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LESSON EIGHT – The Radical Reformation: The Anabaptists 

 

- The Magisterial Reformers, whom we have been focusing on thus far differed among 

themselves in their theology (Lutheran and Reformed) and in their approach to 

Church-state relations.  

- In addition to the Magisterial Reformers, the Radicals, whom we will focus on this 

week, stand forth as yet another reforming force that was quite distinct in 

philosophy and ideology from the Lutherans and Reformed.  

- The obvious factor that Magisterial and Radical Reformers held in common was 

their shared critique of certain aspects of late medieval Catholicism, and their 

rejection of the papacy. [For Further Study, Article – Scholastic Theology and the 

Reformation]. 

- In the early days of Luther and Zwingli, therefore, when people were still thinking 

out the implications of their protest against Rome and the shape of their own 

positive alternative to a discredited Catholicism, it was only natural that all anti-

Romanists should have seemed to be on the same side.  

- What then was the agenda of the Radical Reformation? The foremost modern 

historian of the Radical Reformation, George Huntston Williams, has argued that we 

can best understand the Radicals by viewing them as incarnating three tendencies – 

the Anabaptist, the Spiritualist and the Rationalist (anti-Trinitarian).  

- This threefold scheme of Anabaptist, Spiritualist and Rationalist, is now widely 

adopted by historians and we will use it as a way of conducting our own exploration 

of the Radical Reformation.  

The Anabaptist Radicals  

- Among the three Radical tendencies – the Anabaptist, the Spiritualist and the 

Rationalist – the Anabaptist was perhaps the most influential and the Anabaptist 

Radicals stood closest to the Magisterial Reformers in their theological outlook.  

The Swiss Brethren 

- Zwingli’s preaching and teaching had created a definite 

pro-reform movement in Zurich by 1522. The same year, 

however, revealed that the Reformer was going to have 

trouble from some of his most ardent supporters.  
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- A number of them unsettled Zwingli by their outspoken and provocative anti-

Catholic sentiments and behavior.  

- They ostentatiously broke the medieval Church’s food laws such as eating sausage 

during Lent, disrupted Roman Catholic services of worship and stirred up unrest 

over the payment of tithes and the veneration of icons and relics.  

- Zwingli’s attitude was ambivalent. On the one hand, he agreed with these zealots 

that the things they were attacking were wrong. On the other hand, he was deeply 

opposed to individuals taking the task of reformation into their own hands.  

- He was particularly appalled when three of the leading Radicals – Conrad Grebel, 

Felix Manz, and Simon Stumpf – approached him to sound him out on the possibility 

of setting up a new separatist congregation which would be composed only of the 

truly committed.  

- Zwingli rejected the notion emphatically; it clashed with his more medieval concept 

of society as a Christian body in which all citizens were Christians by baptism and 

religious profession, however poorly they lived up to their religion.  

- The parting of ways came in October 1523. The recent outbreak of iconoclasm 

forced the Zurich city council to hold a public disputation on the whole question of 

icons.  

- Zwingli dominated the proceedings; he argued convincingly that the physical 

veneration of icons was contrary to Scripture, and that icons should therefore be 

removed from churches because their presence always led in practice to idolatry.  

- So far, the Radicals were delighted.  

- When the Zurich city council failed to act against icons in the immediate aftermath 

of the disputation, Zwingli was not too upset.  

- The city council did decree the “cleansing of the churches” from icons eight months 

later, in June 1524. 

- But even with the cleansing of the churches the Radicals were left disenchanted. 

Zwingli seemed to be divorcing truth from action. The Radicals turned sharply 

against Zwingli and denounced him as a heretic, compromiser and apostate.  

- Who were these one-time supporters of Zurich’s Magisterial Reformer that now 

broke so harshly from him?  

- Their leading figure, Conrad Grebel (1498-1526), belonged to one of most 

prominent aristocratic families in Zurich; educated at Basel and Vienna Universities, 

steeped in Erasmine humanism, he was well-versed in both Greek and Hebrew. 

- Another leading figure, Felix Manz (1498-1527) was the son of one of the canons of 

Zurich Cathedral and like Grebel, was an accomplished humanist scholar.  

- The most outstanding theological of this Radical group though was not even 

resident in Zurich – Balthasar Hubmaier (1485-1528).  

