still free of such ministers
as Balthasaf Fubmaier who teaches perverted doctrines. Until
now he has had little occasion to Think seriously about the
matter of baptisme’= The Ansbaptists, it must be noted,
confined their activities to Hesse because of Duke Fhilip's
leniency towards them, Luther's knowledge of Anabaptism,

therefore, was of a second~hand nature, derived largely from
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such prejudiced persons as FPhilip Melanchton, Urbanus
Fhegius and some students who came to Wittenberg.55 Yet
Luther's admission of not being familiar with these people,
shows that he at first differentisted between the Ana=-
baptists and the Wittenberg and Zwickau fanatics, with whom
he was acquainted all too well.

Of this difference between the radical groups Luther
must have become aware through a letter which Conrad Grebel
had written to him in September, 152, The letter has been
lost but the intention of writing. Grebel ammounced to Vadian,
his brother-in-lew, on Sepbtember 3{ 1520, stating that he had
found courage to admonish Luther's leniency towards certain
practicesagh- From Gerhard Wesbterburg, whom Carlstadt had
sent to the Grebel group to announce his coming to Zurich,
Grebel must have learned concerning Luther's attitude towards
the radical Wittenbergers. The Heformer's treatment of Carl=-
stadt had apparently enraged the Swiss.2? Then from Conrad
Grebel's letter to Thomas Muentzer on September 5, 152, we
learn of the content of Grebel's letter to Luther. The Swiss
leader writes:

I, C. Grebel, desired to write to Luther in the name of
all of us to admonish him to desist from his forbearance
which he is practising without the support of Scripture,
and which he is promoting in the world and in which
others are following hime o « ¢ So I wrote in my name
and of the other brethren to Luther and admonished him to

desist from the false forbearance of the weak, which weak
ones they themselves aree’
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Luther had received the letter, for BErhard Hegenwalt, a
student at Wittenberg from 152l to 1526, reported in a letter
to Grebel early in 1525, that he had inguired whether the
Reformer proposed to answer Grebel's letter. Luther had re-
plied that since he did not know how or what to answer Grebel,
he did not intend to respond to the leﬁter° Yet Luther sent

greetings through Hegemwalt to the group in Zurich, so that

the Swiss would not think that he, Luther, was *ill-disposed®.

towards them, although he disliked some of their idease37
The fact that Luther was unable to answer Grebel. may imply
that the Swiss had presented some good scriptural arguments
to support their position,58

It was not long before the relations between Witten=
berg and the fnebaptists clouded. Grebel and Hegenwalt con=-
timed to exchange letters on such subjects as the spirit,
the call +to preaching, the Lord's Supper and infant baptism.
Hegenwalt soon warned Grebel not to be as radical on these
issues, and grguped him with Carlstadt and other fanatics who
denied the Real Presence, He also announced that Luther at
the time was Writing.a pamphlet which would tear all the
arguments of the enthusiasts %o piece8939 And Luther. as
early as March, 1525 wrote concerning some fanatics, who had
come from Holland and whom he later identified with the Ang=
baptists: "We have here a new sort of prophets come from

Antwerp who pretend that the Holy Spirit is nothing more than



135

the natural reason and intellect. ™80 It is obvious that
these were not true Anabapbists. On December 31, 1527 he
wrote: “The new sect of Anabaptists is making astonishing
progress. Tthey are people who conduct themselves with
very great outward propriety, and go through fire and water
without flinching in support of their doctrines. "l

In the meantime the Swiss Reformers and the Ana-
baptists had joined Carlstadt in his attack upon the Real
Fresence. Lumping all of these Sacramentarians together,
Luther released in 1527 a treatise entitled. Against the
§§§husiasts.h2 There are various sects that oppose us,
Luther laments in it, and all pretend to base their teach-
ings on the Word of God, but in one thing they are all the
same: they are all united in persecuting (_‘?hr'ist.L'e'3 A1l of
his writings, the Reformer feels, are of no avail against
these fanatics; they simply despise him and do not even
bother to refute his arguments sufficiently. Their great
success stems from the devil who blinds the eyes of those
who are unwilling +to accept the truthebb' In writing against
them he is not trying to convert them from their errors, for
this is impossible, but he wishes to enlighten the weak and
save them from perdition, as well as demonstrate to sll that
he has ncthing in common with these fanatics, nor will he
ever be one of them,hE Believing firmly in his heart that

their doctrines are from the devil, he cannot help but
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condemn them; yet as soon as one looks disapprovingly upon
these famatics, they have a martyr's complex and heap upon

L6

themselves all the crowns of glory, They first begin the
struggle with him and then later accuse him of not keeping
the peace; and, after all, who can keep peace when such

vital issues as the Real Presence are at stake. Luther does
not believe the fanatics are wilfully evil, but they are
blinded to such an extent that they are unable to perceive
the devil working in them=--how tragic this is when one thinks
of the truly talented men among ‘chemel‘!'7 In conclusion Luther
warns all cities which harbour these enthusiasts to be
seriously on guard against them, for while these people may
have good intentions, they have no control over the spirit
which works within them. “Muentzer is dead, but his spirit

is not quenched as ;y‘et.ﬂb‘8

Ansbaptism and Revolubionary Radicalism

In view of Lutherfs grouping the Anabaptists together
with all the other enthusiasts, we must investigate whether
there was any considerable connection between the Anabaptists
and the radicels like Carlstadt and in particular Thomas
Muentzer. There is a tendency among some Mennonite theologians
and historians to disown all those radicals of the sixteenth
century who failed to conform strictly to the ideals and
practices of the Grebel group and the beliefs of the Mennonites

of todayob9 Bven the gentle, but somewhat mysticelly inclined
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Hans Denck, is not considered to be a true Anabaptist°5o

While the Reformers' assertion that the “Zwickau Prophets”
were the founders of AnabaptismSl has no historical founda=-
tion, it is equally unhistorical to disclaim the influence

of the radicals on, and their connection with the more
peaceful Anabaptists. To a certain extent the whole radical
movement was revolutionary in nature. Both groups, the

more quietistic as well as the more radical, were desperate

in their defensiveness as en outlawed movement, and even the
Swiss Brethren were not wholly free from excesses and untoward

5e

trends. George Blaurock, one of the acclaimed leaders of
the early Swiss Anabaptists, for example, attempted on January
29, 1525 to usurp the pulpit from the Zwinglisn pastor in
Zollikon near Zurich., The attempt failed the first time, but
on October & at Hinwil, Blaurock had more success. IHe entered
the pulpit while the pastor happened to be absent, told the
congregation he had been sent by God to preach to them, and
then delivered his sermon. As a résult of the first incident
the Anabaptists at Zollikon were scattered and on Januvary 30,
1525 Blaurcck, Felix lianz and some baptized farmers were
arrested.®? Other Anabaptists like Ludwig Haetzer, for example,
sympethized with the Peasants! Revolt, but there is no evidence
that any took part in it.5u

There were also direct contacts between the Swiss

Anabaptists and the Wittenberg radicals.”’” Carlstadt's writings
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.on the mass, which he published at the end of October, 152

when he arrived in Bagel, were well known to the Grebel
group, but there is no reason to believe that the Swiss Ana-
baptists did not get their views concerning the Last Supper
from Zwingli.56 At the end of 152, however, Carlstadt
made personal contacts with the Swiss Brethren at Zurich,
but he left them soon;57 why Carlstadt did not remain with
the Anabaptlists is not imown 98 Nevertheless, to please
the Swiss Brethren. Carlstadt wrote a pamphlet against
infant baptism;59 Grebel in turn had been attracted to the
man because he had accomplished abt Wittenberg what he and
his group attempted to do in Zurichaéo But Carlstadt's
influence was felt in Zurich in a more concrete way. On
September 2, 1523 Ludwig Haetzer published in Zurich a
tract against the use of imeages in churches, which initiated
the iccnoclastic campaign led by Zwingli. This tract, as
Garside has shown from its structure, thought, line of
;rgumsnt and passages cited, depended wholly on Carlstadt's
pamphlet against images which was published in Wittenberg
on January, 1522, Thus there exists a comnecting link be=
tween the image breaking in Wittenberz and that in Zurioh,61
That Thomas Muentzer had any appreciable influence

on the Anabapbists in Switzerland, is dou'btfuleé2 The state=

ment of Heinrich Bullinger, successor to Zwingli, that the

Swiss Anabaptists made persomal comtacts with this revolutionist




139

is highly suspect of falsification of facts or of gross
error at best; nob even Zwingli, to whose advantage it

63

would have been to do so, charged the Brethren with this,

But that the Swiss Brethren sought to estbablish contact
with Muentgzer after they had read some of his theclogical

(not revolutionary) pamphlets, camot be denied, In the

neme of the radical group in Zurich, Conrad Grebel wrote on

.

Sepbember 5, 1524 a most interesting 1e§ter to Muéntzer,éE
at the time preacher at Alstedt. The letter never reached
iluentzer, for by then he was not in Alstedt any more,.

This letter has been of considerable embarrassment
o lennonite historians, for opponents of the Anabaptist
movement have pointed to passages in it which seem to con-
firm their assumption that all radical groups were similar
in nabure. Harold Bender, in his excellent biography of
Grebel, has ably dealt with this subject, but he seems to

go to the other extreme when he states somewhat emphatically:

On the other hand-~and this is its primary purpose--it
constitutes a strong criticism of Muentzer. In fact
the whole epistle, except for the short introduction
and the similarly short conclusion, is cast ip the form
of an admonition and instruction to Muentzer,>°

A brief review of Grebel's lebter will show that the Swiss

Brethren wished to convey more to Muentzer than mere in-

struction and criticism.
Grebel addresses Wuentzer thus: "To the sincere and

true proclaimer of the gospel, Thomas iuentzer at Allstedt
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in the Hartz, our true and beloved brother with us in
Christ°“67 Grebel then announces the purpose of his
writing. First, he desires Muentzer's fellowship: o « »
and request thee like a brother to communicate with us by
writinge o o o BSecondly, Christ who is the master of all
true believers “has moved us and compelled us to make
friendship and brotherhoods « » o° Thirdly, "to bring the
following points to thy attemtion.” Fourthly, your “writings
of two tracts on fictitious faith has further prompted us™
to write o youo68 Grebel then makes it quite clear that
he and his group were deploring the “false forbearance” of
the Reformers before they had learned about Muentzer, but
by his writings they were “more fully informed and confirmed,
and it rejoiced us wonderfully that we found one who was of
the same Christian mind with us and dared to show the evange-
lical preachers their lacke o . , 109

Grebel then objects to luentzer's use of the mass
translated into German, as well as his hymns in the worship
service. Since the Apostles nowhere in the Bible command
us to sing, we ought not to do so; only those things should
be observed which were practised and taught in Scriptures7o
Detailed regulations are then given as to how the Last Supper
is to be administered: Not in priestly garments; not by a
minister but by a lay brother; not in "temples® but in houses;

only worthy members may participate; simple bread is to be
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"

used; . o o the bread is nought but bread. In faith, it
is the body of Christ and the incorporation with Christ

and the Brethren. . . o for the Supper is an expression of

fellowship, not a liass and sacramemt, 7/l The writer then
somewhat apologetically adds: “Let tais suffice, since thou
are much better insfructed about the Lord's Supper, and we
only sbate things as we understand them. If we are not in

w7

the right, teach us better.
Cqmmen%iné on Muentzer's and Carlstadt's opposition

to the Nittenberg Reformers, Grebel has nothing but praise:

e o o Tthou and Carlstadt are esteemed by us the purest

proclaimers and preachers of the purest VWord of God, "3

Their opposition to Luther and lluentzer's devotional pamphlets

have fortified the Swiss Brethren and have instructed them

"beyond measure us who are poor in spirit. “T4 ®nd so we are

i1

in harmony on all points,” Grebel continues, "except that we
have learned with sorrow that thou hast set up tablets, for

which we Find no text or exsmple in the New Testament,"!?

Then a short paragraph of only thirteen lines follows To ad-
ﬁonish Muentzer not to employ the sword, for it is against

the express bteaching of the Hew Testament.76 Grebel concludes:
“Regard us as thy brethren and take this letter as an expression
of great joy and hope toward you through God, and admonish,

comfort, and strengthen us as thou art well able. 77

On account of rain. the messenger was delayed in
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advancing the letter, and in the meantime the Swiss had
heard about Muentzer's preaching of violence against the
princes. Grebel then adds a postscript to the letter, and,
surprising enough, in only five lines he admonishes Muentzer
to drop this point from his program. “Then wilt thou be

completely pure, who in obther points pleasest us better than

anyone in this German and other countries,"78 The greater
part of the postscript is devoted to strengthening lMuentzer
in the face of Luther's hostile attitude and threatening
writings sgainst him, The writer councludes the postscript
by drawing Muentzer's attention to their fellowship in
suffering:

llay God give grace to thee and us. For our shepherds

also are so wroth and furious against us rail at us as

knaves from the pulpit in public, and call us Satanas

in angelos lucis con versos. We too shall in time see
persecution come upon us through theme 19

Grebel and his group sign, “thy brethren, snd seven new
young Muentzer's against Luther. o o o"80

The letter, as pointed out, never reached its des-
tination, but we may draw some conclusions from its content.
Grebel's criticism of Muentzer is not the primary object of
the letter, as Bender would have us believe, but is only in-
cidental. This does not mean that the Swiss Anabaptists
agreed theologically with Muentzer, but Grebel, although he
is somewhat uneasy aboul this revolutionist, seems to hush

over the points which were objectionable to him and his group.
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Even after learning concerning liuentzer's revolutionary
sermons, the postscript is written in much milder language
Than one would expect from a peace=loving group. The pri=
mary object of writing the letter was to establish contact
and fellowship with a person who was somewhat akin to the

Anabaptists and who underwent similar experiences and suf-

ferings. True, Grebel knew liuentzer from his writings only

and that before the Peasants' Revolt, but even after his

tragedy, it must not be forgotten, many sincere people con=
vinued to sympathize with Muentzer. Years after the war

some Hutterites, a branch of the evangelical Anabaptists,
continued to look upon Muentzer as a great man, not blaming
him at all for the uprising, and his death was looked upon

as innocent blood. 4s far as they are concerned, luentzer
was a "talented" men who taught about God and concerning

his living vord and its heavenly voice against the biblicists

(Buchstaebler).81 Only after Luther's propaganda concerning

lMuentzer's crimes had penetrated more deeply, did this re-

volutionary figure assume a darker color in the eyes of the
people, At any rate, Grebel and his group were disappointed

in the men from whom they sought sympathetic understanding

and assistance; zlone and forsaken they had to face persecution
and martyrdom,

said this much, we must guard against over=

emphasizing the connection between Anabaptism and the



1,

revolutionary radicalse. The evangelical Anabaptists were

in general peaceful and nonresistant, repudiating all re-
course to violence; in their preaching “an apocalyptic note nay
occasionally have been sounded, though it was not character=
istic of the movement as a whole."02 Even Lowell Zuck, after
having oriticized the Mennonite historians severely for re-
fusing to acknowledge any objectionable trends in the Ang=
baptist movement,a5 in conclusion admits: “A remarkable

aspect of early Ansbaptism is thus not so much its occasional
violence, as its frequent exhibition of sobriety and good

sense amidst emotional upheaval and martyrdom.ﬂBh Thus while
Luther had some occasion to look with suspicion upon all dis-
senting groups, we cannot excuse him for wilfully lumping

them all together; a man of Luther's reputation should have

at least taken the pains ‘o investigate., The struggle, however,

which ensued between him and them, blinded his eyese
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CHAPTER VII

LUTHER AKD THE EVANGELICAL ANABAPTISTS, II

\dult versus Infant Baptism

The most distinguishing mark of the Anabaptists was -
their rejection of infant baptism and the adoption of adult
baptism. or, as they called it, believers baptism, With this -
they not only challenged the prevalent practice of baptizing
infants, but also the belief in baptismal regenerationt held
by Catholics and Lutherans alike° The Anabaptists claimed
that infant baptism was an invention of the pope, but this
merely shows the prevalling ignorance of Church histonyog
The belief in the remission of sins in connection with the bap=
tismal act, can be traced as far back as the primitive Churoh,3
lgnatius, bishop of Antioch (ob. in Rome 4.D, 117), the Didache,
Justin the Martyr (ob. in Rome 4,D, 165), the second Letter
of Clement, originating between A.D, 135 and 150, Tertullian,
Cyprien, and St, Augustine, all held to the view of baptismal
regenerationeb' Infant baptism seems to have been the rule from
the fourth century on., That the practice, however, was in use
before this, is evident from the writings of Tertullian (4.D, 197).
Because this Church Father did not believe in the post-baptismal
forgiveness of sins, he condemned pedobaptism, asking. for a
delay in baptism until adolescence or until after marriageg5 He

writes in his book conceraning baptism: *Hore caution is shown in

151
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earthly things. Should one entrust a heavenly possession

to & person to whom one would not entrust an earthly? . «

.

