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On to Conviction

Nestled into the northern shoulders of the Swabias, lies the
old German city of Schwébisch-Gmind. The Romansvkihes
place. Its Johanneskirche (St. John’s Church) detes 1230,
and its cathedral of the Holy Cross was alreadyiroltb28
when a strange man came to town.

The young man, Martin Zehentmayer, came from Bavanid
was an artist. At least he had been an artistileguto paint in
the city of Augsburg in Bavaria. There, they séiel had joined
a fanatical sect and had gotten expelled. Now leiwa
Schwabisch-Gmind.

None of the respectable people in town would hayeheng to
do with him. But Martin made his presence knowrpo&t who
wrote songs, he went from house to house callingemple to
follow Jesus. The young people fell for him. Hiscgrity
deeply impressed them and what he said cut rightith the
stuffy formality of Schwébisch-Gmiind’s society het
innermost longing of their hearts: a longing foape with God
in brotherly community. Before the townspeople dduan to
what was happening, Martin had baptised over omelieal
people and was secretly celebrating the Eucharistair
homes.

They caught him on a winter night in February, 158% secret
meeting—right in the act of “deceiving” the yourtige simple,
and the poor people of town. Along with Martin trgrpbbed



48 The Secret of the Strength

forty others, including nineteen girls and womerariy of them
they soon let go for their “innocence,” but Maréind the most
outspoken among them they kept on bread and wathei
tower prison on the city wall until the end of tyesar.

The people in the city who had come to the meetihidsll they
could to stay in contact with the prisoners. Sonoenen and
children climbed the city wall at night to reacle tiower and
talk to them. They read to the prisoners and sagether. But
this stopped when the guards discovered them adiped
further contact.

They tortured Martin on the rack, accusing himeftusal
impropriety. But he had little to confess othenttas desire to
live like Jesus and his conviction (ridiculous frome
authorities’ point of view) to hold with the beliess all his
possessions in common.

On December 4, 1528, they finally brought the sé'odstinate
ones” out of their cells and tried them publicly tbe benefit of
the town. Among the seven stood a woman and thegyean
of the miller.

The seven prisoners continued in their “stubborsfie® the
town council convicted them of heresy and sentetizexh to
death. Then, three days later they led them innshiaom the
tower prison to a bare frozen field outside thelsvat the city.
A contingent of the Swabian League (under the psvo
Berthold Aichele) surrounded them. Noblemen, loeas]
judges followed on horseback, and the townspeapigeat
crowd, came along behind. The beating of drums nitdeied to
speak or to be heard.

On the field, the soldiers formed a large circléhwhe
convicts, the guards, and two executioners in émgre. Then,
what was that! The youngest of the seven, the rislion, was
shouting something.



On to Conviction 49

The Marienbrunnen (fountain of Mary) in the market place at Schwébisch-
Gmiind, whose miraculous benefits the Anabaptists disowned.

His voice above the sound of the drums was cleal naany
could understand what he said: “Stand off from ysns! Turn
to God! There is no other way to heaven than thnabg Lord
Jesus Christ who died on the cross to redeem us!”

Some women in the crowd shouted back: “Keep up your
courage, young man! Be strong!”

But it was too much for one of the mounted noblenkécould
not bear to see the young man killed. Demandinmyssion, he
rode into the ring to speak with the boy.

“My son,” he said, “stand off yourself from the @rryou are in,
and make things right! Do not lose your young Iifghat do
you think you will have for it? | will take you hagrand keep
you with me. | will give you a permanent inheritaras my own
son and see to your needs for life. You will havangngood
things. Now come! Come with me and be my son!”
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But the young man answered him distinctly: “Godslnet
want me to do that. Should | choose a worldly dfel forsake
God? 1 would do evil by making such a choice, amdllinot do
it. Your wealth can help neither you nor me. | cé®greater
riches by persevering to the end. | will surrenagrSpirit to
God and commend myself to Jesus so that his bitféering on
the cross will not have been in vain for me.”

They beheaded the seven on the bare frozen fielhd
December 7, 1528, and great fear came upon thdgpeop
Someone said he saw lights above the fountaineiawn
square that night and heard the singing of angéls.city
council, just to be sure, kept on round-the-cloakydhe
soldiers of the Swabian League.

Convicted

Who was convicted at Schwéabisch-Gmund?

The city court convicted the seven prisoners amteseed them
to die. But did they die for that conviction?

No. They died because their hearts had been toueitle@n
infinitely higher conviction—the conviction thatei were
doing right by following Jesus no matter what isto

Inwardly sure that following Jesus was the riglmghto do,
nothing could make the Anabaptists feel guilty. y Fedlowed
Jesus into baptism, into the breaking of breaa, ttning the
other cheek, into a new and totally different ecogpinto
every area of his life and teachings, even intéesimg and
death, without it ever occurring to them that ticeyld be
wrong. The people who killed them sensed this,iand
frightened them. They sensed that against suchicoom—
conviction that chooses capital punishment ovesldeman’s
inheritance—no tradition, nor law, nor family, remperor, nor
sword, nor pope, nor church could stand, becays®duces
martyrs.
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The First Martyr

For the Anabaptists, the first martyr was not Sezptbut Jesus,
and it was easy for them to see their lives asllptsa-
imperfect human parallels—of his.