- Hubmaier studied at Fribourg University, earning a doctorate in theology in 1512. 

He had profound knowledge of patristic and scholastic theology and was co-rector 

of Ingolstadt University in 1515 and parish priest of Regensburg from 1516 and at 

Waldshut from 1521.  
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- Hubmaier converted to Lutheranism in 1522 and moved over to Zwinglianism in 

1523, convinced by Zwingli’s eucharistic doctrine and more drastic ideals for 

reforming worship. He took part in the Zurich disputation on icons in 1523, standing 

shoulder to shoulder with Zwingli.  

- The leaders of the Radical movement were highly educated and socially respectable 

men, strongly influenced by Erasmine humanism.  

- The bulk of the Swiss Radicals however, were uneducated people – peasants, 

farmers etc. but their concerns were articulated by serious scholars such as Grebel, 

Mantz, and Hubmaier. 

- Early in 1524, Wilhelm Roubli, pastor of Zollikon and Wytikon (parishes in Zurich), 

began preaching against infant baptism.  

- By August his message had born fruit: two farmers in 

his Wytikon parish refused to bring their children for 

baptism. Other families followed their example and the 

same happened in Zollikon.  

- When the Zurich city council found out, it responded by commanding the parents to 

present their children for baptism.  

- Zwingli and his close colleagues Leo Jud and Oswald Myconius, who from October 

onwards engaged in private discussions with Grebel and other Radical leaders to 

see if they could be won over.  

- Unfortunately, the discussions were derailed when some of the Radicals resorted to 

physically aggressive tactics – disrupting Zwinglian services of worship, vandalizing 

the baptismal font at Zollikon.  

- The city council decreed a public disputation on baptism to be held on January 17, 

1525 in the Zurich town hall. Zwingli and Heinrich Bullinger acted as the spokesmen 

for infant baptism; Grebel, Mantz, and Roubli argued for believer’s baptism.  

- The debate lasted for two days. The council awarded victory to Zwingli and 

Bullinger and enacted that those who had refused to bring their children for baptism 

must do so within eight days on pain of banishment.  

- On January 21st 1525, some 16 or so men of Zurich made their way through the 

snow to the house of Felix Mantz, which was quite close to the Cathedral. After 

praying together, one of them asked Conrad Grebel to baptize him with true 

Christian baptism on profession of his faith.  

- Grebel poured the water while the man, whose name was George Blaurock, knelt. 

Blaurock then baptized 15 others.  

- The newly baptized also began celebrating the Lord’s Supper among themselves, 

outside the structure of Zurich’s established church order.  

- Having formed themselves into a distinct and self-conscious movement, in effect a 

new Church, these former followers of Zwingli are often called the Swiss Brethren. 

- To Zwingli and the city council the baptisms and eucharists of the Swiss Brethren 

were acts of anarchy which struck at the roots of the Zwinglian version of Zurich as 

a united Christian community.  
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- The Magisterial Reformation was far more of a medieval than a modern 

phenomenon. Zwingli saw nothing wrong or unchristian in the city council’s 

response to the situation when it arrested a large number of the Radicals in 

February, including Grebel, Mantz, Blaurock and Roubli.  

- Once more Zwingli engaged in private discussions with his ex-followers, but to no 

avail; they simply asserted their freedom to believe and practice as their 

consciences directed, whatever Zwingli or the city council might think to do. 

- Eventually Mantz was fined, Blaurock banished and Grebel and Roubli departed the 

city voluntarily after being given a stern warning to never again disturb the good 

Christian order of Zurich by their revolutionary fanaticism.  

- In May, Zwingli wrote his first treatise against the Radicals, entitled Baptism, 

Rebaptism and Infant Baptism. The word he used for rebaptism was Anabaptism 

from the Greek ana, “again.”  

- So was born the 16th century name for those Radicals who practiced believer’s 

baptism – the Anabaptists, the Rebaptizers.  

- Zwingli’s polemic provoked a reply from 

Balthasar Hubmaier, The Christian Baptism of 

Believers, a powerful piece of writing that 

became a popular classic among the Anabaptist 

Radicals.  

- Despite the banishment of the leading Swiss Brethren, Radicalism itself did not die 

down Zurich, in fact, there is evidence that it grew in strength.  

- In October, the council once more arrested Grebel, Mantz and Blaurock for their 

unabated Radical activities within the state of Zurich – from the council’s point of 

view, these men had clearly not observed the terms of their banishment.  

