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Classics of the Radical Reformation

Classics of the Radical Reformation is an English-language series of 
Anabaptist and Free Church documents translated and annotated under 
the direction of the Institute of Mennonite Studies, which is the research 
agency of the Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminaries, and published by 
Plough Publishing House.

1.	 The Legacy of Michael Sattler. Trans., ed. John Howard Yoder.

2.	 The Writings of Pilgram Marpeck. Trans., ed. William Klassen and Walter 
Klaassen.

3.	 Anabaptism in Outline: Selected Primary Sources. Trans., ed. Walter 
Klaassen.

4.	 The Sources of Swiss Anabaptism: The Grebel Letters and Related Docu-
ments. Ed. Leland Harder.

5.	 Balthasar Hubmaier: Theologian of Anabaptism. Ed. H. Wayne Pipkin 
and John Howard Yoder.

6.	 The Writings of Dirk Philips. Ed. Cornelius J. Dyck, William E. Keeney, 
and Alvin J. Beachy.

7.	 The Anabaptist Writings of David Joris: 1535–1543. Ed. Gary K. Waite.

8.	 The Essential Carlstadt: Fifteen Tracts by Andreas Bodenstein. Trans., ed. 
E. J. Furcha.

9.	 Peter Riedemann’s Hutterite Confession of Faith. Ed. John J. Friesen.

10.	Sources of South German/Austrian Anabaptism. Ed. C. Arnold Snyder, 
trans. Walter Klaassen, Frank Friesen, and Werner O. Packull.

11.	 Confessions of Faith in the Anabaptist Tradition: 1527–1660. Ed. Karl 
Koop.

12.	Jörg Maler’s Kunstbuch: Writings of the Pilgram Marpeck Circle. Ed. John 
D. Rempel.

13.	Later Writings of the Swiss Anabaptists: 1529–1592. Ed. C. Arnold Snyder.
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When this remarkable compilation of Anabaptist sources 
first appeared in 1981, the world of Anabaptist-Mennonite studies 
looked very different than it does today. The historiography of 
Anabaptism was in the midst of a dynamic, sometimes contentious 
transformation. Although it was no great feat of scholarship in 
itself, Harold S. Bender’s “Anabaptist Vision,” published in 1944, 
had symbolized the emergence of a new confidence in Anabaptist 
studies that rescued the Radical Reformers from the margins of the 
Reformation and made them worthy subjects of historical research.1 
With the support of significant publications in the 1950s and 1960s 
by renowned historians such as George Williams, Roland Bainton, 
and Franklin Littell, interest in the Radical Reformation became 
increasingly mainstream.2

Within the Mennonite community in North America, this 
renaissance of Anabaptist studies shaped a generation of seminary- 
trained pastors who, in turn, helped to popularize the Anabaptists 
as heroic figures who followed the teachings of Jesus, even at great 
cost. For a generation of Mennonites still trying to explain to their 
Protestant and Catholic neighbors why they did not support the 
Great War, it came as an enormous relief to learn that their spiritual 
forebears were part of a coherent theological tradition – possibly 
even the fountainhead of such American ideals as religious volun-
tarism and the separation of church and state. The suffering – and 
in many instances, martyrdom – of the Anabaptists only served to 
vindicate the authenticity of their theological convictions.
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By the early 1970s, however, this “recovery of the Anabaptist 
Vision” began to face a backlash.3 In 1972, two books appeared 
that signaled a decisive break with the narrative that had coalesced 
around the “Anabaptist Vision.” Claus-Peter Clasen’s Anabaptism: 
A Social History framed Anabaptism within the social context of 
the sixteenth century – ignoring theology in favor of categories 
of analysis such as occupation, class, age, and residence.4 Clasen’s 
resolutely quantitative approach led him to the conclusion that the 
Anabaptist movement was little more than a “minor episode” in the 
larger Reformation story. That same year, James Stayer’s Anabaptism 
and the Sword painstakingly mapped a wide range of Anabaptist 
understandings regarding civil government and the sword, arguing 
that the pacifist position expressed in the Schleitheim Confession 
was only one voice among many, with no particular claim to norma-
tivity.5 Three years later, Stayer collaborated with Werner Packull and 
Klaus Deppermann in a landmark essay titled “From Monogenesis 
to Polygenesis: The Historical Discussion of Anabaptist Origins,” 
which further complicated the story of Anabaptist origins.6 Anabap-
tism, they argued, emerged almost simultaneously in Switzerland, 
South Germany, and the Low Countries – each with a different set 
of emphases and none with a legitimate claim to precedence. Also 
appearing in 1975 was an influential collection of essays edited by 
Hans-Jürgen Goertz called Umstrittenes Täufertum [Contesting 
Anabaptism] that underscored once more the inherent diversity 
of the Anabaptist movement and blurred the lines separating the 
violence of the Peasants’ War of 1525 from the early Anabaptist 
movement.7

Thus, when Walter Klaassen published this compilation of 
Anabaptist theological writings in 1981 under the title Anabaptism 
in Outline, he was wading into highly contested historiographical 
waters. He did so with his eyes wide open.

Although he was raised in a devout family of Mennonite minis-
ters, Klaassen’s primary training was as an academic historian. His 
1960 doctoral dissertation at Oxford, titled “Word, Spirit, and 
Scripture in Early Anabaptist Thought,” was deeply anchored in the 
primary sources he had gathered during a year of archival research 
in Zurich, where he studied with the well-known Reformation 
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historian Fritz Blanke. After a teaching stint at Bethel College, 
Kansas (1960–1964), Klaassen went on to spend the majority of his 
academic career at Conrad Grebel University College (1965–1991), 
where he quickly made a name for himself as a gifted lecturer and 
careful historian.