Let them first understand to ask for salvation so that it may

ub

be granted to them at their rag uest, "

In the fourth century several sects arose which
attacked the sacraments 1acludlbo baptism. The Donatists who

believed thet the vali ty of baptism depends on the moral

character of the baptizer, rebaptized all those who seceded to

them from the Catholic Church.! St Augustine called in the
help of the civil power against the Donatists when his efforts

8 The Paulicians and

to secure unity in the Church failed,
the Jovinians9 rejected both infant baptism and baptismal re-
generation. Baptism weas fo follow conscious faith and was
believed to be an outward sign of the inner transformation
wrought by faith. The Jovinians were coudemned as heretics by
Jerome, Ste Augustine, Ambrose and a Roman synod in 4.D, 59OelO

In the twelfth century Peter de Bruys of France and

Henry of Lousanne, a Cluniac monk, followed in the footsteps of

the fourth century herstics. Peter the Venerable in referring
to the regions of their activity lamented that people there were
rebaptized, churches profaned, altars overbthrown, and monks were
. L S .
compelled by terror and torture to marry. Arnold of Brescia,
student and defender of Feter Abelard, led the radical movement
in northern Italy; he also rejected the baptism of infants. By

118l the Arnoldists had to some extent united with the Waldensiansl®
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who were not %too clear on bapbism. Some rebaptized adults,
others simply laid on hands instead of baptism, and still
others practised infant baptismel3 Sﬁnilarly the Bohemién
Brethren, who arose shortly after the Hussite wars, practised
both infant bapbism snd rebaptized those who Jjoined them.
Sarly in the sixteenth century to ward off persecution, the
Bohemian Brethren admitted that "paptism is to be administered
to children.also,"lh‘thus giving expression to what they be=
lieved and practised before,

This brief historical sketch will have shown that
opposition to infant baptiam did not originate with the Ana-
baptists of the sixteenth century; nor was opposition to
Anabaptism something new. A4s we shall see in another chapter,
the old Justinian laws against rebaptizers were revived and
enforced with the utmost severity,

The Anabaptists sincerely believed that their views
concerning baptism were in harmony with the Word of Godel5 For

his belief they were willing to suffer persecution and even

<t

martyrdom. Menno Simons' summary of this position is character=

¥}

istic of all Anabaptistse “. o o we are driven only,™ he writes,

"by o God=fearing feith which we have in the Word of God to
. al6
baptize and to be baptized, and by nothing else,™ In his book-

let entitled Christisn Baptism (1539) Menno elaborates on three

reasons for baptizing adults and not infents. First, Christ

conmended that faith precede baptism;l7 secondly the Apostles
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taught believers baptisﬁ;lB thirdly, the Apostles practised
adult baptism onlyal9 Conrad Grebel in his letter to
luentzer gives us also a good plcture as to what the Ana-
baptists believed concerning baptisme. Before a man is baptigzed,
Grebel writes, he must have faith in the redeeming work of
Christ who forgives the repentant sinner. Water baptism is
only a sign or symbol of what has taken place in the heart;
"+ « o so that the water does not confirm or increase faith,
as the scholars at Wittenberg say, and does not give very
great comfort mnor is it the final refuge on the death bed, #20
Baptismal regeneraﬁion is rejected because it dishonours “faith
and the suffering of Christe o o oﬁEl As far as unbaptized
children are concerned, they will be saved without faith on
the merit of Christ's death., Infant baptism Grebel condemns
as "senseless” and “blasphemous®;, and “combrary to all
Scripturegnge

Luther did not quarrel much with the Catholic doctrine
on baptisme 41l he had against it was, as he put it, their
teaching that after man has fallen into sin, the effects of
baptism are erased and the simmer has to perform certain works
to come back to gracee23 In 1519, when the Anabaptists had not
appeared as yet, Luther still emphasized faith in commection
with baptism. "Baptism certainly does not Jjustify without faith,”
he'wrote,‘”but faith does justify without baptism; thersfore no

part of justification may be ascribed to baptism.“zh Moreover,
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since baptism signifies the drowning of the old man,
children should be immersed completely in.water.25 Although
water baptism does wash away sin, a life of sanctification
and faith must follow in order to validate one's baptism, At
this time Luther valued baptism so highly because the priest-
hood of all believers was derived from it; bapbtism makes all
men equal before God, thus abrogating the sacerdotal function
of the Churche26
These early\'general views on baptism soon gave way to
& more precise teaching on the subject. In the appearance of
the iAnabapbists. Luther saw his theology threatened with ruin
and as a result he had ‘o redefine his position. In baptism
he now begen to see more and more a means of receiving the
grace of God, and this was best illustrated in the baptism of
infants who are completely passive in this act of Gode =l Ste
Augustine's statements on baptism became now very precious to
the Reformer; especially the following statement he described
as a “beautiful saying™: “In baptism there is remitted all our
sin, not as if it no longer existed, but that it is not imputedo“za
Upon the question of two clerics from southern Germeny
in 1528 as to what to do with the Anabaptists who infested their
regions, Luther found occasion to elaborate more fully on the

2

subject of baptism. In his pamphlet Concerning Rebaptimm™” he

accuses the Anabaptists of murdering Christians by denying the

sacramental value of baptism; even the papists are better in
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this, for they at least leave Christ to the people,so To
baptize upon faith, as the Anabaptists pretend to do, is
ridiculous, for how can one be certain whether there is

faith in the person being baptized? Such a baptism is

actually a “baptism of advenﬁureﬁ051 One should not baptize
upon faith but on ‘the sure foundation of the Word of Gode
Luther believes that since infant baptism has been practised
since the begimning of Christianity, it should not be

changed; God would not have permitted Christians to be in the
dark about such an important matter for so long952 Further=
more, how can the Anabaptists say children cannot have faith
when there is no scriptural basis for such an assertion? Did
not little John the Baptist leap in his mother's womb as a
result of faith (Luke 1:41)?93 Aand, after all, is it not
possible for Christ to implant saving faith in the hearts of
infents? Infant baptism is most beautiful, Luther contimues,
for children are "not concerned to do any kind of effort or

any kind of work, completely free, sure and blessed alone
through the glory of their baptisr.q.,"ﬁ“L Just as the 0ld Testament
children were received into the covenant of God through circum=
cision, so are the children of the new dispensation received
into the covenant of Christ through baptisma35 In fact, Christ
has commanded to baptize all nations which no doubt includes
the children as well,56 loreover, just as faith remains with

en adult in his unconscious condition, such as sleep, for
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example, similerly faith can begin in infants Though they
are unaware of it,57 The objection that many priests did
not truly believe while adninistering baptism, Luther refutes
by referring to the Donatists‘of old who held the same errors;
the validity of the sacraments does not depend on the moral
Character of the person administering them@38 Judging from
their gross errors, the Reformer concludes, it is evident that
the Anabaptists are blasphemers of God and messeangers from the
devile39

although Luther pursued his later arguments on the
subject along these general lines, there were other points
which he emphasized as time went on, A& year later in his

Small Catechism the Reformer stated that it is not the water

which saves the person, but the fiord of God which is attached
to the water and man's faith which accepts the Wbrdgbo In
1530 he wrote that if adults only should be baptized, most
people would live like pagans until the very hour of their
death before desiring to be baptized; they would thus neglect
coming to hear the Word of God, for non-Christians are indif-
ferent to spiritual things. To examplify this, Luther refers
Tto St. Augustine who was not baptized till he was thirty years
old, falling as a result inbo the heresy of the Manichaes,
When the Anabaptists demied the sacramental nature of baptism,
Luther in 1535 argued to the contrary, stating that baptism has

all three requirements of a sacrament. It has the external
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element (water), it has the Word of God attached to the
element, and, most important of all, it is backed by the
command of {“xh:r‘ist.,h2 Since this is so, our faith or unbe-
lief do not affect the sacrament of baptism at all. If the
candidate for baptism belisves, well for him; if he does not
have faith, and if he refuses to believe after baptism, he
will have received the sacrament for his own dannationoh5
Since God sttaches such importance to beptism, it is the
greatest blasphemy to cell it a dog's bath or simply bath
water as the Ansbaptists doem‘L

It is needless to say that the Anabaptists were not
slow to counter=attack Luther's arguments, In his Foundation

of Christian Doctrine (1 ), Menno Simons expressed surprise
2 £

at Luther's belief in a dormant faith in infants of which the
Bible had nothing to say. "If Luther writes this as his
sincere opinion,” Menno states, "then he proves that he has
writben in vain a great deal concerning faith and its power,
But if he writes this to please men, may God have mercy on
hime » o o5 ienno then goes on to refute Luther's arguments
peint by péint on the basis of his interpretation of Scripture,

His reasoning is quite lozical and some argunents have weight,
others are just as feeble as some of the Reformer's arguments
. U "I

in support of infant bapbisme Nothing, however, could move

Luther from his position. In a letter of December 17, 153} o

Prince Joachim of Avhalt, he asked the prince to stand sponsor
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on his daughter's baptism in order, as he stated, %o help
"the poor little heathen out of her sinful stats by nature

into +the most blessed new birthe o o eﬁh?

State Church versus Free Church

Luther charged the Anabaptists with legalism for
meking such great issue about ’bap’cis.mob‘8 While the right
adninistration of baptism was important to them, it was not
The act of baptism itself which dominsted the thinking of the
Anabaptists; it was rather their concept of the Church which
was so closely connected with beptisme From reading Luther's
Germen edition of the New Testament and possibly from the
Reformer's own teaching on the subject, the Anabaptists

.

arrived at the conclusion that the Church must be composed

; . Lo
of voluntary believers and must be seperated from the state.
Infent baptism was diemetrically opposed to this concept,
Before looking more closely at this idea of a free Church, we
must review Luther's position on the question of Church and
state in order to appreciate more fully the Anabaptists'
dissent,

In his defense of the thirteenth thesis against
BPr. Bck in 1519, Luther asserted that the Church, the Una
Sancte, is "the Communion of Saints®; those who truly believe

4 Y s 5 0 s o B , i

belong to the Lhurch of Christ. In his "ectures on Romans

he had spoken of the Church as a persecuted remnant, ot Between

1522 and 1527 Luther attempted to establish & Church composed of




earnest Christians, who not ounly professed the Gospel but also
lived it. He thought at first of entering the names of such
pious people in a special book, thus separating them from the
nominal Christianse He himself then proposed to be the minister
of this saintly group while someone else would serve the larger
congregation. Luther concluded, however, that he would not
have a sufficient number of such dedicated people to reslize

. 52 . C e .
his plan. The excuse may have been an indication of his know-
ledge that the princes would not have tolerated such a church
within the Church@53

The idea of a separste Church remained with Luther

throughout his life. As late as 1538 he declared in a sermon
that Church and state "must remain severed and separated from
each other if-we are to preserve the true Gospel and the true
faith. For the nature of the Kingdom of Christ is very dif=-
ferent indeed from that of temporal govermment committed to

sl

princes and lords. To carry through this principle, Luther
would have had to ally himself With dissenting groups such as
the Anabaptists, but this, of course, was practically as well
as theologically impossib18355 To aésure'bhe course of the

Reformation after the Peasants! Revolt, Luther was necessitated

.. . e . 6
to subject his church to the territorial prlncese5 The prece=-

dent for this had been established in the Eigenkirchenbum, against

which the Church reformers of the eleventh cernbury had fought with

all their might; and the humanists' conception of the Christian
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state sanctioned the idege?! Luther, however, was never
easy aboub his surrender to the state., To overcome his
embarrassment in the face of the Anabaptists he had to ex-
plain somehow his awkward position. The princes were soon
called "emergency-bishops®, who were expected to assist in
the work of the Reformation not because they were princes,
but because they were members of the Christian Church with
special powers and authority. As soon as the circumstances
were more settled, these princes would step back from church
affairs and leave the spiritual government to the olergy.58
This position compelled Luther %o speck of an "invisible Church®
which manifested itself, not necessarily in the good life of
a Christian community, but in the preaching of +the pure Gospel
and the right administration of the sacrament8959 His early
ideals of a true Church had, for all practical purposes,
dwindled into obscurity, ‘

In contrast to Luther's "invisible Church® snd his
subjection of the Church to the state, the Anabaptists
sought to follow the Reformer's first vrinciple of separation
To its logical conclusion, establishing a concrete, visitle
and restored Church composed of voluntary believersaéo The
Anabaptists looked upon Constantine the Grest as the man who.
by uniting the Church to the state had brought ebout the fall
of the Apostolic Church.61 Host of the Anabaptists sgreed

that Luther and the other Reformers of the sixteenth century
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had begun restoring the early Church, but the task was
ebandoned by them and then taken over by the radical
reformersgée The signs of a truly restored Church, ac-
cording to Anabaptist sources, are a community of volun=
tary believers who have become members by repeuntance,
faith end adult baptism, an unadulterated pure doctrine,
a scriptural administration of the sacramental signs, true
discipleship (Nachfolge), willimngness to suffer persecution
and maertyrdom, a brotherly love which often manifests itself
in community of goods, and complete withdrawal from the state
and ‘the world065

This withdrawal from the world and the state drew
upon the Ansbaptists the suspicion of the Reformers and
magistrates who accused them of counspiring against the powers
that be., The fact that most of the later Ansbaptists belonged
to the lower strata of socieby heightened this fear. That
this apprehension was unfounded is borne out by a careful
examination of the sources. One Anabap%ist treatise states
that out of love God has instituted the govermment in order
to preserve law and order; therefore, "the true Christians are
indebted as children of God, for love's sake, to give bto the
outward powers all obedience and submission even until temporal
death. All outward mabters, even life and body, are subject %o
the outward powers, only the true faith in Christ may not be

£
compelled or conquered.”oh‘ Vhen Zwingli accused the Swiss




163

Brethren of being guilty of disturbances and sedition,
Grebel justified himself by stating that he "never took part
in sedition and never talked or spoke iun any way anything
which would lead to it, as all those with whom I have ever
had anything to do will testify of me, "5 4 recently found
old mamuscript written by a certain Clemens Adler in April,
1529, gives some reasons for not taking up arms against
others:

e o o Tor the love of Lhrist they [bhristians] love

their enemies, do good to them and pray for them, as

Christ beaches them, and thus hearken to the voice of

their shepherd. Lven if the world rises up against

them, yet they rage and storm against none; and if the

world 1ifts up its sword against them, yet they take

no sword against it nor against any-one, for they have

made their swords iggo plow shares and their spears

inbo pruning hookse.
Even for self-defense the Anabapbists refused to carry a
weapon as was customary at that time,67 Thus the Anabaptists’
concept of a free Church and their emphasis on discipleship,
that is, following Christ almost literally according to Hew
Testament teachings, lay at the basis of their refusal to
acknowledge infant beptism as biblical,