- Another public disputation on baptism was arranged for November 6-8. The debate 

quickly descended into a shouting match, each side heaping abuse on the other.  

- In December, Balthasar Hubmaier turned up in Zurich and was promptly arrested 

and bullied by Zwingli to sign a recantation of his Radical beliefs.  

- However, when the time came for Hubmaier to read his recantation in public, he 

instead recanted his recantation and was arrested again.  

- Hubmaier eventually recanted for real and was allowed to leave Zurich and ended 

up in Moravia, where he is said to have baptized up to 6000 people. He was arrested 

in July 1527 by Roman Catholic authorities and tried in Vienna. This time he did not 

recant and was burnt at the stake on March 10, 1528. Three days later his wife was 

executed by drowning in the river Elbe.  

- In March 1526, the Zurich city council reached the end of its patience with the 

Radicals, and passed an ominous decree that henceforth anyone who rebaptized 

another was to be put to death by drowning.  

- In November, the council extended the death penalty to include anyone who 

attended the preaching of an Anabaptist.  
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- The first to suffer the penalty was Felix Mantz, who was the first Radical to be 

executed for his religion by a Protestant state. He, Grebel and Blaurock had actually 

escaped prison in March 1526, possibly with the connivance of the council which 

wanted nothing better than to be rid of these troublemakers.  

- However, instead of fleeing and staying away, Mantz and Blaurock reappeared in 

Zurich in October and were arrested yet again for rebaptizing.  

- Mantz was led out to be executed on January 5th, 1527; by a cruel irony, he was put 

to death by drowning in the river Limmat. 

- Blaurock, not being a citizen of Zurich got off with merely being beaten. He was 

burnt at the stake by Roman Catholic authorities in the Austrian city of Innsbruck in 

1529.  

- Conrad Grebel managed to escape martyrdom by dying of the plague in the summer 

of 1526.  

The Schleitheim Confession 

- It was in the immediate aftermath of Mantz’s martyrdom that one of the most 

historically significant Radical gatherings took place in February 1527, in 

Schleitheim (in the Swiss Protestant state of Schaffhaussen).  

- The importance of this gathering lay in its development of the Schleitheim 

Confession. [For Further Study, Article – The Schleitheim Confession]. 

- From the ranks of Zurich Radicals, Wilhelm Roubli was the most prominent figure in 

the gatherings. However, its dominant figure was Michael Sattler (1490-1527), from 

the Swiss village of Staufen, near Fribourg.  

- Originally a Benedictine monk, Sattler abandoned his religious order in 1523 under 

the influence of Reformation teachings and married. He ended up in Zurich where 

he threw his lot in with the Radicals, for which he was banished in November 1525. 

Sattler continued to promote the Anabaptist faith in southern Germany, in Horb, 

Rottenburg, and Strasburg.  

- In Strasburg he interacted with the Magisterial Reformers, Martin Bucer and 

Wolfgang Captio, who found Sattler much more orthodox than most of the other 

Radicals they had encountered, and treated him sympathetically.  

- Then in February 1527, Sattler journeyed back to Switzerland, where he effectively 

presided over the Radical synod which had assembled in Schleitheim.  

- The Schleitheim Confession dealt exclusively with matters of morality and Church 

order. We can summarize its teaching under the following headings: 

1. Believers Baptism 

2. A rigorous approach to the excommunication of the unworthy – or the “ban” as 

the Anabapists called it.  

3. The Lord’s Supper as an ordinance that belongs only to those baptized as 

believers. 

4. The complete separation of true believers from unbelievers in all religious 

and political matters.  
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5. The high importance of the pastoral office. 

6. Total pacifism and non-violence and hence the rejection of magistracy as a 

Christian calling, since magistrates have to use force to uphold the law. 

7. The total rejection of oaths.1 

- There is nothing in the pages of Schleitheim Confession about theological issues 

such as the nature of God, Christ or salvation.  

- It has been argued that this glaring absence of theology was due to the specific 

circumstances which produced the Confession – the need to state their views on 

controversial points.  

- On this basis one could get the idea that the Confession does not deal with theology 

because a broad agreement prevailed among the Anabaptist Radicals over 

theological issues.  

- The Confession was soon being adopted as a statement of fundamental beliefs by 

many Anabaptist Radicals such as the Mennonites. 