Jesus Christ refused an easy life, earthly glarg, &l the
kingdoms of the world. He withstood his family, ttedigious
leaders of his day, and the government of the Rdmapire.

He walked without hesitating to a gruesome deatbr{evhen
twelve legions of angels could have saved him) bese felt
in his heart the calm assurance that he was doirag was right.

The first Anabaptists, following him, were touchsih that
same assurance. And from there it was a smalltsteglling
their own religious leaders the “crowd of Caiaphast their
own government officials “Pilate’s childreA.And it was also a
small step to drawing the final parallel betweesnthrand Jesus
in a martyr’'s death.

The Anabaptists saw Jesus as one who did whatigfgserven
when every soul on the earth abandoned him. Arlda
“loneliness of Christ” where every man must takehigocross to
follow him, they found inner communion with him. iinthey
came to “know Christ and the Gemeinschaft of hifesimgs,
becoming like him in his death,” and in it they ledo attain,
with him, “to the resurrection from the dead” (PI3i10).

Following the martyr Christ, the Anabaptists, & those of the
Dark Ages, chose with him the way of the cross liads to
eternal life and light.

! TheMartyrs Mirror, first published by the Anabaptists of the Netaeds

in 1660, begins with the account of “Jesus Chhiet$on of God, crucified in
Jerusalem”. The third song of tAeisbundbegins even further back, with the
Old Testament prophets and John the Baptist.

2 TheAelteste Chronilespecially, uses these terms, but they also ajipear
the AusbundtheMartyrs Mirror and elsewhere.
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What Made the Dark Ages Dark?

The early Christians, up to the time of Ulfilasl|daved Jesus.
But the light went out when they became afraiddovhat was
right (like Ulfilas among the barbarians) alone.

Afraid to do right if “the whole group” was not beld them, the
early Christians stopped being a movement of coedic
believers and became an organised religious bdagy $topped
being “rebels,” “fanatics,” and “those who turn therld upside
down” to became a respected element of society widrkl
stopped fearing them. With that, it stopped hativegn, and the
age of persecution faded away.

Within the church conviction died as “submissioodk its
place, and “God-ordained authorities” found it resaey to tell
everyone what to do and what to believe. The vofdbe
church took its place above the voice of a Christated
conscience, and “Christian Europe” lay for a thawsgears in
ignorance, bondage, and fear.

Ideas from the “Infidels”

The church of the Dark Ages tried to control evieiryg the
people of Europe did. Even worse, it tried to cohivhat they
thought. The church had long convinced the pedgeit was
more important to submit than to think. The peapdonger
dared to think. In fact, after a thousand yearsosl everyone
had forgotten how, until strange things began taplea.

The pope, to keep the church of the Dark Ages hegetalled,
in the name of the Lord Jesus, for “Christian cdesa’ No
longer united by love nor by principle, the chusdught unity
in common hatred of the Muslims who had taken oker
Middle East and northern Africa, and were pushnognf all
sides into Europe itself. The “infidels” had overriChristian”
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Spain and now threatened to take even the Spasshwhere
the apostle James’s bones were said td lie.

In the 1400’s the pope and the Roman Catholic swéSpain
finally drove the Muslims back. But in that conquéle
“Christian” armies of Europe (unwittingly, like ti&ermans a
thousand years earlier) brought back with theingar their
own undoing. This time it was not a Cappadocian baoy a
collection of old Muslim and Jewish books. The h®olere
translations from Greek, and after the inventioprifiiting in
the 1450s they released a flood of new ideas upoope.
These exciting ideas gave birth to a new faith anrand a new
hope for his future—the movement callegmanism

The humanists, after a thousand years of darknesg, more
dared to “think for themselves”. They even dareduestion the
traditions of the church, and in so doing theypsets of
Germany, the Netherlands and Switzerland on a edorthe
Protestant Reformation.

This led to greater discoveries . . .

Beyond Humanism

Like the popes and bishops of the Dark Ages, tlo¢eBtant
Reformers knew nothing but to build churches ongpttieciple
of submission to God-given authority. But they dadwith a
much more impressive authority than the Roman Qiathd he
Roman Catholics’ only claim to authority was theantinuity—
their “apostolic succession.” The Reformers hadetbing far
better. Their claim to authority was sound doct(saa fide)
and the Bible itself (sola scriptura). Against sacthurch, a
“Biblical church,” who would dare to rebel?

Johannes Denck dared.

% Compostela, in the northwestern corner of Spami¢@®), a major
pilgrimage site in mediaeval Europe.
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A university student at Ingolstadt in Bavaria, Jules Denck
did not look like a rebel. He was “tall, very friflig, and of
modest conduct”He was also intelligent. One professor
described him as “surpassing his age and seemieg thlan
what he was®Enrolling in the university when he was
seventeen years old he graduated two years latierawi
bachelor’s degree, fluent in Latin, Greek, and ld¢ebrn his
first job, he undertook the editing of a three-vokiGreek
dictionary.

At 23 years of age, Johannes Dendirfsas everyone called
him) accepted an appointment to the position dbreat the
Sankt Sebald school of Niurnberg in Bavaria. He iedra
young woman of the city and they had a baby.

But all was not well.