On the one hand, Klaassen was clearly sympathetic to the 
so-called Bender School. His highly popular book, Anabaptism: 
Neither Catholic nor Protestant, was an apology for Anabaptist 
theology and ethics as a coherent alternative to the dominant 
streams of the Reformation and as a “third way” in the contem-
porary debate between Fundamentalism and Liberalism.8 When 
Klaassen first arrived at Grebel, he served as the college chaplain; 
he frequently accepted invitations to preach; and, for a time, he was 
part of a house church that sought to embody ecclesiological prin-
ciples gleaned from his study of the sixteenth-century Anabaptists.

Yet Klaassen also knew that Anabaptism could not and should 
not be protected from the critical analysis of social or secular 
historians. In 1978, Klaassen drew on the themes of revisionist 
Anabaptist scholarship for his carefully researched social history of 
a leader in the peasant uprising – Michael Gaismair: Revolutionary 
and Reformer. 9 A later book on apocalyptic thought in the sixteenth 
century – Living at the End of the Ages: Apocalyptic Expectation in the 
Radical Reformation – clearly acknowledged the diversity of theo-
logical understandings among the Radical Reformers.10

Thus, in 1981, when Klaassen prepared to publish Anabaptism 
in Outline, he was fully aware of the limitations of previous Menno-
nite interpretations of Anabaptism. He knew that Anabaptism was 
not a monolithic movement; not all Anabaptists were theologically 
orthodox, nor were all pacifist. Yet despite all of these caveats, he 
remained convinced that Anabaptism marked a vital recovery of 
biblical Christianity and could be understood as a distinctive and 
identifiable theological tradition.

Within the Classics of the Radical Reformation series, Anabap-
tism in Outline quickly became a classic of its own. It appeared at a 
time when public interest in Anabaptism was still vibrant, all the 
more so in light of the vigorous debate that was unfolding about its 
origins and character. For pastors who were eager to appeal to the 
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authority of the Anabaptist witness for a sermon, Anabaptism in 
Outline was the perfect handbook. Scholars who wanted to locate an 
Anabaptist quote quickly for use in an essay could turn to the table of 
contents with the assurance that they would find a range of helpful 
options. Klaassen’s succinct introductions to each of the seventeen 
theological categories capture both the range of Anabaptist perspec-
tives on a given theme and the distinctively Anabaptist contribution 
to the larger theological conversation. Not least, Klaassen was a 
gifted translator, who turned complex sixteenth-century German 
into clear English prose. The short biographical descriptions for 
each of the Anabaptists cited, along with recommendations for 
additional reading, further enhanced the utility of the volume.

Part of the book’s popularity also derived, no doubt, from 
its implicit rejoinder to the revisionist historians that theology 
matters – the Anabaptist movement could not be reduced to social 
or economic interests. Beyond that, Anabaptism in Outline also 
assumed that, within the undeniable diversity of early Anabaptism, 
a theological coherence persisted nonetheless. The selections in each 
of the seventeen topics represent a wide range of voices – including 
Dutch, Hutterite, South German, and Swiss sources. Clearly, on many 
topics, those voices are not in full agreement with each other. Yet 
that variety in Anabaptism in Outline also has its limits: the collec-
tion includes excerpts from Spiritualists like Leonard Schiemer and 
Hans Schlaffer but not Caspar Schwenckfeld; Balthasar Hubmaier 
is represented but not Thomas Müntzer; Bernhard Rothmann shows 
up, despite his close associations with Münster, but not David Joris. 
In the preface to each section, Klaassen acknowledges internal 
differences while also making it clear that these arguments unfold 
within a distinctly Anabaptist set of interests and concerns.

Anabaptism in Outline is also a quiet rebuttal to the argument 
that the Anabaptists were only ad hoc theologians, lay preachers 
who defended their cause with wooden appeals to biblical liter-
alism. Klaassen’s selection of thematic categories makes it clear 
that the Anabaptists thought deeply about the classical questions of 
Christian theology. Even as they are making distinctive arguments 
on topics like baptism, the oath, economics, or nonresistance, 
the excerpts Klaassen selected demonstrate that the Anabaptists 
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understood their positions as expressions of Christian faithfulness, 
consistent with the deeper tradition of the church.

Today, four decades after the publication of Anabaptism in 
Outline, some of the limitations of the book are also evident. Contem-
porary readers will find it striking that no Anabaptist women appear 
in the volume and may wince at the gendered language Klaassen 
uses in his prefaces. Since 1981, historians have uncovered additional 
sources – especially among the Swiss Brethren – that could have 
added another layer of richness to the selection. The most significant 
issue with the volume, however, is the shadow side of its strength: 
accessibility comes at the price of brevity. The excerpts from 
Anabaptist writings are often quite short, excised from the larger 
context of their original argument. They can easily appear in the text 
like diamonds removed from the mine, extracted from their histor-
ical setting in ways that artificially collapse the distance between the 
sixteenth century and our own times. By presenting excerpts that 
float free of their original context, Anabaptism in Outline opens itself 
to potential misuse by impatient readers in search of a quote – any 
quote – that will support the argument they happen to be making.

Nevertheless, there are good reasons why the book has sold so 
well and why it will remain a classic within the Classics of the Radical 
Reformation. Klaassen has made a host of scattered sources – hith-
erto available only in sixteenth-century German – accessible to 
contemporary readers in modern English. He has brought the 
impenetrable world of the archives into the pastor’s study, the 
academic’s office, and the layperson’s living room. His introductions 
to theological themes are models of clarity – succinct and precise. 
And his thoughtful selection of excerpts enables vibrant voices 
from the past to speak into pastoral questions of the church today, 
thereby enabling contemporary readers to lend their own voices to 
the ongoing conversation.

John D. Roth
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