- There certainly were theological questions, very serious ones, that separated the 

Anabaptists from the Magisterial Reformers and from other Radicals. Why were 

these not addressed in the Confession?  

- It seems plausible that the Confession’s silence on theology was itself a symptom of 

the prevailing mindset among the Anabaptist Radicals. They were not primarily 

interested in theology but in ethics – in the Christian life, which they understood in 

terms of the primacy of love and the imitation of Christ.  

- For the Magisterial Reformers, theology came first and determined everything else. 

For the Anabaptist Radicals, it was really lifestyle that came first and much of their 

theologizing arose out of their ethical and communal concerns.  

- The most fundamental difference was that the Anabaptists did not share Zwingli’s 

commitment to Augustinian views of salvation. One of the characteristics of the 

whole Radical Reformation was its more optimistic stance on human nature than 

the Magisterial Reformers held.  

- Radicals rejected the bondage of the will, modified or even rejected the doctrine of 

original sin and affirmed the freedom of all human beings to respond savingly to 

God’s grace.  

- A constant element in their polemic against the Magisterial Reformation was that its 

Augustinian theology of human depravity and sovereign grace was nothing more 

nor less than a license to sin.  

- The greatest of the early Anabaptist Radical theologians, Balthasar Hubmaier, was 

quite forthright in condemning Augustine as a major perverter of Christianity, and 

in setting out an alternative concept of salvation which made God’s grace dependent 

on human free will for its effect.  

- He gave classic expression to these views in his treatise Concerning Freedom of the 

Will, written in 1527.  

- Allied to this, the Anabaptists rejected the Magisterial doctrine of forensic 

justification by faith alone.  
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- Anabaptists perceived forensic justification (like the Augustinian view of sin and 

grace) as a threat to the life of obedience, a license to sin.  

- In place of forensic justification through the objective work of Christ, they located 

the controlling theme of Christian faith in the new birth, conversion and holiness.  

- Another pervasive theme which made understanding difficult between Zwingli and 

the Swiss Brethren was their conflicting theology of the Church and its relationship 

to civil society.  

- Zwingli was willing to accept as a Church member anyone who professed 

Christianity, which in the religious culture of his day meant all the citizens of Zurich. 

- The Anabaptists, by contrast, saw the Church as a stark alternative to civil society 

and restricted Church membership to those who gave evidence of their inward 

sincerity and commitment.  

- For the Anabaptists, the Church of Jesus Christ was a radically separate community 

which an individual had to opt into by a personal act of faith.  

- The moral purity of this community was then to be preserved by a strict and 

unsentimental use of the ban: the Anabaptists may have advocated religious 

toleration in society at large, but they tended to be extremely intolerant of what they 

considered moral lapses among their own.  

- The dichotomy between Zwinglian and Anabaptist attitude towards Church and 

state was stretched to the breaking point when the Anabaptists made it clear that 

opting into the Church meant opting out of civil society.  

- In the eyes of the government of Zurich, this was undoubtably the greatest crime of 

the Swiss Brethren.  

- They refused, as we saw in the Schleitheim Confession, to swear any oaths, taking 

their stand on Christ’s command “swear not at all” in the Sermon on the Mount.  

- This not only disrupted the legal system, it laid the Brethren open to the charge of 

treason because they would not take an oath of loyalty which the urban Swiss were 

required to swear to their city each year.  

- Equally serious in the eyes of the magistrates was the pacifism of the Anabaptist 

Radicals. They refused all military service on principle.  

- To compound matters, the Swiss Brethren went even farther, entirely rejecting 

politics as a Christian vocation. No Christian, they argued, could be a magistrate, 

because magistrates had to use force to uphold the law and this was contrary to 

Christ’s teaching of peace.  

- They recognized that the state was instituted by God but maintained that it was 

outside the perfection of Christ and was instituted for the government of the 

unbelieving world and its sword-bearing magistrates could be taken only from 

among unbelievers.  

- Further, the Anabaptist Radicals denied to the state any coercive power in matters 

of religion. On the one hand, this meant that the state had no role in the ordering of 

the Church, such as appointing pastors or telling Christians what they must believe. 
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- On the other hand, however, the Anabaptist view also meant that the state had no 

right to punish heresy, blasphemy or idolatry and this was the real parting of the 

ways between the Radical Reformation and all other contemporary forms of 

Christianity whether Protestant, Roman Catholic or Eastern Orthodox.  