Having been driven by circumstances to surrender his

Church to the secular powers, Luther soon began to look with
contempt upon the Anabaptists who attempted to maintain a
free Church, and their adherence to strict church discipline

was misinterpreted, “Where they want to go,” Luther said of

the Ansbaptists, "I am not disposed to follow. God save me




16l

from & Church in which are none but the holy,"69 Again he
wrote: The Anabaptists "peint this life in a terrible aspecte
They want to run out of the world enbirely, and are urwilling
to assoclate with anyone. o o «¥70 In a sermon on the Wheat
and Tares from Matt.‘l§:2hr30, Luther compared the Anabaptists
to the Cathari and Donatists of old who also had attempted to
establish a pure Church, quite impossible according to the
parable. The saints from Adam on, he commented, have always
had wicked people within their ranks; even Christ had tolerated

T

Judas among the Apostles. Thus by a strange turn of events
Luther had changed from at first advocating a free and pure
Church to charging the Ansbapbtists with sedition simply because

fhey held with the Catholics, that the State is not responsible

for religion. "2

Dogma versus liorals

One of the Ansbaptists' greatest stbumbling blocks in
Lutheranism, was the Reformer's overemphasis of justification
by faith alone, which, as the dissenters perceived rightly,
frequently led to a loose moral life., The anabaptists agreed
with Luther that men is saved by the grace of God, but they
repudiated his idea of an enslaved will and meaintained that a
justified person had to bring forth good works to meke good his
salva’cione75 This gave the Reformer occasion to brand the Ana~
baptists as Romanists, but it Waé difficult for him Lo deny

that there was a difference between their 1life and that of his
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followerse,

To be fair to the Reformer we must state at the
outset that he was not indifferent to the practical life of
his adherents.,ﬂL As early as 1521 he wrote to the Witten-
bergers that it is necessary to live according to one's
faith and not only talk about it°75 In 1535 he asserted
that to teach aright will be of no avail if the good life
does not follow°76 In a sermon of September 1ll, 1538 Luther
declared: “Believe me, Christ did not come that you might
remain in your sins and demnation; for you will not be saved
if you do not stop sinning. To be sure, siné are forgiven;
buf you must stop being a miser, an adulterer, or a forni-
catore *IT In 15,6, shortly before his death, he emphatically
stated that it is impossible to reach heaven without having
seriously striven for sanctification here on earthe78

Luther's emphasis on dogma, however, was nuch stronger
then on the good life, and this made the difference in the
results. In 1520 he wrote to pope Leo X: . o o I have no
dispute with any man concerning morals, but only concerning
the word of truthe”!? To other Catholics he said in 1521:
"hether you are good or bad does not concern me. But I will
attack your poisonous and lying teaching, which contradicts
God's Wbrde”so In 152l he wrote to certain princes that he
would have had little to do with the papists had they taught

aright; their evil lives did not matter muohoel Justification
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by faith alone, Luther believed, would automaticelly produce
good Workse82 To be justified by Christ means sanctification.
already; a person is holy as soon as he believes in Christ;
. ! . R . . 83
the emphasis on good works is thus unnecessary and irrelevante
Luther's pure doctrine thus almost became an excuse for an
impure life. To put 1t in the words of the Reformer:
Our doctrine is pure because it is a gift of Gode Butb
in our life there still is something sinful and punish-
able., However, this is forgiven and not imputed. It is
not put on the books against us; bub remissio peccatorum

(r@nission of sins) is placed over it, and the sin is
wiped outbe.

Pre. Dorner, an evangelical divine in Germeny wrote in 1871:
“Justification by faith is made to cover, in advance, all
sins, even the future ones; . . . Hence we see not seldom the
Justified and the old man side by side, and the old man is not
& bit changed."®Y

Thet this was 80 to & large extent is borme out by
Luther's contemporaries, In 1522 the Bohemian Brethren were
much interested in the Reformation in CGermany, but they found
fault with the discipline and the moral life of the Lutherans,
When they complained to Luthér about this, the Reformer was
much annoyed at thelr plsin spealking, but he promised to do
something about this laxityaaé On April 1, 152 Staupite
wrote to Luther, pleading with him not to disregard the moral
aspect of Christianity, "for I see that countless persons abuse
the gospel for the freedom of the £lesh. ™7 iuther himself had
iy

reslized this two years earlier, He wrote: *WFe who at the
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present are well nigh heathen under a Christian name. » . , #08

Hans Sachs, the poet, in addressing the Lutherans in 152,
stated:
There is much cry and little wool about you. If you have
no use for brotherly love, you are no disciples of Chrigte.

If you were really evangelical as you profess to be, you
would lead a godly life like the Apostles.O

lielanchton wrote in 1525 that the “common people adhered to
Luther only because they Tthink that no further religious duby
will be Llaid upon them. “9° The Lutheran minister of the

wa.s no moral improvement in his congregation; it was only

distinguished “by a carnal fresdom. " In the same year the
Reformer blamed his "lazy and indifferent” ministers for the

1

peoples' utter disregard for the saoramentsege “The longer

i

we preach the Gospel,” he lamented, “the deeper the people
plunge into greed, pride and 1u:cury.ﬁ95

Luther did not find it too difficult acknowledging
this well-meant criticism by the friends of the Reformation,
but when the Ansbaptists began attacking not ounly the life of
the Lutherans but &lso the doctrine which underlay it,gh
Luther's anger knew no bounds. The criticism of the Anabaptists,
Luther stated, was a sure sign of their lack of the Holy Spirit,
for the Spirit condemnes false doctrines only and suffers the
weak in faith, 92 The Reformer even went so far as to accuse
the Anabaptists of committing adultery in their secret meelbings

96

in fields and gardens. Likewise the Swiss Reformers charged
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Tthe dissenters with fanabticism, murder and other crimese?7
John Horsch has shown quite conclusively that all of these
charges are unfounded and that the slander was hurled against
them out of emmibty to justify their cruel persecutione98
That the Anabaptists!' emphasis on the moral teachings of the
New Testament, particularly the Sermon on the Mount, had re=-
markable results, will be seen from the testimonies of their
enemiese

Philip Landgreave of Hesse wrote to his sister, the
Duchess Elizabeth of Saxony: "I find more goodness in those
so=called 'Znthusiasts' than in those who are Lutherans. 97
HErasmus wrote to the Archbishop of Toulouse in 1529: “The
Anabaptists are to be commended above all others for the in=-
nocence of their lives.," 4And again: “This sect so hated
conbains many persons of better life than the separated factions,
They preach repentance; they summon all men to amendment of
life; they follow the examples of the Apostleseﬂloo Johannes
Kessler, Reformed leader of 5t. Gall, Swibzerland, wrobte that the
Anabaptists' "walk and menner of life was altogether pious, holy
and irreproaohableegd01 Franz Agricola, a Roman Catholic

theologian, wrote in his Against the Terrible Errors of the

Anabeptists (1582);:

Ag concerns their outward public life they are ir-
reproachable., No lying, deception, swearing, strife,
harsh language, no intemperate eating and drinking, no
outward personal display is found or is discernible
among them, but only humility, patiente, uprighitness,
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meekness, honesty, temperance, and straight forwardness
in such measure that one would suppose that they have the
Holy Spirit of God.102

The good life of the Anabaptists, however, did not

cause the Reformers to reconcile themselves with these despised
peoples On the contrary the opposite was trues “Those who show
a purpose to lead an earnest Christiesn life, and live piously,®

Casper Schwenckfeld wrote, “are generally considered and

accused of being 4Anabaptists, 103  Some people were unable to

clear themselves of the suspicion of being Anabaptists “except

by engaging in frequent drinking boutsaﬁlgh- The more pathetic

this becomes when it is kept in mind that the evangelical Ana=
baptists only sought o obey the commands of Christ as they
understood them, and to observe the early principles of the
Reformers, which they had accepted as truth. The Swiss
Brethren lamented in their Vindication:

The ministers of the esbablished church at first have
taught this evangelical doctrine, and some of them teach
it even today, that one should abstain from sin, lead a
pious, irreproachable Christian life, be born of God and
regenerated, manifest Christisn love, follow Christ, bear
the cross, s » o forsake home, property, wife, children,
85Ce, o o o o And now, when we by God's grace desire to
do, believe, teach, and live, in accord with their first
teaching, we are to them an abomination, they cannot
tolerate us, they defame and reproach us in this our
Christian faith, « o o as if it were heretical and er=-
TONEOUS; e o o o
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CHAPTER VIII
LUTHER AND THE REVOLUTIONARY ANABAPTISTS

When the Ansbaptists erected their kingdom in Muenster
(153=1535) Luther's attitude was that of “I told you so”. He
regarded these developments as the logical outcome of the Ana-
baptist movement, which could have been prevented had the civil
authorities acted more decisively when he warned them against
such radicals as Carlstadb, Muentzer and othersol This con-
ception of the #nsbaptist movement lingered in the minds of
historians until in the middle of the nineteenth century the
Catholic historian C., 4, Cornelius, disentangled the threads
and showed that the Muenster episode was hot characteristic of
all the Anabaptistsag Therefore, in addition to showing Luther's
attitude towards the Muensterities, we shall also devote a
section in this chapter Lo the possible connecition between the

evangelical Anabaptists and the Muenster radicals.

The Anabaptist Kingdom in Muenster

The Angbaptist movement in Muenster stood in closest
relation to the unrest of the time in general and the revolu-
tionary tendencies within the ¢ity in particulare3 Muenster,
with & population of about 15,000, was the major city in West=
phelia in northwestern Germeny. The bishop of Muenster was also

the civil ruler in his bishopric., Since the city enjoyed a
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large measure of self-govermment, radical changes were
possible at any time. As early as 1525, during the Peasants!
Revolt, the masses of Muenster began to demand improvements
in economic, social and religious conditions.h' The Craft-
and the Merchant-Guilds, seventeen in number, were properly
represented in the council; since they were quite powerful,
no important measures could be passed without their consent.
The guilds and the mob of the city later gained control over
the council and the bishopo6

Une of the priests of the ciby, Bernt Rothmann, began
in 1530 to advocate anti~Uatholic reforms. He had been edu-
cated with the Brethren of the fommon Life alb Deventer where

he had become acqueainted with the new Testement.! In 1531 he

visited Wittenberg, the headquarters of Lutheranism, and
thence he went to Strassburg where he was the guest of the
Zwinglian reformers., Upon his return to Muenster, Hothmamm
began to preach with great success, so that the great St.
¥gurice Church became too small to hold the audiences and,
therefore, a pulpit was erected outside the church., The
council gave Hothmann strict orders to preach inside the
church only, but the enthusiastic preacher disregarded the
oommando8 After having been outlawed by the bishop on January
7, 1532, Rothmann asserted his Catholic orthodoxy, but within
& few weeks he published a confession in which he defemnded

Lutheran doctrines and advocated the establishment of a new
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. _ . 9 . i .
state church along Lutheran lines.” Hermann Knipperdolling,
a c¢loth merchant and a prominent member of the council, and

a mob supported Hothmann in his defiance of the council and

the bishop., On august 10, 1532 all the churches of the city,
with the excepltion of the cathedral, were in the possession
of the lLutherans or radicalsolo

Before the close of the year 1532, however, a split
occurred in the ranks of Rothmamn's followers. The preachers
began to favour Zwinglian and Anabapbist views on the Last
Supper, whereas the Syndic Johann von der Wieck upheld the
Lutheran standard. Luther in a letter to the council of
liuenster warned against tolerating Zwinglianism and similear
heresy, but it was no longer in the power of the magistrates
to silence Rothmannell Through the influence of Heinrich
Roll, who had come to Muenster from nearby Wassenbery, =

12,

Helchiorite entre, Rothmann's faction began early in 1533

to advocate some Anasbaptist views, Infant baptism was re-

pudiated and adults were baptized; within a short time

approximately 1,400 people had beenbaptizedel3 Co As
Cornelius points out that the newly baptized renounced all
worldliness, adhered to communion of goods, led good moral
lives, and lived simply and piouslyolh' But from all appearance
the Ansbapbist priuciple of nonresisbtance was absent; the

factions warred with each other, opposed the established order,

defied the council as well as the bishop, and advocated Luther's
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earlier principle of the laymen's right to participate in
Church reform., With the assistance of the ever increasing
number of resfugees who flocked to liuenster from all parts
of the empire, the city was by the end of 153% in complete
control of the radical reformers.15

Jan Matthys, the fanatical prophet of Haarlem in
the Hetherlands, had kept for some time an eye on the affairs

at lluenster, Similar to Thomas Muentzer, latthys claimed To

be directly inspired by God and to receive divine revelations.
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After the example of Christ, he sent twelve apos

world, cowmanding them to baptize and to preach that no

Christian blood ought to be spilled any longer, for the Kingdom
f God is at 16 ; ;

of God is at hand. As a result of severe persecution the

apocalyptic expectations had become very strong among the idna-

baptists. They considersd themselves to be at a crucial point

in history, believing that God “assembles his people now for

the decisive attack, but Satan, too, arms with all his forces

£

for the great counter attack. 4ll the forces of the Uivitas

Diaboli are let loose now upon the Livitas Dei: the old dragon

and the great beast, the anti=-Christ, and the false prophets, *
These eschatological visions were much sbronger among the Dutch
Ansbaptists than the Swiss Brethren. Iost of the visionaries,
however, looked upon the end in spiritual terms, expecting a

heavenly kingdom; only & strong minority, influenced by the

economic, social and political conditions of The time, thought

17
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of an earthly establishment of Christ's Kingdom.

Luther himself was not wholly free of unsound notions
concerning the end of the worlde. In view of the dark pros-
pects of his cause, he wrote in 152L: "Oh, how truly these
are perilous bimes, worthy of the last days." According to
the prophet Daniel (8:25) the Reformer was certain that the
pope was Antichrist, which was an indication of the end
timesel9 In 153); he expected to see certain signs which would
precede the coming of Christ. Two years earlier he expressed
the opinion that the last day would come before the close of
1532, 4t first Luther even advocated not to resist the
for, according to him, God would use them as & means of usher-
ing in the end of the world, He was éuibe certain that the world
would not endure longer than the year 1548, "for Ezechiel is
agalnst it."0  This shows that the Anabaptists were not the
only people who held such views concerning the end.

Returning to our narration of the developments in
luenster, on January 5, 153l Bartholomaus Boekebinder and
Willem de Kuiper, two of MMatthys' apostles, came to the city
of Muenster., On their way from fmsbterdam they preached aboutb
the worthy exemple of the faithful in Muenster who had teken
mabtters into their own hands, and admonished the people to
look forward to the great salvation and peace on earth when no
one would be persecubed for practising adult baptisme Upon

their arrival, Rothmenn began to prsach not in churches but in
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other buildings in order to make a complete break with the

2l

established order of the paste. On January 13 another

apostle of Matthys, John of Leyden, a tailor, arrived in
Muenster, and in February thegpropheﬁ himself, Jan MHatthys,
appeared., In fear for the safety of Catholics and Lutherans
in the city, the council still feebly urged moderation and
tolerance, but on February 23, at the regular election of the

council, Knipperdolling, bthe radical mob leader, was elected

burgomaster. Fearing the worst to come, many Catholics and

2

N

Lutherans now left the city.
JanAMatthys now disclosed his plans for destroying all
the remaining unbelievers in Muenster. Knipperdolling, however,
warned that these rash measures would prove fatal for the new
movement., The prophet was finally persuaded to lengthen the

"godless™ an opportunity

days of grace to March 2, giving the
to leave the city until that time. Many fled; others received
baptism, not from conviction but as a matter of expediency. By
llarch 2 the city was free of all opposing elements--so it was
believed-=and Church and state were united in Muenster. A
blacksmith who dared to call Matthys a decelver weas killed by
the prophet himself in spite of protests by Knipperdolling and
Rothmamne. But the days of the prophet were numbered as well.
After having received a revelation from God, Matthys proposed

to go outside the city with a small band of warriors to 1lift the

siege which the bishop of Muenster, Franz von Waldeck, with the




ald of Cologne, Hesse and other allies had prepared,25 On
April 5, 153 he carried out his vision and, needless to say,
he perished:miserablyegh

After the death of Matthys, John of Leyden assumed the
long-desired leadership of the faithfule® Similar to Hatthys,
John also received a revelation that the city council should
be abolished and instead, twelve men should be ordained as "the
elders of the twelve tribes of Israel,™ to rule the new people
according to the precepts of the 0ld Tesbament law. The twelve
men chosen were, of course, all friends of John, who could be
relied vpon by the new prophet, Daily they attended to the
business §f discharging their duties in the city hall, and
Jdohn did not fail to attend their sessions, readily giving his
wise counsel when needed. The prophet also saw to it that the
city was turned into a well organized military camp; to ensure
the vigilance of his people, John of Leyden occasionally in=-
spected the guards on the walls at night. The strength of the
new Zion was revealed when the besiegers of the city made a
signal attempt to take luenster by storm om May 25, 1534. The
undertaking failed with meny of the bishop's warriers being
killed while the Muensterites lost only a few men, The position
of dJohn of Leydeﬁ was greatly strengthened by this victory; the
time had now come when the youthiul 6 prophet dared to attempt the

27
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effecting of a long=-cherished plan--the introduction of polygamy.