Deep down in his heart, Hans (who had learnedhioKtfor
himself” in the university) knew his thinking wastgng him
nowhere. Like his “enlightened” Protestants frierushad no
victory over sin in his private life. He felt guiland
disappointed. “Surely there must be more to lintkhis!” he
told himself. “But what?”

Hans was not the only one to ask this questionaund him
people were grumbling about the “Reformation far&@ame
were actually going back to the Roman CatholicenTHans
found the answer in the call of Jesus: “Follow me!”

It changed his life.

Hans took as his motto, “No one truly knows Chuisless he
follows him daily in life,” and began at once tdlfav him to
the best of his ability. That made trouble. Thaufgcand board
of Sankt Sebald’s school roused themselves. Henpsiin-law

* From Johannes KessleSabbataa cultural and church history written at
Sankt Gallen, in Switzerland, in the mid-1500’s.

® Joachim von Watt (Vadian), the reformed scholaBaifikt Gallen.
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told him to be careful. But Hans did what he bedigwas
right—even when they summoned him to court.

The city court of Nirnberg demanded an explandtomis
“odd behaviour.” Hans replied in writing:

| confess that | am a poor soul, subject to evesgkmess of body
and spirit. For some time | thought | had faitht blmave come to
see that it was a false faith. It was a faith tmatld not overcome
my spiritual poverty, my inclinations to sin, my akamesses and
my sickness. Instead of that, the more | polishetiadorned
myself on the outside (with my supposed faith)wlese became
my spiritual sickness on the inside. . . . Nowd sk=arly that |
cannot keep on in this unbelief before God, sy ¥as Lord! In
the name of the Almighty God whom | fear from tlattbm of

my heart, | want to believe. Help me to beliéve.

The court decided, in spite of his humble testimdhgt Hans
could not stay in Nurnberg. On January 21, 152héndead of
winter, they expelled him from the city with orderst to come
closer than ten miles to it, on pain of death tf@rrest of his
life. They confiscated his property to supportwite and child
who had to stay behind, and he found himself orralad,
among the mountains and snow-laden forests of squth
Germany, with nothing but the clothes on his backe-the
inner conviction that he was doing what was right.

Joy in Surrender

By the time he left Nirnberg, Hans Denck had redtis
humanistic education that had taught him to “tHmkhimself.”
Inner peace, he now knew, is not discovered irkthgnfor
oneself, but in thinking like Jesus and in folloginim, no
matter if one has to do it alone.

Once he comprehended this, Hans entered, with tiada#ptist
movement, into actual Gemeinschaft with the mattyrist.

® From Hans Denck’s confession of faith, writtenJamuary 14, 1525.



56 The Secret of the Strength

And in this he discovered, with them, the joy obsutting to
Christ within us, the hope of glory (Col. 1:27).

In prison, before they beheaded him at Rattenbeith® Inn,
Leonhard Schiemer wrote in 1527:

There are three gifts of God. The first gift is iWerd given to us
by the Father. It is the law, the light of God witlus. This light
of God within us shows us what sin is, and whet rtot. All men
have this light, but not all of them make use of it

The second gift is Christ, the righteousness of.Gbe first light
(the light within us) is our guide to this secoight which is
Christ. But there is only one way to get to theoseklight. It is
through the melt-oven of true surrender (Gelassnhe.

The third gift is the gift of joy. It is the prongsof the Holy Spirit
and of the glory of God. The life of the world begin happiness
but ends in sadness. The life of the one who f@axshas a
sorrowful beginning; then the Holy Spirit comesatmint him
with unspeakable jof.

With Hans Denck and Leonhard Schiemer the firstbfapaists
found Christ, the “true light which lights every mthat comes
into the world” (John 1:9), and the great joy tbaines in total
surrender to him.

Like a Willing Bride

God, the Anabaptists taught, gives to all of usfteedom to
think and to believe what we want. But God, thespahught,
convicts all of us when we sin and gives us a loggo do what
is right. This gift from God, this knowledge of ttreath—our
Gemuth(intuition)—is a light within us to guide us ingh
choices we make. We all have the freedom to chtwof@low it
and to find joy in Gemeinschaft with Jesus, but ynaihus do
not “make use of it.”

"From the articlaVas die Gnad sey. . 1527
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The Anabaptists respected the conscief@m\issenhighly.
Menno Simons spoke of guarding what we learn “anlittle
chest of the conscience.” But they saw@&emuth our inborn
knowledge of the truth, as a yet higher authohgntthe
conscience.

The conscience can be wrong. The Anabaptists, Wiegnleft
Catholicism, struggled with their consciences albeaving the
“holy, mother church.” But another voice within thethe voice
of truth working through theiGemuth compelled them to
override their consciences and do what was righthatier what
they felt like doing. It was this obedience to theh that
disentangled the Anabaptists from the Dark Agessatdhem
free—free to think, free to believe, and free st for what
was right.

The first Anabaptists used their freedom to thimk not to
“think for themselves.” They thought like Jesus.

The first Anabaptists used their freedom to belideg not to
promote their own beliefs. They believed like Jesus

The first Anabaptists used their freedom to stéud not to
stand for “personal convictions.” They stood fosue and
Jesus within them became the conviction that ahthem
through prison, through torture, through violenod death—to
eternal life.

