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x

Balthasar Hubmaier was one of Anabaptism’s most significant 
thinkers and leaders during the period of the Reformation. Trained 
as a Catholic priest, he would become the only early Anabaptist 
theologian with a doctorate in theology, earned under the German 
Scholastic theologian and Catholic polemicist Johann Eck. As a 
subsequent Protestant and Anabaptist Reformer, Hubmaier became 
recognized for his theological and rhetorical gifts by supporters and 
opponents alike. In his initial reform efforts, he was befriended by 
Protestant Reformers Huldrych Zwingli and Johannes Oecolampa-
dius, only to be critiqued later not only by Catholics but, following 
his rejection of infant baptism, also by fellow Protestants. The great 
scholar of the northern Renaissance, Desiderius Erasmus, called 
him the “Doctor of Anabaptism” and cited him with Hus, Wycliffe, 
Luther, and Oecolampadius as “learned men” who had led inno-
cent Christians to heresy.1 The Council of Trent specifically listed 
Hubmaier alongside the three great Protestant reformers Luther, 
Zwingli, and Calvin, as well as Caspar Schwenckfeld, as “heresiarchs” 
of the church.2 Hubmaier authored what is likely the first Christian 
catechism written for polemical purposes. He penned the earliest 
appeal for freedom of conscience in the modern era, described the 
first liturgy for the consecration of children in lieu of baptism, and 
composed what a number of scholars regard as one of the greatest 
defenses of believer’s baptism in Christian history.

So it seems a considerable omission that, until this volume’s 
publication in 1989, there was no widely available English transla-
tion of the major works of Balthasar Hubmaier.3 In part, this may 
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have been due to the forces of historiography that sidelined such an 
important Reformer. Though he was a brilliant theologian, contem-
porary Reformation scholars found Hubmaier difficult to classify. 
He was eschewed by Catholic and magisterial reformers as a radical 
because of his distinctive views on the church and its sacraments. Yet 
he was not particularly favored initially in Anabaptist-Mennonite 
scholarship because of his magisterially supported reform efforts in 
Waldshut and Nickolsburg, his nuanced position on the Christian’s 
use of the sword, his positive use of patristic and medieval Cath-
olic sources in his writings, and possibly even his early recantation 
under torture in Zurich – which all combined to make him not a 
prototypical Anabaptist theologian or champion.4 Nevertheless, as 
one scholar observed, Hubmaier “significantly influenced the devel-
opment of the basic Anabaptist/Believers’ Church synthesis of faith 
and practice” and has only slowly begun to be appreciated by scholars 
of the Reformation in general and Anabaptism in particular.5

One impetus for an English translation of Hubmaier’s most 
significant works was the publication of the critical German collec-
tion of those works in 1962, Balthasar Hubmaier Schriften, edited by 
Gunnar Westin and Torsten Bergsten, in the Quellen zur Geschichte 
der Taufer series. Subsequently, following the English translation 
of Bergsten’s biography of Hubmaier,6 students of the Reformation 
in English-speaking countries desired a translated collection of 
Hubmaier’s works similar to Westin and Bergsten’s Schriften.

The teaming of John Howard Yoder and H. Wayne Pipkin to 
serve as co-editors and translators of this project seemed a choice 
pairing at the time not only because of their previous research and 
experience with translation work of this period but also because 
they reflected the confessional parties that, at that juncture, were 
most interested in Hubmaier studies. Yoder was an internationally 
acclaimed theologian and ethicist from the Mennonite tradition who 
had spent most of his career teaching at the Associated Mennonite 
Biblical Seminary and the University of Notre Dame, where he was 
also a fellow of the Institute for International Peace Studies.7 Pipkin, 
from a Baptist background, was professor of church history at the 
Baptist Theological Seminary in Rüschlikon, Switzerland, where he 
served as the first director of the Institute for Baptist and Anabaptist 
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Studies. In the same year this volume was first published, Pipkin 
joined the faculty of the Associated Mennonite Biblical Seminary as 
professor of Anabaptist and Sixteenth-Century Studies.