Although he lived in wedlock at the time, it did not prevent the
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prophet from receiving a revelation that he was to marry the
widow of Jan Matthys. These strange news were heard with horror
by the better elements of liuenster, but the prophet's views
prevailed after having argued and debated for eight days ef-
fectively on the matter from the practices in 01d Testament
times, When in addition John of Leyden threatened to punish
those who showed insubordination, the arguments seemed to take
on added weight. Polygamy was instituted and all persons of
marriageable age were compelled to accept the bonds of matri-
mony. The prophet had soon seventeen wives and Bernt Rothmenn
practised polygamy on a slightly more moderate scale., In his
tract entitled The Restitution, Rothmann defended the inmovations

28

on the grounds of the 0ld Testament.™

It must be interpolated here that greater religious
leaders in the sixbeenth century hed similar views on the
plurality of wivese. Luther, for example, consented to the
bigamy of FPhilip of Hesse on The basis of 01d Tesbement prac-
ticese29 And as early as September, 1531 the Reformer advised
the gueen of Henry VIII of England not to consent to the proposed
divorce, suggesting rather that Henry VIII take another wife after
the example of the 0ld Testament patriarchs., Similarly Melanchton
in the same year stated that polygamy was not prohibited by divine
laweso Some of the radical reformers as a result of their em=
phasis on the oneness of the believers in Christ, had, as Zschaebitz

points out, also loose views on this matter.or lhen Rothmam wrote
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his The Restitution, he must have known of these current

opinions,32

ifany of the Muensterites, however, showed more moral
backbone than Rothmann, John of Leyden and Enipperdolling.
On July 29, 153l two hundred men, under the leadership of
Heinrich Mollenhecke, seized the prophet, Knipperdolling and
Rothmann and told them that they would be set free only on
the condition of the abolition of polygemy. dJohn's friends,
however, overpowered liollenhecke's band and the prophet was
set free; a terrible blood bath followed, Once again in com=
mand of the situation, and after another success against the
enemies. outside the walls of the city, the prophet proclaimed
to the citizens of Muenster early in September, 153l that,
according to a revelation from God, he was to be king in Zion
after the order of King David. He immediabtely surrounded him=-
self with an imposing court, converted priestly garments into
royel robes, erected a throne in the market place of the city,
and made his favourite wife, the former widow of Jan HMatthys,
the queen. Wherever the tailor king appeared, people sank to
their knees before him and no one dared to gquestion his king-
shipe Bubt on such dismal height the eventual fall was in-
evitable, 2

After the bishop and his allies had fortified their
position, the city towerds the end of 153l was visited by

famine and untold hardshipse The new king tried to comfort
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his people by promising a speedy salvation from outside or

from above, but no relief came, The empty stomachs he tried
To fill with all types of emusements, such as dances, music

and theatrical performances, but this also failed to work on
the long run. In spring, 1535 old men, women and children
began to flee into the arms of the enemies where many were
executed whereas others received pardon after abjuring their
errors. On July 2, the city of lMuenster was betrayed and
token by the combined forces; approximately [,000 inmetes,
including Bernt Rothmann, were slaughtered@5h' Jdohn of Leyden,
Enipperdolling and others were imprisoned only to await tvorbure
and execution half a year later. The inglorious kingdom of the

. . . Z
Anabaptists had ended in smoke and ashese ?

Luther's attitude Towards the luenster Episode

At first Luther was not too perturbed about the rising
unrest in Muenster. Rothmann's reform drives, his views on
Church and government, which were those of Luther,36 and the
declining influence of Catholicism in Muenster, must have given
the iittenberg Reformer great satisfaction.o! When Rothmann, how-
ever, inclined to the Anabaptists® view on the Last Supper, Luther
became suspicious of his motives. On December 21, 1532, he wrote
a letter to the Louncil of Muenster, warning them against the
Anabaptist and Zwinglian teachings concerning the sacramentse.

With reference to Rothmann he writes: “God has given you fine

preachers, especially Bershard Rothmamn; yet they need to be




187

admonished, for the devil is a rascal who can lead astray
zood, pious and scholarly preachersa“BB As a warning . Luther
then reminds them of certain fanatics who have perished as a
result of their enthusiasn and madness.o? But the news from
Muenster continued to be discouraging. The luensterites scon
attacked in one breath Luther and the pope as “Twin Prophets
of Wickednessﬁebo The Reformer was roused to anger. As far
as he was concefned “Muenster was reaping the whirlwind of

2l1l the storm which the older fanatics had unleashedaﬁhl

)

the form of two prefaces, one to Rhegius' Confutation of the

Huenster Coni’essionu2 and the other to YWews from MuensterOAB

In the firsc preface Luther laments over the fact that the
Anabaptists charge him with being a false prophet who 1s worse
than the pope, and, secondly, that the papists charge him with
being the cause of all the existing sects. He attempts to

clear himgelf of these charges by pointing out that the devils
also were angels at one Time, yet God cammot be held responsible
for their apostasy. Furthermore, just as the bees suck honey

from a rose and the spiders poison, so does the Church produce
both pious and wicked people. After all, all heretics have come out
of the Church of Christ and not from paganism. In the second pre=-
face Luther simply ridicules the snabaptists' folly at luenster.
It must be an inexperienced devil,hh-he says, who attempts to set

up & kingdom in Muenster. In order to be successful, he should
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have put on & pious front, proclaimed days of prayer and
fastinz, taken no money from the people, eaten no meat,
regarded all women as poisonous, shunned worldly amusements,
and repudiated &ll recourse to force. But in taking mauy
wives, and swinging the sword against all law and order, all
pedple can see clearly that the devil in person is keeping
- s o . :

house in Muenster, But the devil, Luther goes on, camot
be combated with temporal weapons as the bishop and princes
attempt to do. Since he is & spirit he must be fought with
the Word of God; the bodies of the Ansbaptists may be killed
but the devil still retains their soulsel’i'6 ILuther, however,
is not too concerned about the externsl affeairs in Huenster;
he is more worried aboubt the false doctrines of the Muenster-
ites. First, he holds it against them that they deny the
human nature of Christ, believing that iary was simply the
channel through which the divine Christ came into the Wbrldabj
Secondly, they condemn the sacrament of infant baptism as a
human insbitution. Thirdly, they hold perverted ideas con-
cerning marriage and polygamy. Luther concludes by poimnting
out that their perversiom is so obvious, thet there is no
need of further writing ooncerniné themeb'8

The Muenster tragedy thus confirmed Luther's suspicion
he had had concerning the whole anabapbist movement. It proved

to him beyond all doubt, that every heretic and fanatic was

also a rebel in disguise. For it is just matural, he argued,
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L9

to sow lies first and later seal these lies with murder.
It also confirmed his belief that every Anabaptist, no matter
1 . . - - qo i (2] 2.

how pious he may seem, is a devil concealed.” As far as the
Reformers were concerned, "God opened the eyes of the govern=

ments by the revolt at Muenster, and, thereafter, no one would

trust even those Anabaptists who claimed o be immocent, T

Luther's sermons and writings after 1535 are filled with re=

-

ferences to the Anabaptists' abttempt to establish a Kingdom on
sarthe In a sermon of UWovember 2, 1539, for example, he
stated:

And what moved them to harbor this ides [the Anabaptists!
conception of the Millenium )} is this, that the ungodly

are so fortunate in the world, possess kingdoms and worldly
authority, wisdom and power, while the Christians are of no
account in comparison with them. So they thought: Surely
all the ungodly will be rooted out so that the pious may
live in peace. <

For Luther the case of Anabaptism was closed; they had been

tried and found wanting.

Angbaptism and Muvensterism

For a dogmatist like Luther. the case of Anabaptism may
have closed after the tragedy of luenster, but not so for the
historian. He must examine the underlying causes of this
chapter in Ansbaptist history and distinguish, if possible, between
the various groups within the radical reformation. R. 4. Knox

emphatically states that there is a contradiction between the

Lpabaptist doctrine of nonresistance and the blood-drenched




history of their course. He attempts to resolve the

problem thus: They preach nonresistance since they regard
the state as a part of the kingdom of darkness with which
they have nothing to do. But when it comes vo. fight the un-
sodly under "perfect” rulers or generals, such as luentzer

or John of Leyden, they become more blood thirsty ™

than is
the common wont of 'psychic' mens @3 Obviously Knox follows
the traditional line of thinking, ignoring &ll historical
differentiation between the teachings and practices of the
tr;e insbaptists and the revolutionary trends of other groups.
He slso ignores the fact that Muensterism camnot be regarded
as the inevitable end final development of Ansbaptism. It
was only an excrescence of the Anabaplbist movement, brought
about by the appearance of certain elements which were entirely
foreign to the principles and ethics of the original Swiss
Brethrene5h

Vhat were these unfortunate elements and how can they
be accounted for? PFirst, it must be noted that the violent
suppression of the Peasants' Revolt had not destroyed the seeds
of discontent among the peasants and workers; the lower classes
remained as dissatisfied as ever,DD and the magistrates expected

6

; R 56 .- ; s
further uprisings after 1525.- Muenster was one such uprisings
the religious aspect in the episode was apparently a front only
behind which the real neture of the uprising was hidden.?’ The

only thing that the Muensterites and the evangelical Anabapbists

&
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had in common was the outwsard form of baptisme58 Secondly,
the kingdom was preceded by a steadily mounbing persecution
of the Anabaptists in the Low Countries and to some extent

59
in Germeny.”” This is significant. When the able Ansbaptist
leaders such as Denck, Grebel, Mentz and Hubmaier were no
more, The noble traits of anmabaptism underwent corruption
which in turn, in some instances, gave rise to manifestations
such as in Muensteroéo Thirdly, there was the fact of their
rapid expansion which, no doubt, introduced elements into the
movement which had not truly been sabturated with the essence
of Anabaptism. After quickly organizing a congregation in
one place, the Anabaptbist evangelist left for another, often
leaving the immature group to inexperienced 1eaderseél
Fourthly, the luenster kingdom was not characteristic of the whole
movement, but was the result, as we have seen, of a few fanatitcal
leaders. fven in Muenster itself. John of Leyden was unsble to

uphold his authority without the use of brubal forceo62

Lasgtly,
Muenster was only an isolated manifestation of the worst aspect
of radical Anabaptism;65 it really was a caricabure of the
m_ovemen‘ce.6LL

These consicdereations will be borne out by a comparison
of the beliefs and practices of the Ansbaptists and lMuensteritess
The Muensterites forced baptism upon all people in the city; the

Anabaptists baptized only after there was evidence of genuine

repentance snd faith. The Muensterites held to a state-church
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with a visible king who combined the functions of church and
government; the Ansbaptists advocated a free and seperate
{hurch and did not believe in serving in state affairs. The
Anabaptists' principle of liberty of conscience was foreign
to the Muensterites; like luentzer they advocated the use of
force and violence which the evangelical Anabaptists repudi-
atede The Muensterites lived in immorality and practised
polygemy; the Anabaptists generally adhered to a strict
church discipline and excluded all those who offended on
moreal lin68965 flhereas the Muensterites exalted the Old
Testament above the New, the Anabapbists are known for adaer-
ing to the principles of the Sermon on the Mount and the Hew

Testament in genersl, Then alsc, in his The Restitution

Rothmann ignored the Swiss Brethren completely. IHe pointed
out that the restitution of Christianity was begun by Luther,
"but through our brother, John of Leyden . . o the truth has
been gloriously established, "0 Similarly the Ansbaptists

disavowed the bMuensterites, pointing out that there was no

bond of union between them. The Hutterian Brethren, for example,

although they fought Luther as a "false prophet™, yet they re-
jected with the same fervor the liuenster experiment as devil's
Work¢67 But the greatest enemy of liuensterism was Menno Simons

.

of Friesland after whom all the lennounites are called@b8

Ordained to the priesthood when he was about 28 years of

age, lenno soom began to doubt the doctrine of transubstantiation.
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Luther's reformation writings of 1518 to 1520 heightened these
doubts, and thus from a Catholic priest he slowly turned into
a Lutheranministereé9 In hie views on Tthe Buchsrist, however,
Memno soon differed from Luther's positiono7o The execution
of an Anabaptist in 1531, which lenno himself witnessed, was
%o change the course of his entire life, The faith of the
dying heretic led him to study the doctrine of infant baptiém
which he soon began to doubt. As & result he began to associ=

Faly

ate with Anabaptists, but he stayed away from the fanaticism
of the Muensterites which was then gripoing the country@71
Meunno vigorously opposed the teachings, pretentions and

practices of John of Leyden. In a pamphlet written in 1535,

The Blasphemy of John of Leyden,72'Menno especially attacked

the prophet's claim to the kingship of Davide. In the intro-
duction of this tract Menno states that necessity compels him
to write sgainst the lluensterites, "becamse we cannot tolerate
the shameful deceit and blasphemy against God that a man be
placed in Christ's steade o o o"/2 Since Christ is the King,
ilenno continues, “how can John of Leyden call himself a joyous
king of all. . » ?“7h And again he writes: “Greater antichrist
there cannot arise than he who poses as the David of promiseo”75
Furthermore, if vhrist fights his enemies with the sword of his
mouth, ‘how can we, then, oppose our enemies with any other
sword, "6  Christ did not want to be defended with Peter's

sworde /1T Christ, according to Soriptures, will not destroy
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his enemies before the time of his coming, but John of Leyden
proposes to destroy the enemies before such time.78 In con-
clusion Menno warns:

Let every one of you guard against all strange doctrine

of sword and resistance and other like things which is

nothing short of a fair flower under which lies hidden

an evil serpent which has shot his venom into many. Let

every one beware. (9

In other writings llenno tried his utmost to cause the

suthorites to become aware of the differences between true
Anabaptism and liuensterism. In 1539 he wrote in his Christian
Baptism:

Therefore I say, if you find in me or in my teachings

which is the Word of God, or among those who are taught

by me or by my colleagues sny thievery, murder, perjury,

sedition, rebellion, or any other criminal act, as were

and are found among the corrupt sects==then punish all

of us.
The tragedy of Muenster, however, soon stigmatized all Ana=
baptists as rebels end criminals, and iemno's pleas for
clemency were left unheeded. IHe himself first had to flee
to Amsterdam, but no longer safe in the territory of Charles V,
he finally found his way to Holstein where he found a haven of
refuge at Wuestenfeld near Oldesloe under the protection of the
Count Bartholomew von 4hlfeldt., There, by a strange turn of
events, he was not only visited by many of his followers, who
regarded him as their patriarch, but also Lutherans sought his

s 81 . - -

spiritual counsel. He died on Jamuary 1%, 155%.