Free to choose, free to live like they pleasedfitise
Anabaptists knew that they were totally free. Bigiyt chose to
give their freedom to Jesus and follow him. Hanadkgaught
that the highest thing we can choose with our foeedf choice
is to choose to give our freedom of choice backaoa, and that
there is “no other way to blessedness than todasés self-will
completely.” This, for the Anabaptists was the wawahre
Gelassenheifa true “letting loose” or surrender), and it led
them to community with Jesus and his body, evanaterial
things.
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Hans Denck wrote that “the church surrenders lesdiom of
choice to Christ like a willing bride surrendersdudf to the
groom.”®

Menno Simons wrote:

We have but one Lord and master of our conscielasis Christ,
whose word, will, commandment and ordinance we pasy
willing disciples, even as the bride is ready teyher
bridegroom’s voicé.

Michael Sattler wrote:

They threatened us with bonds, then with fire dredsword. But
in all this | surrendered myself completely inte thill of the
Lord, together with all my brothers and with my yiind
prepared myself to die for his testimafly.

Shortly after Michael Sattler and his companiorexidn public
executions, Heinrich Hug, the Roman Catholic choigniof
Villingen wrote, “It was a miserable affair. Theied for their
conviction.”

A young Anabaptist, Hans van Overdam, wrote befioey
burned him at Gent in Belgium, on July 9, 1551:

We would rather suffer our bodies to be burnedwded, racked
or tortured, whatever you may wish to do with thamd we
would rather be whipped, banished, or driven awayobbed of
our gltl)ods, than show any obedience contrary to\bed of
God:

This true surrender (a true “letting loose”) becamithin the
Anabaptists the conviction to follow Jesus no nmattieat it
cost—and it led them to decisions like that of ti#er’s son.

8 Was geredt sey . 1526

° Dat Fundament des Christelycken leers 1539

YEin Sendbrief an die Gemeine Gottes in HA%R7

1 Ein Brief von Hans von Oberdam, der er an die Hemles Gerichts zu
Gent und an die Ratsherren den Tag vor seiner @efaschaft gesandt hat
1551
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What happened at Augsburg

After eight months of wandering through the moumganf
Switzerland and southern Germany, Hans Denck rekitiecold
city of Augsburg in Bavaria, by September, 1525 wiées tired
and ready to stay at one place for the winterhleufiound the
city sharply divided and in a turmoil. Some follavieuther.
Some followed Zwingli. Some had remained Roman Qath
but very few, only two or three people in the cégemed to
show interest at all in following Jesus.

Everyone fought about doctrine—“correct”, “Bibli¢aoctrine.
Everyone fought to have the most members and &cadntrol
of the city. But the “light of God” within them, Ha observed,
they totally ignored. “What would it help you if yshould
reject all ceremonies?” he wrote in frustratiorote Protestant
leader. “Or what would it help you if you shouldelgeall of
them? What you need is to teach one another to Kdoav . . . |
see not only the people of this city, but alsoghstors going
astray.*?

Hans felt great disappointment in the “ChristiaoEAugsburg,
but he knew that no matter what they did, he ne¢ad¢allow
Jesus. He found a job teaching Latin and Greeknmbéeman’s
children and met from time to time with a few sask&ho
wondered where they should go.

Joining the Roman Catholics was not an option fyra them.
The Lutherans had some impressive arguments. TiegHans
seemed more sincere. But finally, with Hans’ enagement,
they decided to take as their criteria nothingthatlife and
teachings of Jesus. They decided to ask this queabout
everything: “Is it like Jesus?” Then, whatever dine,
whatever practice, whatever church, whatever ti@adit

12\Wer die Wahrheit wahrlich lieb hat . 1526



60 The Secret of the Strength

whatever law, whatever decision was not like Jethey, would
simply ignore . . . to follow him.

This led them to meet on Easter Sunday, 1527 hiouse near
the gate of the Holy Cross at Augsburg where Baltha
Hubmaier baptised five people on confession ohfditans
Denck was one of them. A year and a half latecctregregation
numbered over a thousand souls.

Go Ahead!

Suddenly, not just in Augsburg, but in Nikolsbu&grasbourg,
Wassenberg, Amsterdam, Antwerp . . . everywhetitrout
the German lands of Europe, seekers feltnbatwas the time.
The time to get up and follow Jesus wasv—no matter who
was with it or who was not, who gave permissiowbo did
not.

In Zurich it had already happened two years bedoréhe
evening of January 21, 1525. Conrad Grebel, GetagrBck
(an ex-priest from Chur) and a number of othersfbadd their
way through the back streets to the house wheir Mainz
lived. Then, according to th&elteste Chronilkhis took place:

And it came to pass that they were together ugdit fose up
within them and came upon the gathering. They wersstrained
in their hearts. Then they got down on their krigefere the
highest God in heaven. They cried to him becaudenb their
hearts. They prayed that he would help them toislavil and
show his mercy to them, because flesh and bloddimran
instigation had not brought them to this place.ylwell knew
that their patience would be tried and that theylddave to
suffer for this.

After the prayer, Georg of the house of Jakob gotHe had
asked God to show him his will. Now he asked Cor@aebel to
baptise him with the correct Christian baptism up@faith and
testimony. When he knelt down with this desire, @drbaptised
him because at that time no servant had been ediénhandle
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such a work. After this the others asked Georgafatibe them,
which he did upon their request. In this way thayggthemselves
together to the name of the Lord in high fear ofiGbhey
commended one another to the service of the GoBbel began
to teach and hold the faith, to separate themsé&wasthe world,
and break themselves off from evil works.