- Radicals were fighting for what we would call “liberty of conscience” or “religious 

toleration.”  

- The Swiss Brethren’s understanding of the nature and extent of the Church came to 

be focused in the issue of baptism, specifically infant baptism. 

-  Zwingli himself, in his early reforming days, had not been convinced that infant 

baptism was Biblical. He admitted to Balthasar Hubmaier in 1523, prior to the 

second Zurich disputation, that it would be better if children were not baptized until 

they had been instructed in the faith. Around the same time, Zwingli had written 

concerning infant baptism: 

“I leave it untouched; I call it neither right nor wrong. If we were to baptize as Christ 

instituted it, then we would not baptize anyone until he reached the age of 

discretion.”2 

- By the end of 1523, however, Zwingli had moved to a decided commitment to infant 

baptism, probably because he realized that its rejection undermined the concept of 

Zurich as a corporately Christian city and hence led to the end of the government 

support for his reforming program.  

- The Swiss Radicals took the opposite path, carrying Zwingli’s initial doubts to their 

logical conclusion. Their rejection of infant baptism, they claimed, was the only 

position consistent with the principle of the sole infallible authority of Scripture. 

- More importantly, the Baptist theology of the Radicals was bound up in their view of 

the church as a voluntary society of penitent believers.  

- The Swiss Brethren articulated a strongly ethical interpretation of baptism: it is a 

penitential act, a symbolic breaking with the old life of sin and initiation into the 

new life of obedience in Christ.  

- Hubmaier explained it as an outward and public testimony to the inward baptism of 

the Spirit. The baptized person was publicly renouncing sin and entering into a 

voluntary community, the local church.  

- The Anabaptists also stressed the point that had been made so cogently by Luther 

and Zwingli regarding the eucharist, that without faith the sacrament can confer no 

benefit.  

- Zwingli’s response to these challenges was enormously consequential for the future 

of Reformed theology.  

- The Zurich Reformer constructed a Biblical defense of infant baptism by appealing 

to the analogy of circumcision. In the Old Testament Church, Zwingli argued, the 

offspring of covenant members were themselves born into the covenant community 

and received circumcision as the initiating sign of this membership. Since the 

coming of Christ in the flesh, baptism has replaced circumcision; therefore, the 
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children of covenant parents are now to receive baptism as the initiating sign of 

their New Covenant membership. Romans 4 was Zwingli’s proof-text for all this, 

with its theology of Abraham’s circumcision as a “sign and seal” of covenant 

righteousness.  

- Thus, we can trace the origins of Reformed covenant theology regarding baptism to 

the controversy between Zwingli and the Anabaptists.  

- As for the Radical challenge that a baby lacks faith and repentance, Zwingli 

countered this by arguing that the parents accept the baptismal obligation on the 

child’s behalf promising to bring him up as a faithful, penitent Christian. The 

Lutheran response to Anabaptism was significantly different at this point: Luther 

argued that baptism, as God’s visible Word, actually creates a seed of faith in the 

baptized infant. 

Pilgram Marpeck - The Trinitarian Idiosyncrasy 

- One of the most important early Anabaptist leaders 

outside of Switzerland was Pilgram Marpeck (1495-

1556). Born in Rattenberg, located in modern day 

Austria, Marpeck journeyed in the 1520s from 

medieval Catholicism, through Lutheranism to 

Anabaptism.  

- From 1528 to 1531 he was in the relatively tolerant Protestant city of Strasburg, 

where he fought hard to keep the local Anabaptist on an even keel, attracted as 

many were to the Spiritualist wing of Radicalism, or to the apocalyptic wing that 

wanted to set up God’s kingdom by revolutionary violence.  

- Marpeck was also engaged in a running theological battle with Martin Bucer and the 

city council eventually ran out of tolerance and ordered Marpeck to leave Strasburg, 

which he did in December 1531.  

- Marpeck spent the rest of his life trying to unify the more evangelically minded and 

pacifist Anabaptists of southern Germany.  

- Marpeck’s distinctive theology included some idiosyncrasies. For example, he taught 

a somewhat peculiar doctrine of the Trinity. Marpeck strongly upheld that the 

correct "order” within the Trinity as being Father- Spirit- Son and so insisted on 

calling the Spirit the second person of the Godhead and the Son the third.  