As has been alluded to, the Muensterites were in closer

harmony with Lutheranism and the Swiss Reformers than with
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evangelical anabapbism. Two points of contact shall be
singled out here. ¥First, the Reformers accused the dng=
baptists of fomenting revolutions and causing bloodshed,

but they themselves were more guilty of this crime than the
insbeaptistse In 1529 the Zwinglians Forced their refomation
upon Basel through a revolution; and the leading Lutheran
princes, John Ffrederick of Sexony and rhilip of Hesse, in 1542
invaded the Catholic province of Brunswick, drove out the
rightful ruler, Duke Henry, and forced the Lutheran creed upon

82 83

the people. Bxamples of this nature could be multiplied.
The Anabaptists were not blind to these inconsistencies. llenno
Simons wrote:
Why do they so indiscreetly azccuse us of uproar while we
are wholly innocent and clear of all uproar and they

never pay sbbention to their own destructive, bloody mur-
dering uproar. #Again what bloody uproars the Lutherans

o

have for some years made to introduce snd esbablish their
doctrine, I will leave to them to reflect upon. HNeverthe=
less we, although innocent, must be accounted the tumultuous
"heretics and, they the God=fearing, pious, peaceable
Christians.“4
Another similerity between the Muensterites and Lutheraniam was
their conception of the Old Testament., In matters of morals and
ethics both regarded the 0ld as well as the New Testament as
authoritative for the Christian Church. Their conception of
Church and state, their policy with regard to marriage, their
sanction of corporal punishment of heretics, and similar views

and practices, both Lutherans and the liuensterites derived from

the 014 Testamenb. Franklin Littell slsc points out that the
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livenster fanatics were more imbibed with Lutheran ideas than
with Anabaptism985 To lay the offences of the luensterites,
therefore, to the charge of the Anabaptists on the only ground
that both praqticed adult baptism is, as Menno pointed out, "as
unreasonable as to accuse the Lutherans of the crimes of which
some of the popes became guilty, on the ground that both were
pedobaptists, 80

In conclusion, then, although we fully appreciate, in
the light of circumsbances, Luther's attitude towards the
Anabaptists, we cennot accept his judgement of them as histori=-
cally sound. From the foregoing data we have seen that the
great mass of Anabaptists were moderates; Tthat they consistently
acknowledged the civil governments as from God and paid duty and
taxes to them; but held that no coercion in matters of faith may
be employed by the statee87 Granting there was at times a
fanatical element within the movement, "there was slways in the
Anabaptist party a more pacific current represented especially
by its Swiss adherents. 08 Bven Bax, who with Luther looked

upon the Muenster episode as the inevitable culmination of ina=

i

bapbism and described the movement as an “sgressive spirit”, had
to agree, "that the non-political tendencies present in these
earlier communities continued to mainbain themselves in meny

casess o o o407
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LUTHER!S ATTITUDE TOWARD THE SPIRITUALISTS, ANTINOMIALS

AND ANTITRINITARIANS

The Spiritualists-=the Inner versus the Outer Word

ks

The excessive mysticism of the "Zwickau Prophets™ had
been so pronounced that Luther had no difficulty in detecting
in it,what he czlled, the work of evil spirits. But when it
appeared in more moderate measure in sane men like Denck,
Franck, Schwenckféld and some of the Anabaptisbs who stressed
especislly the *Inner Word", which struck a cord in his ow
heart, Luther wes compelled to re=exemine his own position.
The result was opposition to the Spiritualists.

Luther's concepbion of the Word of God underwent a
gradual change as time went on. The Reformer, as has been

referred to, had been profoundly influenced by the mystics of

the Hiddle Azes. For the Theologia Germanica, which stressed
=Y & s

the Inner Light above the written Word, he had a great admirs-~
tion; he asserted that apart from the Bible and the ¥orks of
St. Augustine he had learmed from no book "more of what God

2l

and Christ and men and all things are, then from the

Theoloria Germsnica. This is noteworthy when it is remembered
fon)

thet this work contains no reference tTo the supreme authority
. 2
of +the Bible nor to justificabion by faith alone. Yet even

his justification by faith alone was an expression of his
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mysticism, for it made a subjective experience the touch-

stone of salvation. Wherever in Holy Writ he did not find

a confirmation of his experience, he found neither iumspiration

3

nor euthority.” &t first the Bible and the "Word of God" were
not identical for Luthereb' The stress was upon feeling and the
Spirit of God in the heart of mane5 In an exposition in 1520
he clearly stated:
Ho onme can correctly understand God or His dord unless he
has received such understending directly from the Holy
Spirit. But no one can receive it from the Holy Spirit
without experiencing, proving and feeling it. In such
experience the Holy Spirit instructs us as in His own
school, outs%de which nothing is learned but empty words
and prattle.

At times Luther's stress on the Inner Word seemed
almost fenaticsl. EHveryone, he stabed, had to believe that
it was the Word of God when he felt within him that the Bible
was true. “The heart speaks: this is btrue, even if I should
die one hundred deaths for it°”7 To understand God's Word,
one must meditate upon it *with a quiet spirit as the FPsalm
says, I will hear what God Himself says within me. Io one

o By . . - . . 58
can comprehend it except such a gquiet, meditating spirite ™
The letter of the VWord was thus less imporbemb; in Tfact,
Luther believed, as we have pointed out in our first chapter,

9

that the Bible contains much that is of no spiritual value.

Although Luther later neutralized these early principles of
Bible reading, they became determining factors with the

73

piritualists and some of the Anabaptists. Vhat was implicitly
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accepted by the Reformer, the Spiritualists of the sixbeenth
century explicitly tauzht, "that the ultimste authority from

..L

which there is no appeal is the Holy Spirit, who speaks to
men directly by the Inner Tiord, “L0

smong the more prominent men who in Luther's time
strongly advocated the lmmer Word, were Hans Denck, Sebastian
Franck and Caspar Schwenckfeld, The most atitractive of all
Tnln - T ll o Fa3 - L] Fal . =T,
three was Denck, rector of the St. Sebald's Church in Huern-

berg. A humanist and scholar he had been greatly influenced

by the medieval mystics, by Luther, as well as by Thomas

i e s ay , 12
vuentzer's stress on the Spirit of God. Denck abstained,

o,
X

however, from &ll recourse to viclence; no one oractised T
principle of nonresistance as well as he.13 The unregenerate
life of the Lutherans in Nuernberg caused Denck to give heed
to anabaptist ideas, and his increasing empheasis on the divine
gpark in men, which he believed to be a part of the Holy
Spirit,*" soon drew the suspicion of Osiander, the Lutheran
minister, upon him., On January 16, 1525 he had to submit a
Confessiontd to the council; the Confession proved unsatis-
factory to the Lutherans. He was banished from Muerunberg and
forbidden *for ever”® to return within ten miles of the city on
pain of deaths

The severity of this punishment will be more fully

appreciated after a brief review of Denck's doctrinss. In

16

.

addition to his Anabapbist views on the Lucharist and baptism,




and his belief in the free will of man and good Works,17

true Christian

o

which he felt were necessary to meintain

life, Denck adhered to the conceptiom of the Inmer “or

similar to Luther's earlier belief.s In his Confession he

sbated:
He wh 3 - o & 1 3
He who does not regard God's revelstions in his breast
bub presumes to explain the Holy Scriptures, which is
really the right of the Spirit aloune, he will surely make

abomination of the divime secrets written in the Holy
Seripbures, and abuses the grace given to hime~

Only those, according to Denck, can inberpret Scripture core

rectly who live by the Spirit of God and comstantly listen to

o

his v01ceg‘9 Similar to Luther's earlier views, lUeunck di

not identify Scripture with the Word of God; the written Yord

Denck regarded above all human treasures, but not as high as
R 13 vings wrer il nd eternal W o oaaa 200
the living, powerful and eternal Word of God. Horeover,

salvabion does not depend on the reading or preact of the

Bible, for then no one who is unfamiliar with the letter of
Scripture could be saved; all people who are filled with true

love and goodness, which is identical with possesging the

. 2,

Spirit of God, belong to the
on the Inner dord or the divine spark in man, was so pronounced
in Dernck's teachings, that even after having been rebaptized,

S

; , . P - 2 ; .
he later repudisted Anabaptism 2 commendinz himself wholly +
£ i 5

=0
the redeeming power of the Inner %Word and of Christ, who every-

where end smong all men, Catholics, Zwinglians and Lutherans,

creates his Church, if only one will allow oneself to be led Dby
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AN

the opirit into gquiletness and brotherly love,

:

With reference to these manifestations of heresy

=

»
ot

Nuernberg, Luther in a letter to Lazarus Spengler ex-

presssd anger at the audacity of the "Alstedt spirit™ that had
=

sneaked into that city. ™+ In a letber to Johann Brismann on

February L, 152, Luther commented on the sentence imposed on

Hans Denck and on his alleged doctrines:

The devil has carried it so
people are denying that Christ
sucherist is anything, that the ing
thagrthe lagistracy is anything, flay say T "L onl G
i,

hat, in Nuernberg some
th*t the

S\)
5
"'\1
S
oo
l.}
1
ﬁ
"3

s due, no doubt, to the

[

The misrepresentation of the facts
I
hizhly biased report of Osiander to Luther,

The most outspoken member of

)
(O]
[¥2]
Lz
=
=
[N
[
o
ot
on
=5
sy
[v2]

b

Sebastisn Francke=! Greatly distressed by the sterility o

Luther's teaching and by bthe impossibility of melking men good

simply through the proclamation of the external Word, he re=-

N
signed his post as & Lutheran pastor and lived as a free writer

. LR - S T

in Strassburg and luernberg, supporting himsel

£, like St, Paul

by the work of his hands. Like Denck he advocated a Christian

individualism which did not need church organizabion and dogms,

in this he opposed Ansbaptism as well as Luthersnism. The
Church, according to Ffranck, is composed of those who have been
led by the Spirit into communion with God; but this Church is

: SR b

present to faith alone; "it has no external form of worship, no
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external bond, no outward means of grace and no mere

\.N

ten in 1531

Cl‘

er wri

C'l"

authority of the 'letter'.”28 1In a let
to John Campanus, a former friend of Luther, Franck state

I should wish, however, that thou wert not so addicted
to the letter of Scripture, thus withdrawing thy heart
from the teaching of the Spirit, and that thou wouldst
not drive out the Spirit of God as though it were Satan,
crowding him against his will into the script and malking
Scripture thy Gode o » 29

Scriptures, Franck insisted, are to be regarded only as con-

o

“irmation of man's conscience; the God in men's heart must not

[

vield Lo the lebter of the Bible, for the letlTer kills and is
of no avail. 411 we have learned from Luther must be unlearned
again, for “the intention of the Lord does not, " as Luther

s

. PR 4R
'reside precisely in cripture, “30

y
w

the rind o

5

falsely believes,
In Addition To his excessive mysticism Franck also sympathized
with Servebus' views on the Trinity,al thus adding more reasons
for Luther's opposition to him.

Thé Silesian nobleman, Caspar von Schwenckfeld, was

another Spiritualist whom Luther considered to be the greatest
P g

32

3 Fo A

opponent of the VWord of God. Schwenckfield at first was the

most fervent Lubheran and active reformer in Silesis. Soon,
however, he discovered that Luther's one-sided emphasis on
justification by faith alone, had detrimental effects on the
ethical life of the Reformer's followers., Vhen Schwenckfeld
spoke to Luther asbout this, the Reformer at first agreed that

something had to be done about the lex discipline of his people,

but Schwenckfeld's insistence on the matter soon annoyed Luther
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and he became suspicious of the nobleman's motives.)? lVhen
in additilon Schwenckfeld begen protecting the persecuted Ana-
baptists in Silesia, arguing against the Lutherans that they
will have to sasccount for Their hostile attitude against “'clrlezv.w.,ﬁ'r
his prince, the Duke of Liegnitz, was prevailed upon to dismiss
the worthy servant, HNot only did Schwenckfeld advocate the
doctrine of the Inner VWord, but he &lso held peculiar views con-
cerning the Eucharist and the nature of Christ. In 1526 he stopped
celebrating the Holy Communion until, as he said, God would reveal
the true meaning of it935 Concerning Christ's nature he held to
the conception of the “celestial flesh™, similar to the views
of lielchior Hofmsnn and some of the Dutch Anabaptists°56
Schwenckfeld took the bresk with Luther very hard, for,
as he confessed, he owed much to the Reformer. In 1543 he sent
Luther some of his/dootrinal pamphlets, as well as a message
in the hope of a friendly understanding°37 Iuther's answer was
most disheartening. On December 6, 153 the Reformer addressed
his letter not to Schwenckfeld personally, but to his messenger
Hermen Riegel who had dared to deliver the letter and tracts to
Luther. In this letter Luther accuses Schwenckfeld of preaching
and teaching where no one has sent him., “And the mad fool,"” he
continues, “possessed of the devil, does not understand anything;
does not know what he is bebbling. But if he will not cease, so0
let him leave me unmolested with his booklets which the devil

excretes and spews oub of him9“58 Iuther concludes the short
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letter by pronouncing a final judgement on his adversary:
end your spirit which has called

followinge 59 The Reformer's

“The Lord punish Satan in you,
and coarsein his expressions,

rou, and your course which you are
you,

)

wife counselled not to be so harsh
but Luther replied that these fanatics teach him to be vulgar,
one must thus speak with the devile. ™ Schwenckfeld

EN
(%)

nd tha

®

o this abusive letter in his An Answer Lo Luther's

in which he abttempted to clear himself of some

The language of the psmphlet as

of the charges against him.
well as Schwenckfeld's attitude towards Luther, speak well for

this nobleman, who expresses genulne sorrow for his opponent.

~ coming in Ttouch with the Spiritusalists, Luther
the Spirit or the

PP

Aftes

begen to realize the danger of emphasizing
Imer Word over the letter of the Dible, He saw, as the
Anabaptists did,LL2 that this emphasis destroyed the concept of

an orgenized church and undermined the belief in the sacraments,
Horeover, to his horror he

varticularly in the Real Presence,
suddenly saw his subjective conversion experience without a sure

he needed a touch=stone for his faith in Christ and
Whet

foundation;
y began to emphasize the Outer VWord,

thus he increasingl
precious thing it is,” he wrote in 1533, “to have the

3“1.
God on our side in everything we do! For such a person is safe,
always

however much he may be triedejﬁb‘ Again he wrote: “God has
flhenever He wanted to do

worked with somebthing physicale o o
LI 4 - ) - r 3 e . CR Z.!LLB
did it Through the Word and matters physical.

something with us, He



Even the fanatics, Luther continues, received the knowledge of
Christ as Saviour, not through direct revelations, but through
the external Word of God. Elsewhere he stabed that the letber
is not a dead thing, as the enthusiasbs assert, but it is *the
vehicle of the Holy Spirit. ‘%hen the vord is read, the Spirit
. 1 A2, . . - . . .
is presente Lo Those who believed in the divine spark in man,
the Reformer answered:
Men who are accursed say that first the internal word must
be present. But God does not revesl Himself in the heartd
except through the external Word. This is why the external
Word must be the beginning of your comnsideration and en-
lightenment,
Bvery one should flee, Luther advised, as from the devil himself,

“the sects and enthusiasts who lead us awsy from the Word and

Soripture to human ideas. « o o 48

Luther's Struggle with the Antinomians

The Antinomians pushed Luther's doctrine of justification
by faith alone to its logical conclusion, asserting that, as good
works do not promobte salvation, so neither do evil works hinder
it, loreover, ®as all Christians are necessarily sanctified by
their very vocation and profession, so, &s justified Christians,
they are incapable of losing their spiritual holiness, justifi=-
cation, and final salvation” by any violation of God's Lawau9

To appreciabe more fully the aAntinomian controversy,
we must review briefly Luther's earlier conception of the Law

and the Gospel. It cannot be said that Luther in his earlier

1ife disregarded the Law or the Decalogue completely. But his
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emphasis on justification by faith alone often led him to
belittle the 0ld Testament emphasis on good works aend legalism.
In 152, he steted that the Law has no part in the 1life of a
Christian, for he is ruled by the Gospel of Christ; yet for the
o LI - " - L + L 4 =l ‘ 50
sake of the unregensrate man, the Law must remain in force.