The publication of Pipkin and Yoder’s translation of Hubmaier’s 
major works has ignited considerable research and historiographical 
interpretations of the theology and importance of this erstwhile 
overlooked Anabaptist and Reformation leader and scholar, both 
in the context of the Reformation era itself and as appropriated 
within various derivative churches today.8 Since the publication 
of Pipkin and Yoder’s translation, numerous studies of aspects of 
Hubmaier’s theology have been produced by English-speaking 
scholars. Doctrinal studies of Hubmaier’s ecclesiology, sacramental 
theology, spirituality, soteriology, understanding of the Scriptures, 
church discipline, and communal hermeneutic have all shaped 
and challenged how Reformation scholars perceive Hubmaier’s 
thought and how Free Church descendants should appropriate it. 
While Pipkin and Yoder observed how Hubmaier was shaped by his 
contemporaries Eck, Erasmus, Zwingli, and the Swiss Anabaptists, 
further research into the origins of and influences on Hubmaier’s 
theology have been exceedingly helpful. These include studies on 
the possible influences of patristic scholarship, medieval Scholastic 
theology, and Bernard of Clairvaux. Further study into the influ-
ences of Desiderius Erasmus and Martin Luther have demonstrated 
how well-read Hubmaier was and how widely he may have drawn 
from a variety of sources in fashioning his Reformation theology. 
Additionally, historical studies into his time have informed our 
understanding of Hubmaier’s association with the Peasants’ War 
and have allowed us to form a greater appreciation for his context 
both in Waldshut and later in Moravia. Yet there still seems to be 
potential for further research regarding Hubmaier as a catechetical 
and systematic reformer, sources that have inspired his thought, 
his views on Christian ethics, his work and influence in liturgical 
reform, and his understanding of the place of children in the church.

The Pipkin and Yoder volume remains the critical English 
translation of Hubmaier’s chief theological works. However, scholars 
have subsequently wished that more of Hubmaier’s extant correspon-
dence, beside his letters to Oecolampadius and the Schaffhausen and 
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Zurich councils, had been included in the collection. 9 Moreover, 
drawing from the research this volume has produced, subsequent 
scholarship has observed a few imperfections in some of Pipkin and 
Yoder’s introductory comments and especially in annotations of 
primary work in the collection.10 In particular, there are numerous 
passages in the work regarding Hubmaier’s biblical hermeneutics, 
patristic references, and medieval and German scholastic sources 
that could all be further clarified by enhanced annotations. Addi-
tionally, a number of biblical citations, references, and allusions 
inserted by the editors are not altogether accurate.

Nevertheless, such minor shortcomings should not detract from 
the benefits of the work. Balthasar Hubmaier: Theologian of Anabap­
tism remains an important Reformation and Anabaptist resource 
for teaching and scholarship. As translators, Pipkin and Yoder 
made Hubmaier’s writings accessible both to scholars in the fields 
of history and theology and to new students in introductory courses 
of church history, for trained theologians in the academy and for 
laypeople in congregations. Although Hubmaier remains peripheral 
to the magisterial Reformers and to those who draw their theology 
and praxis from the likes of Luther and Calvin, this volume and the 
research it has enabled have begun to break down the wall of schol-
arship between those who study exclusively either the magisterial 
or the radical wing of the Reformation. Moreover, this collection of 
Hubmaier’s works has increased the potential for those in the Free 
Church to find a predecessor who informs how the church can be 
present in the world: neither restricted through its allegiance to and 
reliance on government nor marginalized as a sect with nothing 
relevant to speak into the contemporary secular context.

Unlike Luther, Zwingli, or even Menno Simons, Hubmaier did 
not found or organize a denominational tradition. Indeed, it is diffi-
cult to assess to what degree his thought was directly appropriated by 
either magisterial or Anabaptist denominational traditions beyond 
the early Anabaptist movement. One can only speculate that his 
influence may well have been enlarged had he not been executed in 
1528, cutting short the life of a prolific writer and scholarly Reformer. 
Nevertheless, Ludwig Keller may not have exaggerated in 1882 when 
he opined that Hubmaier’s writings “contain a fullness of original 
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and profound thought, which, if they had not proceeded from a 
marked man, would long ago have been hailed as a distinguished 
monument of German genius.” 11 The extent to which Hubmaier 
shaped arguments and counterarguments during the Reformation is 
an ongoing discussion among historians and theologians. That his 
theology has influenced the contemporary church is evidenced by 
the continued use of this book in college and seminary classrooms, 
in pastors’ studies, and within the heritage and liturgy of both 
radical and magisterial churches derived from the Reformation era. 
Students familiar with the Reformation period likely recognize the 
final traditional words of Martin Luther’s hymn “A Mighty Fortress,” 
which concludes: “Let goods and kindred go, this mortal life also; 
the body they may kill: God’s truth abideth still, his kingdom is 
forever.” Such a sentiment for living a life of theological conviction 
regardless of its cost was shared by Luther’s similarly profound but 
overlooked contemporary Balthasar Hubmaier. Hubmaier vali-
dated this principle ultimately in his martyrdom in Vienna but also 
succinctly encapsulated it in his epigram, “Truth is immortal” (Die 
Wahrheit ist untödlich). For students of history and theology and for 
seekers of the truth, this volume will continue to make the principles 
of a significant, unique, articulate, and scholarly Reformer of the 
sixteenth century available to the church and academy today.