- In fact, he preferred not to speak about the Son at all but about the Word or Logos, 

thus rejuvenating the older pre-Nicene language and concept.  

- Regarding the incarnation, Marpeck was ambivalent about the “heavenly flesh” 

Christology which had attained such popularity among many Anabaptists; he argued 

that it was of no theological or practical consequence whether Christ’s flesh was 

heavenly or earthly.  

- Marpeck’s rejection of infant baptism was bound up with his view of the universal 

scope of Christ’s work. The incarnate Word, he maintained, has universally washed 

away the stain of original sin from all humanity, so that infants possess an “inherited 
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grace” which gives them “creaturely innocence” before God. How could an innocent 

child require baptism for the remission of sins?  

- For Marpeck, human beings become sinful in God’s sight only when they personally 

sin at a mature age.  

- Marpeck’s ecumenical efforts among the Anabaptists were rooted in his aversion to 

all extremes. He rejected what he felt was the works-righteousness of the Swiss 

Brethren, the loveless use of the ban (excommunication) among the Mennonites, 

and the social communism of the Hutterites. As often happens, a moderate 

opposition to perceived extremes made Marpeck a suspect figure among those he 

criticized, thus negating his attempts at brotherly unity.  

Melchior Hoffman 

- Hoffman was born at Schwabisch Hall south-western Germany. In 1523 he became 

Lutheran and a lay preacher in Livonia, a Baltic state controlled by the Teutonic 

Knights.  

- His Lutheranism, however, was blended with 

Spiritualism even at this early stage; he claimed to be 

a prophet (possibly Enoch or Elijah: he was not yet 

sure which), maintained that he could discern a 

special spiritual meaning in Scripture, defined the 

Church as a democratic community of the Spirit-filled and use his special insight to 

prophesy the second coming for 1533.  

- He also rejected Luther’s doctrine of the eucharist in favor of a Zwinglian 

understanding.  

- A violent figure, Hoffman led image-smashing riots. By 1526 he had alienated both 

friends and foes of reform and was thrown out of Livonia.  

- He spent the next three years in Sweden and Denmark, dominated by visions of the 

second coming, until expelled in 1529 after a public clash with the Lutheran 

Reformer Bugenhagen over the Lord’s Supper. He went to Strasburg, at that time 

something of a safe haven for Radicals.  

- 1530-1533 were the most productive years for Hoffman. He toured the Netherlands, 

where his preaching won multitudes of disciples, so much so that Hoffman is often 

called the “father of Dutch Anabaptism.”  

- Hoffman’s abundantly fruitful years in the Netherlands ended in 1533 when another 

Radical, claiming to be a prophet, foretold that Hoffman must go back to Strasburg 

and be imprisoned and that after six months in prison Christ would return and 

Hoffman would lead the Radicals in a triumphal procession across the world. 

- Hoffman duly went back to Strasburg and was imprisoned but Christ did not return 

and he stayed in prison the rest of his life, dying 10 years later.  

- Hoffman’s theology was in the most ways typical of the Radical movement. He 

rejected original sin, predestination and justification by faith.  
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- He strongly affirmed the "heavenly flesh” Christology: indeed, he was one of the first 

to do so and it was sometimes called the “Melchiorite” heresy by its critics. 

- Alongside this, Hoffman held that divine truth and guidance came from a special 

class of enlightened people, whom he divided into apostolic messengers and 

prophets.  

- The apostolic messengers were sinlessly perfect, and alone possessed the authority 

to discern infallibly between God’s will and error.  

- Hoffman claimed that he was an apostolic messenger, eventually claiming to be 

Elijah, as one of the two witnesses mentioned in Revelation 11.  

- After Hoffman’s imprisonment and the Munster tragedy of 1534-1535, those who 

particularly revered Hoffman tended to move away from any belief in apostolic 

messengers and prophets into a more 

The Hutterites 

- Jacob Hutter (died in 1536), born in Moos, Austria, became involved in the 

Anabaptist movement through the Swiss Brethren after their expulsion from Zurich. 

- When George Blaurock was martyred at the hands of the Roman Catholic authorities 

in Innsbruck in 1529, Hutter stepped into a position of leadership over the Tyrolese 

Anabaptists.  