Only a few months earlier, Conrad Grebel had writte

Thomas Muntzer, urging him to go ahead and do wiast

right:
Go ahead with the Word and establish a church camtynwith
the help of Christ and his teachings, as we finslatthew 18
and lived out in the epistles. Use determinatioth @mmon
prayer, and make decisions about faith and lifbovit
commanding or forcing the people into anythingnt@od will
help you and your little flock to real sincerify.

Then, in 1525, Conrad encouraged the Reformed pafto
Hinwil in Switzerland:

Do not have respect of persons! Do not worry altoeit
authorities. Just do what God has told you td°do.

When Melchior Hofman presented his beliefs to Giams Duke
of Denmark and four hundred representatives ohtislity and
clergy in the chapel of the Barefoot Friars at Blairg in
Holstein, they threatened to punish him severelj.t# said:
“All the scholars in Christendom cannot hurt meei&vf God
would permit that you should treat me violentlyuymannot take
from me more than this robe of flesh which Chrigt keplace
with a new one on the day of judgement.”

13 From the entry for 1525 under the headi@gbrg vom Haul3 Jacob oder
Blabrock sampt etlichen gleerten ersprachten sieh Gottes wort vom
rechten Tauff unnd begert e einer vom andern gitaufverden weil sie
kein verordneten Diener dises wercks darzu nitrhete

* Ein Brief an Thomas MiintzeBeptember 5, 1524,

!> From a statement made to Hans Brennwald, Auguk525.
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The Duke was surprised. “Is this the way you talkie?” he
asked.

Melchior replied: “If all the emperors, kings, pcis, popes,
bishops, and cardinals should be together in oaeepl
nevertheless the truth shall and must be knowhdalory of
God.”

“Who stands with you?” asked the Duke of Denmark.

“No one that | know of,” answered Melchior Hofmé&hstand
alone on the Word of God, and let all men do likea

Once the conviction to follow Jesus had taken cbmtitheir
hearts, there was nothing the Anabaptists coulduigo ahead
at the price of their lives.

Disobey the Church?

To oppose the world to follow Jesus was one thihg.to
oppose the church was another—and the Anabaftts,a
thousand years of authoritarian teaching, had evamme a
deeply rooted feeling of guilt before they couldsin

The first Anabaptists were not leaving the old aptrchurch of
the Dark Ages. They were leaving the new “Biblicafid
“evangelical” church of Huldrych Zwingli in SwitzZend. But
in following Jesus, they got to where it made ritedénce.
They could walk only with a church that followedsuds, and
wherever it did not, they felt “constrained in thieearts” to
disobey it. For Menno Simons, the courage to doesame the
turning point of his life.

For two years Menno Simons had lived with a problele was
a Catholic priest, but he doubted whether the wafierthe wine
in his hands really turned into Jesus’ body ana@dldSuch
doubts,” he told himself, “must come from the déwdut he
could not get rid of them. They did not go awayjlun
desperation he turned to the New Testament.
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Menno Simons did not question the authority of¢cherch. He
hoped the New Testament would confirm it and héip to be a
better Catholic. But to his dismay it did the oppmsThe more
he read, the hungrier he got for the truth, anchtbee he
realised how far from Jesus his church’s teachiag.w
Eventually his inner conflict reached a climax. &l to decide
which authority was to rule his life: the churchtioe Word of
Christ.

Really, Menno would have liked to obey them botk.Had
always “known” that disbelief in church doctrine amé¢ eternal
death. Then he found a book Martin Luther had emiths a
young man. In it Luther taught that one is not dadif he
disobeys the church to obey the Bible. Slowly thath soaked
in. And slowly it led to a yet greater truth—thateois not
damned even if he disobeys a “Biblical” churchatidw the
example of Jesus. Once he placed the Word and éaahp
Jesus above all human authority, Menno felt frdedoe both
the Roman Catholics and the Protestants behirzk tmaptised,
like Jesus, on confession of faith. “Then | suremed myself,
body and soul to God,” he wrote. “I committed myselhis
grace and began to teach and baptise accordihg twonhtents
of his holy Word. | began to till the vineyard bkt Lord with
my little talent. | began to build up his holy caynd temple and
to repair the tumble-down wall$®

Disobey the Government?

Huldrych Zwingli said, in a public debate at Zirich
Switzerland, in 1523: “The authorities dare not & anything
but that which the holy and unchangeable writireggh. If they
fail to do so and adopt some other course, whai hot expect,
| would preach against them, severely, with the \afrGod.”

'8 Een Klare beantwoordinge, over een Schrift GeldibFi . . . 1554
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But Zwingli, when he came to the test, did not keepword.
His government, in cool defiance of his words wamtad and
called for exactly that—infant baptism and the awnhg of the
mass—and Zwingli backed down. He did not want t&ena
trouble (or lose his position) by being more “Bdali” than what
his government would allow. Two months after he entiok
above statement there was another debate in Z@wangli
proposed to leave the matter of whether to celebratss in the
hands of the city council. Then Simon Stumpf, apsuifer of
Conrad Grebel, got up and said: “Master Huldryahy glo not
have the right to place the decision on this maidtterthe hands
of the government, for the decision has already Imeade. The
Spirit of God has already decided. . . . If thegowvnent adopts
a course that would be against the decision of Gmll ask for
his Spirit and | will preach and act against it.”