Brian C. Brewer
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Dialogue with Zwingli’s Baptism Book. Further annotations could also be made at the 
beginning of A Simple Instruction regarding the variety of views on the Lord’s Supper 
outlined by Hubmaier.
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Editors' Pref ace 

Recognition of the unique place of Balthasar Hubmaier 
among the writers of early Anabaptism has been evident for a 
century in the number of historians studying his life and 
works; likewise the enterprise of translation began relatively 
early. In 1905 Henry C. Vedder included sizable fragments of 
translation in his first English biography. In the 1920s W. 0. 
Lewis visited libraries in Europe to gather· photocopies which 
were bound and made available to scholars by William Jewell 
College of Liberty, Missouri, and were translated into English 
by Prof. G. D. Davidson of William Jewell College. Typescript 
and microfilm copies of Davidson's work have been used in 
numerous libraries. 

Hubmaier was (after Hans Denck, whose writings are far 
fewer) the first of the early Anabaptists to have his writings 
appear in a full scholarly modern German edition. The trans­
lators and authors of the present collection have been -
privileged to work largely from that base, thereby being 
largely spared the burdens of textual and bibliographical 
research. 

The choice of the title for this book-Balthasar Hubmaier: 
Theologian of Anabaptism-does not intend to suggest that 
Hubmaier was the only theologian, or the normative 
theologian, of the Anabaptist movement. Such a movement 
could by its nature have no normative theologian. At impor­
tant points Hubmaier was not typical of majority trends in the 
movement, or of the views which survived. Some other authors 
like Pilgram Marpeck and Menno Simons were equally prolific, 
although they came later. Others who wrote less may have 
been more original, or more profound, or may he thought by 
some to hold more promise for later generations. Nonetheless, 
Hubmaier' s place in the first generation of the broad move­
ment is unique. He is the only figure of his generation with 
university credentials, the only one with extensive public 
activity before joining the Reformation, the most sl�illed in 
popular expository writing. 
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1 

Statements at the 
Second Zurich Disputation 

The .. disputation .. was a standard procedure to legitimate 
innovation in the age of the Reformation. Borrowed from the 
university promotion procedure, it provided for open debate, 
impartial chairmanship and record keeping. and a fight for all 
to speak. 1 In a context where the established ecclesiastical 
order (i.e., the bishop) and teaching authorities (the 
universities) were not open to new ideas, the disputation was a 
substitute frequently resorted to by Protestant governments to 
legitimate change. 

Some date Zurich· s Reformation from the disputation held 
Januttry 29, 1523. 2 To prepare for that event Zwingli had pre­
sented sixty-seven theses. They were not formally debated, since 
the bishop's representative Johannes Faber refused to recognize 
the authority of such an assembly to deal with matters of doc­
trine. The meeting nonetheless had the effect of con.firming the 
governmental mandate to Zwingli as preacher appointed by the 
Council. 3 

The Second Zurich Disputation, convened in October 1523, 
was an effort to apply this sense of momentum and conviction 
to the concrete implementation of the Reformation. The public 
was already agitated about attacks on "images" (i.e., statues 

1 Cf. article Disputations in ME I, p. 70, and Jess Yoder 1962, pp. 14-35, 
118-46. Hubmaier's own "Theses Against Eck" {p. 49) begins with the
rationale and rules for a disputation. Others of his earlier writings also
called for debates to be held.

• E.g., Oscar Farner, who exclaims, "Zurich evangelischl" (1954, p.356)
Jacques Courvoisier prefers November 1522 (1947 , p. 91; 1963, p. 20) 
when the state first claimed the right to name the clergy, making Zwingli 
"the first evangelical minister." Dating a Reformation is in any case a 
dubious enterprise. 