- Hutter became convinced he had a special apostolic 

mission from God to establish the true Church. Hutter’s 

leadership was accepted by many Anabaptist refugees 

in Moravia, where he exercised his ministry among 

them from 1533-1535.  

- His unique contribution to the emerging Hutterite movement was his belief that the 

true Church must practice communism with no private property: all goods and 

assets were to be jointly owned by the congregation.  

- This required the establishment of Hutterite communes in which this egalitarian 

socio-economic order could be practiced. These were set up in Moravia, under the 

protection of sympathetic members of the Moravian nobility.  

- However, disaster struck in 1535, when King Ferdinand of Austria, a Roman 

Catholic, expelled the Anabaptists from Moravia and put a price on Hutter’s head. 

Hutter fled back to Tyrol but was captured together with his wife.  

- Ferdinand’s men inflicted horrific torture on Hutter, he was scourged, half-frozen in 

iced water and then set on fire after being drenched in brandy. He was burnt at the 

stake in February 1536 and his wife was executed two years later.  

- The Hutterite movement lived on under the leadership of Peter Riedemann (1506-

1556), originally from Silesia.  

- Arrested in the Lutheran principality of Hesse in 1540, Riedemann was imprisoned 

in Wolkersdorf castle. From there he wrote his great theological work, the 

Rechenschaft (the account), which the Hutterites adopted as a sort of confession of 

faith.  
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- Justification by faith was conspicuously absent from the confession and Riedemann 

viewed the Christian life wholly in terms of sanctification. He defined the Church not 

only as a worshiping community but also a socio-economic unit.  

- While Riedemann was in prison in Hesse, a new Hutterite leader emerged named 

Leonard Lanzenstiel. A Bavarian by birth, Lanzenstiel had by 1529 become an 

Anabaptist and in 1542 took over the leadership of the Moravian Hutterites. 

- Lanzenstiel persuaded the Hutterites that they needed Riedemann; so, they wrote a 

letter of appeal to him and Riedemann escaped from captivity.  

- Under the joint leadership of Lanzenstiel and Riedemann, the Hutterite communities 

prospered both economically and numerically.  

- In 1545, Ferdinand of Austria ordered their expulsion once again and in 1547, 

Bohemia joined the Schmalkaldic League of German Protestants in battle against the 

Holy Roman Emperor Charles V (Ferdinand’s brother). 

- The League’s defeat by Charles left Bohemia at the mercy of Ferdinand and he 

persecuted the Hutterites ruthlessly; they were reduced to a band of scattered 

refugees, hiding in underground tunnels.  

- By 1553, the Moravian nobility had reasserted their local right of rule against 

Ferdinand and allowed the Hutterites to establish three colonies.  

- All property was vested in the commune, not the individual and the affairs of the 

commune were governed by Hutterite elders. The sharing of goods was not 

primarily socio-economic ideal, but one manifestation of a deeper philosophy of 

Christian love: it was impossible to practice authentic love unless private property 

with its divisive sense of “mine” and “yours” was abandoned.  

- The communes were economically self-supporting through various trades and 

industries. Here the Hutterites did not practice strict separation from the world but 

sold their skills and products.  

- There was also a profound stress on the submission and obedience within the 

commune, of wives to husbands and the whole commune to the elders.  

- Marriage was subordinated to the primary interests of the commune: husbands and 

wives referred to each other as “marital brother” and “marital sister” (the 

communal brother-sister relationship was paramount), and men were separated 

from their wives and children during communal meal time.  

- The Hutterite children, from the age of two, lived together in school-communities, 

where they received an excellent basic education, as well as being thoroughly 

catechized in Hutterite doctrine and practice.  

- Illiteracy was virtually unknown among the Hutterites. Later the children were 

taught a trade. Education ceased after adolescence, however; the Hutterites felt that 

university-type learning was not conducive to true piety.  

- Many dark days lay ahead for the Hutterites in the kaleidoscope of European 

religion and politics but a firm foundation had been laid by Riedemann and 

Lanzenstiel and today the Hutterites still exist mainly in America and Canada. 
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[For Further Study, Article – How did the Anabaptists Shape the Reformation?] 

[For Further Study, Article – What is the Relationship between the Anabaptist and the Baptist?] 

 

1 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, Volume Three, page 263 
2 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, Volume Three, page 268 

                                                