In his Against the Celestial Frophets (1525) Luther defined

his meaning on the subject a little clearer. The Decalogue,
which corresponds with God's natural law, he wrote, is valid
for all Christians, but the ceremonial law, such as the keeping
of Sabbath, has been abrogated by Christ351 In a sermon on
iarch 18, 1525 Luther divided man into two parts with regard to
his relationship to the Law, The new man in Christ is not in
need of the Law, for he is governed by Christ himselfl; the old
men, however, remains wicked, and he, therefore, needs the

Law to restrain him from doing evile? In 1527 Luther asserted
that for s Christian the 01d Testament existed only to give him
examples of people who lived and were justified by faith, as

-

well as to convey to him God's wonderful promisess57 48

L]

ar as
the law of loses is concerned, it is a school of discipline for
rebels onlyQEA Although it is evident from this that Luther's
teaching on the relabionship bebween Law and Grace is not too
clear, his emphasis on the freedom of Thristians stands out pro=
foundly. The reason for this lay in the Reformer's conception
of God as an 0ld Tesbament despot, who, had Christ not imputed

; 55

his righteousness to man, would sbrike the sinner with demnationi.




Luther's joy in having found an escape from this angry God,
led him, naturally, to overemphasize a Christian's freedem,
which in turn led to moral inconsistencies, as the sanabaptists
and Spiritualists had fearedg56 and gave rise to, or at least

encouraged, a particular theology in some of Luther's closest

[

followers.
The leader of the Antinomian party during Luther's
time was John 4Azgricola, a ome=time table companion of the

Reformer. A man of great ability, 4gricola was at first pro-

fegsor at Wittenberg and later was transferred to Eisleben,
the place of his bkirth. marting under his removal from the

headguarters of the Reformation, probably caused by the pro-

fegslonal jealousy of Melanchton,57 Agricola soon began to

Wit

oppose the tenberg theologians. around 1535 he suddenly

3

appeared in Wittenberg and published a series of theses, adve-
cabing the abelition of “he Law from all preaching. With

Dr. Jacob Schenk, also an Antinomian, Agricole believed that the
Gospel only must be preached in all its sweebness, without any
reference to the Decalogue; and the godless must be admonished

-4 &

cas s - . 58
in private and not criticized from the pulpits.” It is not

The Law that must csuse a perscn to repent and change his way
Fal L <} 7 [ . Il 0 T e S 1 3 > 7 1 A 7, - 59
of life, but the Gospel of Chrisgt must bring sbout this change.

Agricola is also reported by Luther to have stated that loses

should be hanged, that 3t. Peter kmew nothing of Christian free-

dome, that no mabter how bad & person may be, if
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Christ his salvation is certain, and so on. These statements,
however, are of doubtful autherticitye
This Antinomian onslaught the Reformer ‘took very heard,
and he dispaired of his 1life, for, as far as he was concerned,

61

there wes no peace to hope for asny more. Several storms

caused by the devil, he wrote in 1539, had raged against him
with the intention of blowinz out the light of the Gospel

‘here had been first the papacy, then luentzer, then Carlstadt,
then the dnabapbists, and now the sntinomians who seem to be

ki alleég Apparently this wéighed so hevvily upon Luther

worst o
because there was so much affinity between him and the anti-
nomicns, and he must have detected his owa spirit in them.
Between 1538 and 1540 Luther held six disputations
sgainst the Antinomiens without, however, mentioning the names

£3

of his adversaries. In the disputation of September 13, 1538
he admitted of having favoured antinomisnism in his earlier
vyears; but at that time the Christiasns were weak and in need of
comfort, whereas now they need the strong hand of the LawaéLL
In this year Luther also emphasized the feacts, that the abolition
of the Decslogue from all preaching would discredit the Gospel,
ruin all govermments and church life, do awsay with all repentance
A
o .. 1 . = g —_ ) i . - %
and salvation, and result in Muentzerism and complete anarchye.
Gven Christians need to observe the Law:
e, too, who are now made holy through grace, nevertheless

live in a sinful body. 4nd because of this remeining sin, we
must permit ourselves to be rebuked, terrified, slain, and
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sacrificed by the Law until we are lowered into the gr

N

In the end. Luther advised the magistrates to take action against
the law breakerse 7 nose are absolutely not Lo be tolerated, "

the Reformer stated, “who hold that the teaching o

fe
¥

he Law is

LN

to be thrown out of the churches, for this plane is necessary

w68

for tough and knotted logse.

Luther's dispubations seemed to make a favourable

b

impression on Agricola; he submitted a partial recantation o
his errors, but it proved unsatisfactory to both ielanchbton and
futher. lelanchton revised the recantation to his own liking,
but Agricola hesitated to sign the revised version, upon which

Luther in 1539 published & pamphlet entitled sAgainst the Anti-

: . Q s o . .
nomlanseé/ Tn this trasct Luther laments over his enemies'

)

[&0

s earlier writings, atbempts to refute

o

vdacity in appealing to h

t

sheir errors, and charges the Antinomians with a diabolic
obstinacy. 4s a result, Agricola was compelled to leave Saxony.
Vhen he in 1512 sought a reconcilistion with his former friend
and co=worker, Lubther refused to receive him unless he was
willing to acknowledge that the Reformer was right and he wrong,
70

and to abjure his errors without auny conditionse. Agricela
Y >

chose to persist in his heresy.

Luther and the Antitrinitarians

Toward the end of his life. Luther also came in contact
with persons who denied the doctrine of the Trinity. The

Wilbur that Luther himself at first doubted

assertion of L, M,
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the scripturalness of the doctrine, shows little, if any,
historical evidence, The Heformer, Wilbur says, disliked the
term homoousios, &s being a human invention and not found in
Seripture; he rather preferred to say “oneness”, for the word
OO - . Y 2 N T
frinity had a cold sound to him. for these reasons Luther

apparently omitted the herm from his Cotechisn and Litany.

o

To avoid being called an Arian by the Uatholics, however,
Wilbur continues, and to keep the support of the princes, who

would not have tolerated any disturbances from such unorthodox

views, Luther was cowed into retsining the doctrine of the

)
72
iriﬂluje
+t is true, Luther stated that human terms are in=-
adeguate to explain the mystery of the Godhead, but he never
expressed any heretical views on the subject. Uoncerning
humen terms employed to designate the Trinity he wrote: 70

be sure, it is not very good German and does not sound well to

desiznate God by the word Dreifaltigkeit (threefoldness)o Bven

the Latin Trinites does not sound very well. Bub since we have

e e

nothing better, we must speak as we camzﬂ5 In a sermon in

1538 he stated:
fie should stay with the true, ancient belief that there are
three distinct persons--Fabher, Son, and Holy Ghost--in the
ternal Godhead. This is the most sublime and the first
article of Christian faithe « « o Bub to say that God is
threefold is very poor lemguage, for in the Godhead the
highest Oneness existse (4

After showing that St. Augustine also had difficulties with

defining the Trinity, Luther concludes gquite puszzleds *1 cannot
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give this Being & fitting neme, *17  If Wilbur refers to
passages such as these, he may indeed find Luther's dis-
sabisfaction with the terms describing the divine mystery,
but there is certainly no trace of doubt in Ghese referenceso76
In fact, Luther went so far as to state that even the Prophets
of the 01d Testament “believed and clearly understood this
article of faith. Yet because of the stiff-necked, unbelieving,
wicked people they did not come out with 1t so clearly as the
Hew Testament does. /!

It is not clear when Luther first came in bouch with
Antitrinitarianism. Wilbur states that this heresy appeared
in Protestant circles in Nuerunberg as early as 152b@78 hen
asked by the Council of Wuermberg as to what to do with people
who deny the doctrine, Luther ascribed this heresy to the in=

79

fluence of Carlstadt and kMuentzer,'” and counselled to regard

80 Martin Cellarius

the persons involved as Turks and apostates.

seems to have been the first Protestant to express some Anti-

trihitarian views in a pamphlet. After a heated quarrel with

Luther, according to Wilbur, he left in 1525 for Zast Prussia,
81

where he carried on a literary activitye But Luther's real

conbact with this heresy was in the person of John Campanus

b

rom Haeseyck in Belgium, who in 1528 enrolled as student in
Wittenberg. OCampanus denied the divinity of Chris‘oe2 and the
personslity of the Holy Spirit, attacked Luther's doctrine of

justification and the sacraments, and believed he had rediscovered
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Tthe truth which since the time of the Apostles was 1ost585
Py

In 1532 he published a book entitled. Azaingt the Lutherans

and the %hole VWorld after the Apostles, in which he condemned

the Reformer as a lisar and charged him with not teaching

e . 8 . . Coa o - ;
Scripoture arighte. b According to Sebastian Franck, who sym=

.

pathized with this heretic, Campanusg in this book made *two

persons of Christ and the Father, but of one Spirit, just as

husband and wife are one flesh, 0D Campanus was thus a Bini-

™

tarian. Helanchton suggestved that Ceampanus be hanged on the
highest tree, but Luther counselled that no attention be paid
to this blasphemer, lest he become puffed up over his own
2 o 86 v EY. . as - . .
importance,. However, as all the other heretics before hinm,
Cempanus had to leave ﬁittenberg087
In 1531 lichael Servetus published in Strassburg an

attack against the doctrine of the Trinity, but it is not known
whether Luther learned sbout this at the time the pamphlet

i &8 20 in his tract asainst the Awbi .
appeared. In 1539, in his tract sgainst the Aunbinomians,
Luther mentions the names of Servetus and Campanus, and refers

L, O . " 8% -
to Them as heretics who oppose both him and the pope. In a
disputation of 15l);, which dealt principally with the doctrine of
the Trinity, the Reformer again referred o these two persons.

w

In this disputation Luther pinpointed his conception of the
mystery more precisely, stating that “in what manner the Person dif=

fers from the Godhead itself is not the province of reason to

inguire. « » o In fact, it is & dangerous undertsking, and we
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must avold assuming eny distinction, because each Person is

&;(‘;)O

the very God and God in His entirety, To speculate con=

cerning this mystery is, according to Luther, The highest

blasphemy and heretics who dare to deny it must be silenced,
for to tolerate Antitrinitarians means to undermine salvation
itself. In 1538 he wrote: "This is a matter either of believing

or of being loste “  ind as early as 1529 he explained:

o o o We could never attain to a knowledge of the Father's
favour and grace except through the Lord Christ, who is a
mirror of His Father's heart. Outside Christ we see in God
nothing but a wrathful and terrible Judge., But about Christ
we could know nothing if the Holy Spirit had not revealed

it To us.

The two heresies penalized by death in the Codex

<y

Justinianus, were the deniel of the doctrine of Tthe Irinity

oy

nd the repetition of baptism. This legislabion directed
against the ancient arians and Donatists was revived in the
sixteenth century and applied to both, the Anbitrinitarians and

| fo . .. 9% . - .
the Anabapbists.”’” ILven Luther, who at one time had pleaded

for tolerance and religious liberty on behelf of his own cause,

laber appealed to this imperial law against the dissenters.

The reasons for this change in lLuther's atititude are obvious
from the preceding chapbers; the purpose of Tthe next chapter

ig to trace this change more precisely and to counsider the

guestion of tolerance in the sixteenth centurye
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LUTHER AND THE RADICALS ON TOL AND RBLIGIOUS LIBERTY

Luther Advocstes Tolerance

That Luther in his earlier works advocaled tolerance,

£

5, patience and Tairness toward those whose religious

J=e

that
opinions and practices differed from the accepted dogma of the

Church, is obviocus; but his early language on behzlf of religious
liberty was dictated by his constant fear of persecution, assassi-

. . . 1 ; , .\
nation, poisoning and murder.~ Only later, when he had passed

el

Fad
kR

from the status of a fugitive to that of a builder of a church
(=) 1

1

did he express his true views on the question of religious

liberty., In his youth. Luther had been intolerant as an inguisi-

tor, declaring he would have been willing to bring a fagot for

1

the pyre of dJohn EHSS,Q and when he broke with the Catholic Church
he was in temper more intolerant than Fope Leo X,2 ihen Luther,
then, at the beéinning of his reformetion work pleaded for clemency
towards heretics, it must be accepted thet it was done primearily

on his own behslf and that of his causee.

One of the paragraphs in the Wi

“

ety=Five Theses stated,
that the "burming of herevics is counbrary to the will of the Holy
Spirit,"u and & litble later Luther must have thought of himself

has not

when he expleined that "here has never been a heresy that

tated some truth."? In 1520 he wrote in his To the Christian

wob111*2° #*One should overcome heretics with Scripture and nobt with
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fire., If it were scholarly to overcome heretics with fire,
then the executioners would be the most learned doctors on

earthe In the same year he wrote in his Babylonian Captivity:

T say, then, uneither pope nor bishops, nor any man whabever

has the right of making one syllable binding on a Christian

man, unless 1t be done with his own consent. Whatever is

done otherwise is done in the spirit of tyramiye o o o I

cry aloud on behalf of liberty snd conscience, and I proclaim

with confidence that no kind of law can with any Jjustice be

imposed on Christians, whether by men or by angels, except

so far as they themselves will; for we are free from all.
In a Peunbtecost sermon in 1522, Luther baught that the sword has
no power over the hearts of men, and heresy cannot be fought with
carnal weapons., o magistrates ought to meddle in spiritual
things, but the ministers of the Word of God must capture the
love and delight of the human heart snd thus win men for the
truth. FTherefore you see,” he concluded, *that our princes and
bishops are mad and foolish when they use force in an effort to
press and compel people to believe."™ This is so because the
“soul's thoughts and feelings can be known to none but God. "7

In a letter to the councilmen of Prague in 1523, Luther

went still further., He wrote;

For the doctrine of another, be it true or false, will

neither damn nor save you; yvour faith alone will certainly

do one or the other. Therefore let a man teach whatever he

pleases, you must look to what you believe, because you
believe at your own supreme peril or to your own profit@lo

Even Carlstadt and Muenbzer, he wrote in 152/ to the princes of
Saxony, should be allowed to preach as much as they wish; the

Word of God must go to battle: “Let the spirits burst and clash

one with the other. I some meanwhile are misled, very well,
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that is what happens in the real course of war; where there is
strife and battle, there some must fall,™1l He then suggests
that the ides of burming false prophets comes from the fear of
beinz unable to overcome them with the Word of God. If these
heretics, however, abttempt to overthrow the egtablished govera=
ments, Luther warns, "there your Excellency shall attack, be it
we or they, and let them be at once expelled from the countryeﬂlg
#hen in 1525 some anabaptists in Switzerland were drowned

in mockery of adult baptism, Luther still did not approve of such
severe measv_r‘es,l5 In fact, he welcomed sects who attacked the
Christian faith; they cause Christisans to search thelr own souls
and to become well grounded in Scripture°1h~ As labe as 1528 in
a letter to two pastors, he expressed uneasiness concerning put=-
ting Anabaptists to death. It is not right, he wrote, and L am
deeply troubled that these people are so cruelly put to death,
burned and slain. Let every one believe what he likes, for if
he is wrong he will heave punishment enough in hell, Unless there
is sedition and outright rebellion on the part of the fanatics,
one should oppose them with the Word onlyalS In another letter
written in the same year, he advised:

You ask whether the msgistrates may kill false prophetss I

am slow in a Jjudgement of blood even when it is deserved. In

this matter I am terrified by the example of the papists and
the Jews before Christ, for when there was a statute for the

killing of false prophets and heretics, in time it came about thatb

only the most saintly and innocent were killed. » o « 1 cannot
adnit that false tegachers are to be put to death. It is
enough o banishet



folerance

When Luther came to realize that the struggle of the
spirits may turn to his own disadvanbage, he called on the arm
of the flash %o assist him. His increasing intolerance,
therefore, must not only be looked upon as an assertion of his

true views, but also as & weapon for self-defense in his

, 17

struggle for existence. When the Diet of Speier in 1529

o
DD
passed the cruel decree that the Anabaptists be executed by
fire and sword without distincEion of sex, and even without

no protests The more significant this becomes when 1t 1s

his was Tthe same Diet at which the Lutherans

ot

remembered thad

against the Catholic majority, and Their attempt

0.
cl
(0]

protesgbed

restrict the activity of the Lutheransol9 In a letter to one

.

ifet sch in the same yvesr, the Reformer expressed the ruling of
5 i pel

the Diet when he wrote: "In order %o avoid trouble we should

not, if possible, suffer contrary teachings in the seame state;

even unbelievers should be compelled to attend church and con=

20

)

orm &t least outwardly to the Christian religion,

m

To justify his severe measures against the radical

reformers, Luther charged them with sedition and blasphemy,
attaching to these terms the widest possible meaning. In the
oL

1Middle 4Ages blasphemy was defined as an offense agalnst God or

saint; to speask against God, to swear falsely, to use God's

o

-

neme abusively, or to damage images was regardsd as blasphem
s o) & i P
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and the punishment ranged all the way from fines Lo death,

Sedition was defined as disobedience and rehellion azainst the

(=l

constibubted authorities, which was punished with certaln fines,

fte

if it was a mild offense, and vorture and beheadinz in the case

oo

of heavier crimes.“> Luther and Melanchiton ilnterpreted blas~
, . o , - =z
ohemy to mean rejection of an article in the Apostolic Crsed,=”

ot

(o]

rejection of infant baptism, denial of hereditary sin, snd dis~

. , . o } e .
gention from the esbtablished \Jhurch,,2“L Sedition was defined as

mere refusal to participsate in war or to se
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and the belief in community of goods.~’ The two offenses,

according to Luther, were tc be dealt with by the stabte, while

Once he was persuaded that he acted in accordance with

God's will, Luther shrank from no encouragement of using the
f/\
sword against dissenbters and Catholics all{ee“7 To ius and

Kyconius, who in 1530 were writing against the fanatics and Ana-

baptists, Luther wrote that he was very plsased with their argu-
ments against the enthusiasts, and urged the publishing of their
tracts &s soom as possible. “As they are not only blasphemous,”

T e

e added, “but highly seditious, urge the use of the sword against

by right of law.” God, according to Romans 13, is against
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that by advocating the
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use of force against heretics the door would

it

the persecution of even true Christians, Luther rep

H
l.—h
@
o
f_.h
=
B

exposition of Psalm 82, that this mattered littls, for a

G
e

minister of God ought to preach Scripture rightly even though

ht mean danger for his own cause. And, after all, thess
heretics are not punished for what Tthey believe but for blas=
, . 29
phemy and rebellion.”
In response to a request from Frince John of Saxony,
Melanchton. in 1531 delivered a memorsndum on the subject of
ounishing dissenters, in which he advocated the use of the

sword. Luther endorsed the document as follows:

I, Luther, espprove, Th
them by the sword, yet 1
condemn the preaching of
doctrine, to persecute th

above all this, Lo sesek to destroy the kingdom of this
worlde s

h it may appear cruel Lo pun

is even more cruel of them ¥

ce and not To teach any cervalin
3 44 4]

4

i
he true d.octri:ae9 and, ove
From this time on to the lasbt year of his 1life, the

did wnot fail +to admonish and warn by lebtitsrs, sermons and pamphlets

31

against all "corner-preachers” and self-appointed ministers.
In 1532 he wrote to the Duke of Schlick "to keep a dilizent eye

on the seed of the devil,”™ for a small spark, caused by these

32

sneakers, may turn into a great fire,” 1533 he advised a

xL;

pastor as bo how to treat dissenters: “We threaten those who
despise the services of the sanctuary and neglect to partake of
the Lord's Supper, with our Frince's wrath, and with being de~-
nounced as blesphemers of Gode "33 To the King of Demmark in

D

1536 Luther expressed delight for his zeal against heretics and




Catholic bishops "who are always persecubing God's Word
and intriguing in worldly matterssaah- In the same year

‘ians as to what

Philip of Hesse asked the Wittenberg theolog
to do wibth heretics who return after having been banished
from the country. The answer was that those who abjure their
errors are to be pardoned, but "those who persistently refuse
are to be punished with the sword, on the double ground of
sedition and blasphemyeﬁ55 To the Hlector John Frederick.
Luther wrote in 1538. not to set free liagister John Karg,

' :

who was suspect of heresy, "until we have sifted the matier

. 2% P 5 ; - AL .
thoroughly. 56 Fritz Erbe, an Ansbaptist, suffered incar-

)
i

ceréibion for nine years in the castle of 1

he Wartburg, and
when he died in capbivity, the Reformer never expressed one
word of sympathy, respect or regret for such harsh treatuentes
As late as 155, one year before Luther's death, the. Reformer
advised the Elector and FPhilip of Hesse not to release Henry
of Brunswick, a heretic, "because everything depends on
doctrine, “50

The anti-iAnabaptist writings of the Wittenbergers
not only had their dreadful effect on Electorial Saxouny, but
also in other areas of the empire., In justification of the
execution of Anabaptists and other sectaries, the rulers
constantly appesled to Luther's teaching on the subjeoto59
-

The Catholic Count of the Palatinate, Ludwig Vyand thilip of

Hesse were the only rulers who did nol resort to harsh measures




against the
hAnabaptists
were erring
was unable,

to persuade

23l

radical Jc'el"orlm.ers‘,lv“O fhilip did not see in the

rebels and blasphemers, but only poor people who

concerning their faith, 4s late as 15L5. Fhilip

R

on the basis of certain New Testament passages,bl

himself to inflict the death penalty on the

radicals, "since over night a man may be instructed and turn

from his error. If we should condemn such a one so summarily
to death we fear greatly that we should not be innocent of his
bloode“)-‘r2 In his last will +this prince distinguished hetween
ceful aad rebelliocus Anabaptists--something Luther never
learned--and advised the educated to win the dissenbers back to
for to

the true doctrine, "kill anybody because he's of false

C warn our sons

¢

this we have never done and wish also

i, W3

belief,
against
Thus aside from Fhilip of Hesse, nothing was further
from the minds of Luther and his followers, than the toleration
of doctrines other Than thelr own; the Reformer emphatically
asserted the freedom of his own opinions, while btaking little
should be ensured the same measures

interest that his opponents

of liberty. 1t now remains to be seen whether the radical

reformers, against whom the darts of persecubtion were hurled,

were true chempions of liberty of conscience as some reputable

scholars have suggested.
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The Radicals and Tolerance

Host Lutheran and Reformed theologians and hisborians

do not believe that there was any religious group in the sixteenth

century thalt was genuinely tolerant towards creeds other than
their owne H. H. Kremm, for exemple, states it was only over

two hundred years later that the German poet and critic, Lessing,

fought for complete tolerance towards non-Chrisbian and other

confessions of faithehh' Others see the institution of freedom

~

and religious liberty coinciding with the inauguration of the

- R ) -
n the eighteenth century.” In contrast

-t

American constitution

the Ana=-

)

to these there are those writers, mostly descendants o
baptists, who sse the birth of religious liberty in some of the

radical reformers of the sixteenth century., R. J. Smithson feels

that an "uaprejudicial examination of the work and teaching of

G

the Angbapbists reveals them as outstanding pioneers in the struggzle
")

for religious libertys. » eﬁhé K., H. darbison states that the

Anabaptists first caught the vision of religious freedochj

C. H, Smith makes Anabaptism “the essence of individuslism, "8

Littell looks upon the insbaptisbtbs as people who consistently
championed religious liberty in the modern sense‘»h’9 And Harold
Bender emphatically asserts:

There can be no question but that the great principles of
freedom of comscisnce, separation of church and state, and
voluntarism in religion, so basic in American Protestanbtism,
and so essential Lo democrasy, ultimately are derived from
the Anabaptists of the Reformetion period, who for the first
time clearly ennunciated them, and challenged the CThristian
world to follow them in practice.bl
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The question arises whether these divergent views can be
harmonized, or whether only one of them must be accepted as

It must be shbated at the outset that certain groups
and persons within the radical reformation kmew nothing, as
we have seen, of tolerance and religious liberty for people
and doctrines other than their own. HMuentzer and the luenster
Anabaptists cen certailnly not be cited as examples of tolerance,
for they advocated the employment of the sword, killed off +the

"zodless”™, and compelled people &gainst their will to be bap-

f=e

tized and to accept their religious views. This leaves us &

(o]

invesgtigate whether certain Spiritualists and the evangelical

A

fnabaptists were truly tolerant, that is, patient and indulgent

towards people with other faiths.
That ©the Ansbaptists advocated tolersnce and abstinence

from any use of force in religious matters, there is no guestions

from the letter of Conrad Grebel to kuentzer we have learned that

o

he Swiss Brethren repudiated &1l force, believing in excommuni=
cation as the only weapon against spiritual offenders. dhile
thasar Hubmaler was persecuted as an evangelical preacher he

wrote a pamphlet entitled. Concerning Heretics and Those who

Burn them (152l;), which is one of the earliest pleas for complste

2 denno Simons also wrobe agalnst

tolerstion of all dissenters.5 2
the persecution of heretics; he even went so far as to challenge

~

the moral basis of capital punishment°75 One Hans Mueller of
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tiedikon, before the Zurich magistrates beautifully stated:

Do not lay a burden on my conscience, for faith is a zift
ziven freely by God, and is not common property. The
mystery of God lies hidden, like the treasure in the field,
which no one can find but he to whom the spirit shows it. o
So I beg you, ye servants of God, let my faith stand free, -

fort

According to Heinrich Bulling
the Swiss Brethren taught that one cannot and should not employ

force to compel anyone to accept the faith; that

e

t is wrong
To put to death anyone for the sake of his erring faith; that
the secular kingdom should be separated from the Church, and

no secular ruler should exercise authority in the Church; that

the Lord has commanded simply to preach the Gospel, not to

pel anyone by force to accept it; that the true Church of

,;_ k)

Christ has the characteristic that it suffers and endures per=
secutlon, but does not inflict persecution on others.”o”?
Pilgrem Marbeck, another Anabeptist, when accused of refusing
to recognize other religious groups as scriptural, defended
himself by stating:

It is not true that we refuse 4o count as Christians those
who disagree with our baptism end reckon them as misguided
spirits and deniers of Christ, It is not ours either to
judge or condemn hinm who is not baptized according to the
* command of Cnrlsu@56

This almost seems like a readiness to admit that there is more
than one way to God, a dispesition which Baiumbon calls an “in-

. —_— - 5
gredient of Reneissance religion®,27

While These testimonies appeer to be convincing, in

reading them one cannot help Thinking of Luther's earlier
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utterances on behalf of religious liberty, which he later,
when in power, neutralized. One is almost inclined to
believe with Fhilip Schaff, that persecublon was present in
all religions, churches and sects which had the power, while

on the other hand, all persecuted religions and parties were

58 .. : .
reedon, Although the problem

Anabaptist movement of the sixbteenth century, as well as in its

Tione

According Tto the records, dnsbaptist tolerance did not

extend to those who remained true to the stabe churches, whether

&

atholic or Frotestant. An anonymous asnabaptist writer in a

o+

ract, Christisn Bapbtism, condemns vigorously the stabe church=

men of his day, regarding them as insbruments of Satan because
+ 3 S ety s 3 1 :-9 i e
they uphcld an unscriptural state church.” Another anonymous

tract, Councerning

5

Bvil Overseers, even warns against ministers

like Hans Denck, who regard infant baptism as an insignificant

. . . . o L B0 .
oint, not worth causing strife on account of it. in another

o]

pemphlet, The Hearing of False Frophets or Antichrist, th
2 () iy 3

5]
[¢]

writer seriously warns sgalunst listenin

g g to Luther and other

state church ministers, for it is like drinking poison which
s s . 1 . .
true Christians must guard against, Although Menno Simouns

belisved there were Christians in all church affiliations, he

was unwilling to tolerate sects such as the luensterites, men
(> F




239

62

like David Joris, and the state churches in general., After
reviewing in one of his writings some of the doctrines of the
Catholics, the Lutherans, and the Zwingllians, Meuno comes to

he

~

rightly

b

the conclusion that all of these Three groups musg

~

]

considered as sects, because their beachings and lives are

rd.é5 In his plea for tolerance toward his
persecuted followers, lleano tells the Catholics, Lutherans and
Zwinglians, quite ironically, “that your office and service are

not of God and His

rd but issue Lrom the bottomless pite - » aﬂéh

In answer to passages such as these, John Horsch replies

that the inabapbists and Hennonites did not define liberty of
conscience as Lo mean & general tolsrance of all creeds, buv

took "liberty of conscience to imply the separation of church
and state and the rejection of all perseoutioneﬁ65 It is true

that theoretically the iAnabaptists and early lennonites taught

that no Christian should take part in govermment in axy way nor

isbrate, but this, as Bender points out, “was purely

& Gtheoretical conclusion because in those days no Mennonite could

266

have become a maegistrate even if he had wanted to do so0.
(o]

e}

Heretice were automatically excluded from all govermmental

(2

offices and privileges; they were not even considered to be full

citizens of the state. ‘hen religious liberty was grented first

nites in Europe began to participate freely in state affeirs,

some of them even becoming generals in the arm7°67 As for the

Holland, then in Switzerland and lastly in FPrussia, the Mennom=



210

uge of force in mabtters of faith on the part of the Ana=

-

baptists, even the sixteenth century provides some drastic
examples. Hans Hut, a somewhat overly zealous insbaptist,

was for a ©ime Imprisoned for his enthusiazsm by a fellow
inabaptist, Leonard von Liechtenstein, whose seat of govern=
ment was the ancient city of Nikolsburg near the Austrian
oorder,éB Belthesar Hubmaier approved of the action, setting

N

n a pamphlet entitled., On the Sword, which

e

forth his views

argues in support of the actions of the magistrabes in matters
of religioneé9 In their later history when the lMennonites in
Russia Were‘in control of their own local govermment, persecu=
tion, although on a smaller scale, of dissenting persons and

70

groups was not alien to the movement,
Yet among the Spiritualists or mystical 4nsbaptists
there seems to have been at least onz person who advocated as
well as practised genuine tolerance. Hans Denck, for example,
believed in extreme nonresistance and the sepsration of Church
and stabte, yet this did not prevent him from cooperating and
having fellowship with Balthasar Hubmaler who did not share his
views concerning the sword and the statee71 This did not mean
that Denck would associabe with godless men and pronounced
heretics, as he himself testbified, but he realized that he could
err concerning an article of faith, and consequently others, who

did not share his belief, could be right in certain points as

well. 12 Ageinst his persecubors Denck did not vituperate like
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Menno Simons and some of the other Ansbaptists, but he ex-
pressed his affection towards them, stating that nothing could
separate his heart from them. 3 Before his death he even went
so far as to express genuine sorrow for having caused strife
and divieions by his unwise zeal, for, after ell, even his
adverseries worship the same God and honour the same redeemer
in Christ.