3 Zwingli himself greeted the outcome with what Bullinger called "great 
joy": "Praise and thanks to God, who wants his will to reign in heaven and 
on earth!" (Bullinger 1838, I 104). It was Zwingli's own later appeal to this 
decision as validation and the publication of his 67 theses which gave the 
January disputation its symbolic importance. 
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22 I Balthasar Hubmater 

and paintings used in church and in processions) and the mass. 
It was at this meeting that the first discussion between Simon 
Stumpf and Huldrych Zwingli was recorded, in which some 
historians4 have sought to identify the beginnings of Anabap­
tism. Hubmaier was a participant. His first two contributions 
were unrelated to Grebel and Stumpf 

After the disputation, someone spread the rumor that Hub­
maier had claimed to be a delegate from "the four cities on the 
Rhine and in the Black Forest. " Hubmaier wrote to the Zurich 
Council asking them to deny that rumor, which the Council did 
by a minute of early December. The Council further said that 
Hubmaier's presence at the disputation had been due to the 
moving of the Holy Spirit, and that his contribution to the dis­
putation, as well as a sennon or two, had been irreproachable. 5 

Hubmaier was clearly counted as a Zwinglian. 6 

On the Concept of Reform 

Toward the end of the first day, which had been devoted to 
the subject of '1images", chairman Sebastian Hofmeister (the 
Reformer of Schaffhausen) stated tentatively the conclusion to 
which the assembly had come, and asked whether there were 
any more grounds for objection to the doctrine presented by 
Zwingli and his colleagues. 

As everyone was silent Dr. Baltassar Fridberger, pastor in 
Waltzhut, rose and spoke as follows: 7 

The all powerful eternal God commanded us through 
Moses: If you come across the ox of your enemy or a stray 
donkey, lead him back to him, that is to say, to his owner; and 
if you see the ass of someone who hates you lying under his 
burden, do not go past but lift him up [Exod. 23:4f.]. Christ 
spoke similarly [Luke 14:5]: Which of you, if his ass or ox 
would fall in a pit, would not pull him out at the same hour 

• Blanke, 1961, p. 8. John Yoder, "The Turning Point...," MQR 32, 1958,
pp. 128-46. 

5 Loserth 1891, pp. 93ff. Kohler 1925, p. 318. 
• Cf. Pipkin 1984, pp. 43ff. Engli sh translations of the texts hav e

previously been publ ished partially in Hosek 1891, pp. 127f.; Vedder 1905, 
pp. 58ff.; fully in Estep 1976, 16ff.; and Hard er 1985, pp. 238ff. 

7 
z 2, pp. 716 13-718.' 
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even on the sabbath day? So much more should it be taken 
seriously if a person is in error in matters that have to do with 
the salvation of his soul, or if he has fallen into a pit of error 
or abuse, that he should be helped. 

Now it cannot be denied, but is rather public, and clearer 
than the sun, that for several hundred years much error and 
abuse has been infiltrated into Christian practices and added 
to them by the devil, who never rests. This has also happened 
on these two subjects: namely, the images of saints and the 
abuses of the mass. This is why the worthy, prominent, 
honorable, and wise /717 / Lords, Mayor, large and small 
Council, called "the Two Hundred," of this praiseworthy old 
city of Zurich, my gracious Lords, well esteemed and judged 
to be Christian, have undertaken to carry out a friendly 
brotherly conversation so that such quarreling and controversy 
as had arisen, in that some want to stand by the old and 
others by the new, might be alleviated without disturbance or 
disorder. All of which cannot take place more fittingly nor 
properly than through the proclamation of the clear Word of 
God as written in both Testaments. For in all divisive ques­
tions and controversies only Scripture, canonized and 
sanctified by God himself, should and must be the judge, no 
one else: or heaven and earth must fall [Matt. 24:35]. For the 
merciful God himself has set the judge on the judgment 
throne as we read in Ezekiel 44:24: "When there is a con­
troversy men will stand in my judgment and will judge." Now 
the judgments of God can only be known out of the divine 
Word, as Scripture truly testifies to us. The Word of God 
judges, John 12:47-49; Deut. 17:8; Exod. 18:13-27; and 28:30. 

Therefore Christ points us to the Scriptures: "Search the 
Scriptures. They give testimony of me, etc.," and pointed us to 
Moses and the prophets, whom we should hear: for he does 
not want to have testimony from men, John 5:39, 46. 

This usage was held to by Christ himself and also by Paul 
and the other apostles. When they spoke against the devil or 
against evil men, they usually stuck Scripture under their nose 
as the judge of all controversial talk and thereby overcame 
them. For holy Scripture alone is the true light and lantern 
through which all human argument, darkness, and objections 
can be recognized. This the prophet David knew perfectly 
well as he said to God, "Thy Word is a lamp to my feet" [Ps. 
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