EUROPEAN WORLD LECTURE: THE RADICAL REFORMATION


Problems of Definition – Radical Reformation (G. H. Williams) as rejection of magisterial (Mainstream) Reformation. But not end of  ‘spectrum’ – distinctive ‘third force’

· How did this identity come about?

· What was distinctive about radicals’ beliefs; why were they so hated & feared?

· Did they matter?


The Origins of Radical Reform - early 1520s, Wildwuchs (wild growth) period, not easily separable from what would develop into ‘official’ Reformation. Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt’s radical measures in Wittenverg 1521-2. Zurich group under Conrad Grebel breaks with Zwingli 1523 ‘ not waiting for the magistrate’. Rebaptisms of ‘Swiss Brethren’ – ‘anabaptist’ becomes catch all label.

Two defining events:


Peasants War 1524-5 – role of extremist preaching , esp. Thomas Müntzer in Thuringia.Mystical approach, stressing inner inspiration. Also apocalypticism/ millenarianism – ‘ungodly’ to be destroyed in preparation for end of the world.. Frankenhausen 1525, but spread by disillusioned survivors. Luther & co. now had to prove that rebellion was not inevitable result of rejecting traditional religion. 

Munster 1535 - north German town taken over by anabaptists from Netherlands, where Melchior Hoffman promoting apocalyptic views. 1534 Jan Matthijs and local radicals take control (soon killed). New leader Jan Bockelszoon (Jan of Leiden) - abolishes private property, and declares compulsory polygamy. Bishops’ forces retake city June 1535, but incident terrifies authorities across Europe.

Anabaptism after Munster - quieter phase: Dutch anabaptism pacifist under influence of Menno Simons (Mennonites). Relaitive absence of persecution. Moravia (Czech territory ) Jakob Hutter (Hutterites) - separate off totally into own highly structured communities. Local nobility had no interest in persecution : 30-40,000 by end 16thc. But expelled by Habsburgs 1622. Communities in S Germany and Switzerland largely persecuted out of existence by end 16th century.

How radical was the radical Reformation? - After Munster most anabaptists pacifists. But unlike Luther, Calvin, took view that ‘saved’ person would undergo sudden transformation in lives, and preached separation from society: rejection of - infant baptism, military service, office-holding, oath-taking. Anabaptists undermining foundations on which early modern society built, by definition anti-social. 

Significance of the Radical Reformation - did the radicals matter? Persecuted out of existence in most of Europe, and only likely ever to be a minority. Emigration to America (where still communities of Mennonites and Hutterites). But greater influence on Reformation itself. Promoted ‘taming’ of the Reformation after 1525. Key to successful establishment and defence of new religious forms in period = alliance with secular power – something the radicals, almost by definition, could not achieve.
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