In conclusion, then, among the radical reformers only
Hans Denck, who had much to lose in the eyes of his fellow Ana-
baptists for holding to absolute tolerance, and among the
Lutherans, Fhilip of Hesse, who had little to profit from
tolerating dissenters in his own province, seemed to be the only
worthy champions of religious liberty among the Frotestants of
the sixteenth century. Aside from a few individuals like these,
Europe in the Heformation period knew little, if any, btrue

5

religious libverty. Advocates of tolerance and liberty of
conscience there had been from the very begimning of fhristen-
dome ©Thurch Fathers like Tertullian and St. Augustine spoke
for religious toleratioﬁ when the Christian Church was in the
minority end generally oppressed; when the Church becsme ac=
cepted in society, these very men counselled coercion and even
punishment of body, since, as was believed, the salvation of
soul was at stake,76 The medieval Church and the Reformers

followed the same course./!! The Anabaptists, who remained a

minority group, cennot be taken as a conclusive exemple of
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tolerance, because in the sixteenth century they had little

thelr theory of religious liberty to the test. If the Ana=
baptists have contributed at all to the modern concepts of
liberty, tolerance and the separation of Church and state, they

s}

~have done this indirectly through suffering persecution, which,

as time went on, convinced the suthorities of its uselessness

78

for zchieving the desired objectives.
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loe, Acton, Essays on Freedom and Power, p. 9J.
In 1525 when Luther learned of the burning of two Augustinian
monks in the Netherlands, he exclaimed: af thought I myself

should be the very first one who should be martyred for the sake

of the Holy Gospel; but appareutly I was not worthy of that,
fuoted in Stauffer, Wﬂu, XIX (Jduly, 19L5), 183. In 152} he
wrote to the suffering Lambert Thorn in the Netherlands: "I
might deem this a misfortune, for it was I who first brought
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Luther, The Letters of, pp. 118-119,
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3This tolerance in the opening decades of the 16,
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danger of Protestantism wes not apparent as yete. 1bide, PP 55 =56,
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Flass, What Luther Says, II, 6L)~6l
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2191y will lie heavy on your conscien ce,” Luther wrote
in 1530, to the duke of Saxony, “if you tolerate the Catholic
worship; for no secular prince can permit his subjects to be
divided by the preaching of opposite doctrines. The Catholics
have no right to complain, for they do not prove the truth of
their doctrine from Scripture and therefore do not conscientiously
believe it Quoted in Acton, Essays on Freedom and Power, p. 102
and concerning herebticg in general he wrote in the same year:
Heretics are not to be disputed with, bubt to be condemned unheard,

and whilst they perisa by fire, the faithful ought to pursus the
evil o 1ts source, send bathe zleir hands in the blocd of the
Catholic bishops, and of the Pope, who is a devil in disgzuise.’
Quoted in Ibid., p. 103,

28Quoted in Smithson, The ansbaptists, pe 180,

oC _ o e et 8 T N .

29 v, KIX, 257-258. Vhen Felix lianz was drowned
in Zurich, Zwingli also insisted that he had not been punished
for his «anabaptlsm, but because of sedition and blasphemy. See
Lindsay, 4 £ the Reformation, II, L7,

7 s h g > - ] 5)
Duoted in Smithson, The anabaptists, pp. 180-181,.

lehey were called “corner=-preachers® or suneakers because
o

ot preach onenly, and self=-appointed minisber be use
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E8=69,
56Quoted in Smithson, The Anabaptists, pe.127.
oTr. H, Ba nton, "Interpretations of the Reformation,™
The American Historical Review, LXVI (October, 1960), 80,
58SoLaff, History of the Christisn Church, VII, 51,

flenger (trans. and ed, ), “"Three Swiss
¥ HQR, XXI (October, 1947), 28228l

T_'O 1 Ial
27John v@
Brethren Tracts,
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6OIbide, pna 280-28l. For Denck's views on
Fellmann, Hans Denck Schriften, pe 109

1, FAn T . . 5
Wenger, HMQR, XXI {October, 1947}, 276-278.

6244V*d Joris was & visionary and enthusiast in the early
ennonite Church who was excommunicabed by Obbe Fhilips, a co-
worker of lenno Simons.
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lienno, Complete Writings, ppe. 332=355
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XILT (April, 1939}, 89, ,
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SSmith, The Story of the llennonites, pe Lle

E9he New Cambridge Wodern History, II, 123, The Baptists

trace the origin of their movement to Hubmailer, while the lienno=
nites are not on too zood terms with this man because he believed
in bearing arms for the govermment.

TO%hen the Mennonite Brethren Church was organized in
Russia in 1860, the ministers of the 014 llennonite Church complained
to the civil authoritieg=-who were also Memnonites--znd as a result
threats, arrests and actual punishment were carried out against
the dissenters. The new group appealed to the Russian Tzar who
induced the Russian government to recognize the dissenting body
as a legal religious denomination. See Horsch, Menunonites in
Burops, Pe 279

e, Lindsay, 4 History of the Reformation, II, LL2.

o - s
leﬁellmaun, Hans Denck Schriften, p. 108,

i,

Ly s . .. —

(4Ibide, pe 105, This is a far cry from Luther who
stated that whoever tolerates the fanatics must know that he has
before him the devils themselves., SiWEA, XXXI, 226,

s

75¢f, rfeffer, Church, State and Freedom, ppe 26=27. -

76A. F, Carrillo de Albornoz points out that for this
reason “the modern Catholic defenders of religious freedom
emphasize the favourable tradition of the early Fathers before
Avgustine,” Roman Catholicism and Religious Liberty (Genevas
The World Council of Churches, 1959), p. 67, The book is a
scholarly sbtudy of Catholic views on, and arguments for and
against religious tolerance,

1TSse Preffer, Church, State snd Freedom, ppe 26-27.
Yet W, K. Jordan feels that the Reformation did conbribube in-
directly to toleration of other religions: “The claims of the
rizht of private judgement could not indefinitely be denied by a
system of thought which owed its existence to the triumph of that
orinciple.” The Development of Religious Toleration in England
(Cambridge: Harvard University Fress, 1932}, I, 32, Secondly,
Jordan soes on to say, Gthe brunt of persecution was taken out of
Protestantism since it had rebelled 1tself against a well founded
ancient institution. Ibide, DPe 3l

"~

S+ - . . . .
7°1% was believed, as Beinbon points oub, that persecution
would bring about the salvation of the heretic's soul, vindicate
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the honour of God, as in the case of Cfalvianism, and bring about
orthodoxy and unity within the Church. As time wenbt on, This
proved ineffective, and the Enlightemment undermined some of the

principles underlying the theory of persecution, Bainton, The
Travail of Religious Liberty, p. 17 £f.




Vindicabtion of the Dissident Sects

As a result of Luther's and the other leading
Reformers' hostile atbitude towards the dissident sects, the
radical reformers not only had to endure persecution in the
sizteenth century, but they also had to bear suspicion,
ridicule, reproach and emmity for slmost four hundred years.
Bspecially Lutheran Protestantism, bo which the radicals had
constantly appealed, has sinned agaigst‘tham most, for it
failed to appreciate that they simply endeavored to follow
Luther's early principles to their logical conclusion and live

4

in accordance with the precepts of the Gospel as they understood
it. 4s late as the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the
descendants of the radical reformers were compelled to leave

their soil, country, home and property only in order to be able

to live their lives according to the dictates of their conscience,
The attitude towards them, however, was bound to change for the
better. In 1905 the Bapbtist historian Henry C. Vedder wrote:

“The time is rapidly approaching when the Ansbaptists will be as
abundantly honoured as, in the past four centuries, they have been

-

unjustly condemned. ™l Since that time the radical reformers have

been sufficiently vindicated.2

The Catholic scholar, Dr. C. 4., Cornelius, as has been
2 5

2l9




mentioned, was one Of
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Fal

the first in the middle of the

nineteenth century to speak an effective word in mitigation

el

(el

hi

Co

Ju upon the radicals and declared that their real

&
@
5
3
o

story had yet to be written.” Others scon followed

rnelivs to the Anabapbist soufces, something which had been

O

largely neglected until then, and they found what Sebastian

Ca

stellio had found already in the sixteenth century. In a

manuscript addressing Beza, Castellio writes:

With regards Lo the Ansbaptists I would like To know how
you lmow that they condemn legitimate marriage and the

magistracy and condone murderse. OCertainly it is not in
thelr books and much less in their words. You have heard
it from their enemies, « « o o L do not believe what you
say about the anabaptists. Those at luenster did not re=
ject the magistrate and they retained Knipperdollinck as
magistrate. As for marriage, their enemies say thet each
had more than one wife. VCTy well, but that is not having
wives in common. There are some persons who certalnly are
not Ansbaptists who testify that in Bohemia the Ansbaptists
hold marriage in such reverence thet if any among them is
guilty of adultery he is rigorously excluded from their
community. UNeither Spﬂuld people be held responsibvle for &
position which they have themselves repudiated, any more
then you, Beza should be reproached for the amabtory verses
of your youbtheH

er
:
'G

fl

)

Wot a single group or person against whom Luther fought so

vi

olently, has been left undefended by scholarly research. ferman
rge has demonstrabed that the Wittenberg radicals, especilally

Carlstadt, were not mere lunabics, whose sole ambitlon was o

de

.
Sp

stroy what Luther had carefully built up°5 The revolutionary

iritualists, such as Thomas luentzer, have been shown, although

somewhat unconvincinzly, as complimenting Luther in his reform

ari

.

Walter Nigg, for exemple, states that Muenbzer rightl
i 2 te]

1vVEes.




od up for the socielly and politically oppressed, whose

1)

5.0

sufferings he sought to alleviate in accordance with Scrivturs.

and mystical anebapbists, such as Denck, Schwenckfeld and others,

abounds in quantity as well as in quality of  Aind Hemoni

acquitting the evangelical Ainsbapbists of the charges laid against

W ) iy

8 . |
general enjoy & grester

theme Today the radical reformers in g

po

reputation then they ever have; Mennonite, Protesbant as well as
Catholic scholars acknowledge their contribution to western

ivilization, Only a few excerpts from their writings shall be

&

In spesking for the Anabsptists, B, 4. Payne, Genersl
Secretary of the Baptist Union of Great Bri n and Ireland
states:

The doctrine of the church as a fellowship of believers,

free from the combrol of the state o o o 3 emphasis on

the spirit of man as the candle of the Lord; the claim for
toleration and freedom of conscience; the recognition of the
obligstions resting on all Christians to charity, community
and evangelism; these ideas, with varying degrees of emphasis,
have become influential in all parts of the worlde?

Re He Bainton, although also feeling that the radical reformers
may have advocabted tolerance because they were persecubed, nsver-

theless observes:

o o the anabaptisbs anticipated all other religious bodies
n the proclamation aud exemplification hree principles

which are on the Worth American conbinent among those truths
which we hold to be self=evident: the voluntary church, the

separation of church eand state, and religious 11vaEYei

[.J- 9




Concerning the radicel reformers in general,

s Catholic hisborian, writes
My ey -~ o Fal - 3 . ) o L e [ T Fay
They were the means of preserving what, in Tthe nature ol
things, would seem to be the aim and the first justification
of Luther, Calvin, end of all the other successful Reformers

who were their deadliest foes: the principle, that is To say,
that men have the right to form their own religious ZTOUDS,

to join a group or not to join, to leave it when thoy choose;
that these groups are equal in their rights and subject to no
authority but what they themselves choose; that the groups are
free to choose the way they shall worship; that every individual
is free to choose whalt he shall believe,

{hoe 2

i

ans George Fischer, a Lutheran, confesses: OnlJ too often have

we reviled the alleged works-righteousness ol the Anegbaptists while
we ourselves have been all too Torgetful and negligent concerning

the divine commandmnent of brotherly.love., Over all the joy and

satisfaction of justification by falith alone, we have forgolbten
1 . : 12 a 3 .'}'i’l 2 . 1 -
the c¢all for ssncvification of our lives. Bven the questlon

of infant versus adult bapbism did not die with T
the sixteenth cemtury. Reformed theologians like Harl Barth and
Emil Brumner have raised severel questions with regard to tuis

subject, and what they have sald has caused amxious debate in

various cirolesel5 fBven distinguished scholars like The late

T

Dom Gregory Dix and Dr. Kenneth Xirk, both of the Anglican Church,
Yhave come to Feel that the rites of baptism and confirmation must

be brought more closely togebher againe "I

Jad

An Attempt at Synthesis

Inasmuch, however, as the radical reformers have been

shused and misunderstood in the past, some historians of <the
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twentieth century have gone in the other'extreme by heaping

21l the praise on the radicals and most of the blame on Luther.t?
Our survey of Luther's struggle with the dissenters has been an
abtempt to understand both the Reformer and the sects, as well as
to synbhesize these two approaches to the subject. We have seen
that Luther's attitude towards the radicals did not spring merely
from hig capriciousness, or because of a mere difference of
opinion concerning the principle of justification by faith; the
heart of the problem lay in Luther's deep conversion experience.
Hot to reelize this, is to fall understanding fully the life and
death conflict which the Reformer waged with his enemies.l6 For
Luther the doctrine of justification by faith alone was of such
importance, that not to accept it was to blaspheme God and %o
repudiate the Christian religion. In view of this, the radicals'
emphasis on outward plety, the freedom of the Spirit, the separa-
tion of Church and stabe, and social reform, was in the opinion of
Luther, who was mainly concerned with establishing a right relation-
ship with God, missing the core of Christianity.17 True,'as a
result of his conversion experience, Luther at first loudly pro-

claimed his principles of sola fide and sola scriptura and even

advocated full religious liberty, but when he realized what these
principles did in men like Muentzer, Carlstadt and later the
Muensterites, he became terrified at his own former course and
writings, and he had no choice but to atback those who perverted

his gospel. But Luther's fury, of course, did not prevent the
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own experience and consciences

Another point to remember is the fact-=or tragedy--that
Iuther first came in conbact with the most extreme of the
radical reformers, which esgtablished from the outset his alti-

o

tude towards the whole movement. Had

<

ormer first met

e
oy
o)
[

It

scme of their radicsl ideas in the evangelical Swiss Ansbaptists

instead of in men like the “Ywickau Prophets®, he would have

perhaps been more lenient and tolerant towards the whole lefd

18

wing of bthe Reformatione Yhen in addition to the appearance

of these fanatics the sociszl problem degenerated into the
Peasants' Revolt and later into the luenster madness, Luther

suddenly saw his cause Threatened with exbinction; in self-

[O]

defense he reacted violently against the fanastics whom he held

responsible for these calamities, Payne observes correctly when
he states that the revolts were the "main cause of Ansbaptism's
passing under a cloud of obloquy and shame, Thus preventing any
honest facing of the basic issues raised by the Swiss Brethren
19

and their more responsible followerse” And, after all, the

distinction between the various groups of the dissident sects
was nbt as obvious to Luther as to most twentieth cenbury his-
torians of the movemeut; that there were several poimts of contact
betwesn the various bodies has been demonstrated.

) . .

Finally, it must not be left out of sight that to Luther

s well ag to sixteenth century society, the dissenters were
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radicals in the true sense of the word, who proposed to burn
the established order upside down, Fhilip Hughes is correct
whern he comments:

Let it once be believed in any society that a particular
group is really threatening to overthrow the distribution
of property, to inbroduce a new counception of right and
wrong, to prohibit and o crush all ways of 1ife but its
own, and the soclety will react savagelyogo

To this may be added that The idea of a free Church, the general
lay movement of the sects, and their opposition to official

Christendom, were so harshly opposed to the still dominsant

o

medieval idea of a social order as expressed in the concept of
the Church and the empire, bthat most men could see in the

radicel movement “nothing less than the destruction of the

very basis of society itself.*Sl ind there is good reason bo
believe that this fear was well founded. The documents indicate
“a. real possibility that Anabaptism, if unimpeded by the sword of
the magistrate, might have become the prevailing form of +the

22

N . ~t b B . o
church in Germany. Had this come sbout, what would have

happened to The state, the principles of nonresisbtance and re=-
ligious liberty, and to the ides of a free Church? This did
not happen, But the question points oubt the fact that it was

persecution that turned the radical reformers into what they
became, and many of Tthe positive traits which we btoday praise in

the movement, were the result of its hardships and hostilities

towards it. All of these considerations show that we cammot view
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he sixbeenth century through Luther's eyes, as
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500 long been done, nor must we tip the scale in favour

of anabaptism without sympathetically consid

R I Ty e Y
jering Luther's

ies somewhere in beltween.
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