The first Anabaptists felt free to disobey the goweent
whenever they needed to do so to follow Jesus.patdotism,
for them, was a thing of the world.

Eccentrics and Individualists?

Some time ago, after | spoke about the Anabagbt#itsving
the voice of inner conviction, a Christian womakeagsme:
“But how would that work? How could we maintain aumity if
we just let everyone go out and follow their cotiains?”

Another question that must be asked is, “How dbemik if we
don’t?”

The first Anabaptists believed that unity is na tlsult of
group consensus. It is the result of many individua
commitments to Jesus. It is not the work of men abgift from
God. They believed that true unity can be nothing“the unity
of the Spirit” that comes from Gemeinschaft witlsuke (Eph.
4:3). Such unity, they believed, cannot be forcedragulated,
for the Spirit of God is like the wind that “blowmgherever it
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pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tedrevit comes
from or where it is going” (John 3:7-8).

By 1527, the Anabaptists had already publishedidoaks
about man’s freedom of choice and his duty to dheyoice of
Jesus within him. In Augsburg, Hans Denck wrote:

Everyone should know that in matters of faith weudt all
proceed in a free, voluntary and uncompelled Way.

Kilian Auerbacher, from Moravia, wrote:

Christ’s people are a free, unforced and uncompglémple, who
receive Christ with desire and a willing heart. What people
believe is not to be forced, but is to be accepted gift of God®

Menno Simons wrote:

Christ alone is the ruler of the conscience, arsides him there
is no other. Let him be your emperor, and his Mityrd your
law. You must obey God before the emperor and whiat God
says above what the emperor sHys.

That this teaching rocked the foundations of ewestablishment
in Europe—church, state, and family—can well bearatbod.

If what people believed was not the “God-ordainetharities™
business to decide, whatever would become of satiét
people were free to believe what they wanted tebe] free to
obey what they felt led to obey, and free to follih& voice of
conviction within them whenever and however theynisd to
follow it . . . what would become of public orded? the
church? And of the laws of the land?

The Protestant Reformers woke up with their eyasdoThey
roused themselves with a roar. Joining forces thghCatholics
and the church of the Dark Ages, they respondékiio
“heresy” with a tidal wave of persecution, hatradd “holy”
rage, the likes of which has not been seen befarsince.

"Was geredt sey. 1526
'8 Ein Brief an Martin Butzer1534
Y Dat Fundament des Christelycken leers 1539
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This was sedition! This was high treason! “Unauithext men
preaching on the street corners” wrote Martin Lutlage a sure
sign of the devil. *

John, duke of Saxony, made a law at once to stmetse
baptisms and communions. Imagine! Baptising orlraking
communion without the church’s consent! Withoutygedy
authorised men in charge! In secret! Not in churaidings but
in private homes! This, wrote Luther, is blasphebigsphemy,
blasphemy . . . and after his boOkthe Sneaky Ones and the
Corner Preachergame book after book and sermon after
sermon loaded with his bitterest invectives agaimet
Anabaptists who “dared to take the Scriptures ih&r own
hands and overthrow the authority of the church.”

The “Sitzrecht”

Martin Luther and the Protestant Reformers didhaste a
problem with the Anabaptists because they calledlianges in
the church. Everyone was calling for changes. Liutimaself
was a leader in making them, and he, with the d&sformers,
was only too willing to sit down (at the beginnirag)d “lay
everything out on the table” to discuss it. But wheither and
the Reformers discovered that the Anabaptists sememitted
to making changes with or without the church’s @mtstheir
“friendliness” turned to alarm.

There is only one way to make changes in churcttipe the
Reformers believed. That is by presenting “new sd¢a the
God-ordained leaders of the church. Working wita ¢hurch
and its leaders, changes could be made “in a Garthfp
honest, and orderly way™

20 FromVon den Schleichern und Winkelpredigetf32

21 Anidea expressed,for example, in Justus Meibes,Wiedertaufer Lehre
und Geheimnisof 1530, Urbanus Rhegiu#/iderlegung des Bekenntnisses
der Minsterischen neuen Valentinianer und Donatisted zur Neuen
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The Reformers did not require (like the churchhef Dark
Ages) total agreement with its practices. They vesteially
quite lenient in offering the Anabaptists the freedto believe
what they wanted, as long as they obeyed the cltamdh
practiced what its leaders saw fit to allow.

The Reformers appreciated the way the Anabaphsd,land
frequently said so. They asked the Anabaptistelo them
toward greater holiness and fear of God in theestatirches.
Luther, on several occasions acknowledged the Aptasl
steadfastness, and the other Reformers wrote &beiut
holiness, sobriety, and excellent reputation antbegeople.

But what the Reformers could not tolerate—what nthéen
fearful, and eventually furious, with the Anabatstiswas the
Anabaptists’ high regard for inner conviction and/lregard for
the voice of the church. “This heretical persistemcfollowing
an inner word,” thundered Martin Luther, “bringsnothing the
written Word of God!”

In a sense he was right.

The first Anabaptists did not follow the Scriptufesd their
“correct interpretation”) like Martin Luther wantelem to be
followed. They followed a man. And in following hifmstead
of Luther’s church, or Luther’s Bible) they got thbands onto
the thread that pulls the fabric of civilizationaap This, the
Reformers correctly discerned, and it made therpatase
enough to pass the death penalty upon them.

Huldrych Zwingli began and Martin Luther kept omlntly
denouncing the “stirring-up spirita(frihrerischer Geigtof
the Anabaptist movement, which they found, abol;eratheir
“silly teaching” of theSitzrecht(the “sitter’s right”).

Zeitung von den Wiedertaufern zu Munstérl535, in Luther’s instructions
to the pastors of Saxony, and in his other writiagd published sermons
against the Anabaptists.
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The first Anabaptists took literally the words G in 1
Corinthians 14: 30-31: “And if a revelation comesbmeone
who is sitting down, the first speaker should steqr. you can
all prophesy in turn so that everyone may be icsédiand
encouraged.” They called this the “sitter’s rigatid calmly
implied that they, when moved by inner convictibad as great
a right to speak and to act as any pastor, angtpaay
Reformer or bishop or pope. This audacity, thigZi®cht from
the pit of hell,” Martin Luther and his friends eled, could be
dealt with only by fire, water, and the sword.

“Even though it is terrible to view,” Martin Luthedmitted, he
gave his blessing to the death sentence upon thbajtists,
issued by the elector, princes, and landgravesaiéftant
Germany on March 31, 1527. The sentence was bast#teo
following four points:

1. The Anabaptists bring to nothing the office of migag
the Word.

2. The Anabaptists have no definite doctrine.

3. The Anabaptists bring to nothing and suppress true
doctrine.

4. The Anabaptists want to destroy the kingdom of this
world.

“For the preservation of public order” both Martinther and
Huldrych Zwingli promoted the total elimination thfe
Anabaptists (through capital punishment) as a maftatmost
urgency. They accused the Anabaptists of a crimmeagthe
public, “not because they taught a different faitit for
disturbing public order by undermining respectdathority.”

Philipp Melanchthon, Luther’s close friend and adviwrote:
“The Anabaptists’ disregard for the outer Word &mel
Scriptures is blasphemy. Therefore, the temporal air
government shall watch here too and not tolerase th
blasphemy, but earnestly resist and punish it.”
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Urbanus Rhegius, the Reformer of Augsburg, wrotée"
Anabaptists cannot and will not endure Scriptufamt] within
twenty years, no less than 116 laws were passtxiGerman
lands of Europe, which made the “Anabaptist heresgapital
offence.

On to Strasbourg and Worms

Called to court by Urbanus Rhegius, in the falLl626, Hans
Denck decided to flee. He found his way throughSh&bian
Alps and up the Rhein to Strasbourg. Here wheréth&estant
rulers of the city had a reputation for tolerarteehoped to find
a place to stay. But they gave him none.

Instead, they called him to court. Alarmed by hisistence on
following Jesus, they told him to leave, once marthe dead of
winter. It was December, 1526. The day after hizadeire,
Wolfgang Capito, the Reformer of Strasbourg wrote t
Huldrych Zwingli:
Hans Denck has disturbed our church very muchaplmarent
sacrificial life, his brilliance, and his decentita have
wonderfully captivated the people. . . . He lefstgeday. His

going left some disturbance behind, but the remgipiroblems
can easily be settled with diligence and caution.

From Strasbourg, Hans Denck travelled through Beygm
(where he visited the Ghetto and publicly invited gews to
follow Jesus), and from there to Landau and Worms.

The venerable city of Worms, seat of Catholic bgghon the
Rhine River since 600. A.D., had turned Protegtasitthe year
before. One of its new Protestant pastors was ag/man,
Hans Denck’s age, by the name of Jakob Kautz.

Hans and Jakob soon became friends, even though the
activities were not the same. Hans stayed in siecius an old
house of the city, translating the Hebrew proplrets German.
Jakob preached every Sunday to great throngs q@ie@aothe
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Protestant churches of the city, until the callesus—"Follow
me!”—made it impossible for him to continue hisesr.

They called Jakob to court in March, 1527, to wlaim. But he
could not change his preaching. He followed Jemnd the
situation with the church grew steadily worse. By 1527,
Jakob was ready to let everyone know where he stéed
tacked a sheet of paper with seven statemente tdabr of the
cathedral and invited all who cared to discuss thettm him in
a public meeting:

1.

The word which we speak with our mouths, hear with
ears, write with our hands and print onto pap@oisthe
living, true, eternal Word of God. It is only a néss,
pointing to the inner Word.

Nothing external, neither Word, sign, sacramergromise,
has the power to assure the inner man, comfort dvinmmake
him sure that he is doing what is right.

The baptism of infants is not of God. It is agai@sid and his
teaching given to us through Christ Jesus, hisvieel&on.

In the sacrament of the Lord’s nighttime meal itexdl body
and blood of Christ are not present. Our tradihere in
Worms is wrong. We have not been celebrating theagaent
in a proper way.

Everything that died with the first Adam, comeslbaxlife
in a better way with the second Adam, that is v@tirist who
walks on ahead of us. Everything unfolds and opgnis
Christ. Everything becomes alive in Christ.

Jesus from Nazareth did not suffer for us in any, e did
nothing to satisfy God for us, as long as we dofoltaw him
in the way he went before us—unless we follow the
commands of the father, like Christ follows them-egvman
according to his ability.

Like Adam’s outward biting into the forbidden fruiould
not have hurt him nor his descendants if his itreéng would
not have been involved in the disobedience, sother
suffering of Christ is no redemption nor work oége for us



On to Conviction 71

if there is no inner obedience and desire withitousbey the
will of God ??

On the day appointed, June 13, 1527, Jakob Kayizaapd
with Hans Denck and Ludwig Haetzer at six o’cloakhe
morning on the town square to tell everyone whabdleved. It
was market day, and a great crowd gathered totear

Jakob explained to the people what he had writiehe seven
statements. He told them that their strugglingrid the “right
church” and to be good Christians was in vainpag las they
were not moved by the Spirit of God within them.riyldurned
to Jesus and sealed their covenant with him inis@apdt
Worms. But it made trouble. . . .

Two Protestant pastors of the city tacked seveeratatements
to the door of the church. They contradicted Jakabtz and
Hans Denck, calling the people back from “followithgir own
ideas” to following the voice of God-ordained chuauthority.
Two weeks later, on July 1, 1527, they expelled the
“troublemakers” (including Jakob Kautz and Hans &grfrom
the city, and a day later a book appeare&aithful Warning
from the Preachers of the Gospel at Strasbourgiregdhe
Statements of Jakob Kaui&ven Huldrych Zwingli took the
time to refute the “troublemakers” in writing, aofithe
believers at Worms who followed Jesus into baptisiore than
one hundred were soon put to death.

Jakob Kautz baptized twenty believers in the netoty of
Alzey. From here others went out to teach and bapiihe
Kurfirst Ludwig V set a bounty on their heads. hiien caught
fourteen Anabaptists, beheading the men at Alzelydaowning
the women. When a kindhearted bystander tried nafad the
victims in their distress, Ludwig’s men caught tey and
burned her alive. Three hundred and fifty believbesl in a

2 Sieben Artikel zu Worms von Jakob Kautzen angeagehland gepredigt.
Verworfen und widerlegt mit Schriften und Ursachefzwen weg, Anno
MDXXVII.
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short time but more than one thousand two hundsedped to
find refuge in Moravia. A great number of them ginthe
community at Auspitz led by Philip Plener.

Only a Movement

Neither the Roman Catholics nor the Protestant iRedos could
see ahurchin the Anabaptist movement. All they saw was an
assortment of “perverted sects” whose leaders e@rentric
individuals, “unbelievably stubborn” and “wildly ebnate”
heretics “who have forsaken much, but can nevesafer
themselves??

About Menno Simons, John Calvin said: “Nothing cbié
prouder, nothing more impudent than this donkegrn@ps, if
we would have been in his shoes we would have is¢est way
too.

The Reformers came from a comfortable backgrourfdrolup
conviction”, where everyone submitted to the leagerd
believed like everyone else in the group. The fisabaptists
rejected “group conviction.” They believed thattjas everyone
needed to repent and believe on his own, so thht*‘df God”
(inner conviction) was a personal matter.

The Reformers believed that faith got handed ddike,
tradition, from generation to generation, and thatas imparted
from parents to children in baptism. The first Aaptists
rejected this “historic” and “handed-down” faithhdy believed
that faith was of the Spirit, and that the Spiritisvings could
no more be preserved nor handed down than the eaindbe
preserved in a box, or the current of a river jara

The Reformers, influenced by humanism, believetdlang
with “group convictions” it was alright to have serfpersonal
convictions,” providing one did not make an issué af them

% The Reformer, Martin Bucer’s description of Pilgrlarpeck.
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and kept on cooperating with the church. But thet fi
Anabaptists rejected “personal convictions” whegytliet
loose” and truly surrendered their personal idpassonal
views, and personal rights to Jesus.

All they had left was the inner conviction thawias right to
follow Jesus. This conviction alone gave them diogcon what
to obey and what not to obey, what to believe ahdtwot to
believe, what to do and what not to do, and hownderstand
the Scriptures. This conviction alone led themutiorsit
themselves one to another in the freedom of allgwihmen to
follow Jesus “in an uncompelled way.”

How could they build church like that?

They couldn’t. Nobody can . . . except God. And @oés not
“build churches” the way people do. He moves. Ha &pirit.
God is the Spirit that moves in Jesus and in thlosgelive in
Gemeinschaft with him. The church is a movement/ing
from age to age, from place to place, and from [eetwppeople,
wherever God finds broken hearts, truly surrendarea/hich
to dwell.

The Jews looked for an earthly kingdom with anhdgrt
Messiah. The Christians, after a few centuries emivay of
the Jews. “But the kingdom of God,” Jesus saide%doot come
with your careful observation, nor will people sayere it is’,

or There it is’, because the kingdom of God ishmtyou!”
(Luke 17:20-21).

For some time, right after the Dark Ages, this &nkingdom,”
the Kingdom of Heaven, came down to touch the Apabia
movement. It touched it with the clear light of gantion that
shone from the face of the miller’'s son, sixteeargeld, who
could say at the price of his life: “God does naintvme to do
that.” And it led the first Anabaptists . . .



