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Pilgram Marpeck made a distinctive contribution to the flour-
ishing of sixteenth-century Anabaptism in German-speaking Europe. 
On the one hand, he saw the need for radical reform of the church. In 
the New Testament he discovered baptism on confession of faith as 
the entry point into a church of believers who pledged themselves to 
a common life. On the other hand, he was more open than some of 
his fellow radicals in taking theological constructs from the patristic 
and late medieval church to provide scaffolding for the building of a 
radical church. For Marpeck, the foundational level of the scaffold 
was the teaching of the incarnation. The paradoxical outcome was a 
radical ecclesiology grounded in the long Christian tradition.

Marpeck became the formative leader of a network of Anabap-
tist congregations that stretched from Moravia (in present-day 
Czechia) to the Alsace (in present-day France). As the first among 
equals, Marpeck guided the congregations with theological 
discourses, pastoral letters, and personal visits. His ministry was 
characterized by patience while others were hastening to judgment. 
This stance arose from his conviction that the Holy Spirit dwells 
in each believer and the church at all levels. Such a strong sense of 
the Spirit allowed him to be a nonconformist without needing to 
take refuge in separatism.1 His approach attracted seekers primarily 
in urban settings in which religious dissenters were outlawed but 
seldom openly persecuted. Believers in settings where Anabaptists 
were persecuted to the point of martyrdom were drawn to more 
stringent and uncompromising forms of church life, as found among 
the Dutch and Swiss Anabaptists and the Hutterites.
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With the death of Marpeck in 1556, and other leaders soon 
thereafter, this more pliable form of church lost its coherence. The 
last references to Marpeck Circle congregations come from Moravia 
in the 1620s, during a time of open persecution. It is noteworthy, 
however, that in the second half of the sixteenth century the Swiss 
Brethren turned to Marpeck’s thought and spirit to address a situation 
between tolerance and persecution not unlike conditions congrega-
tions in the Marpeck network had faced a generation earlier.2

While aspects of his theology were taken up by the Swiss 
Brethren, Marpeck as a person disappeared from history. He was 
slowly rediscovered beginning in the 1860s, when Marpeck manu-
scripts came to light.3 Gradually German-speaking scholars, of 
whom Johann Loserth was the most prolific, identified and published 
Marpeck’s writings in the early decades of the twentieth century. 
The first comprehensive analysis of Marpeck’s thought in English 
was William Klassen’s Covenant and Community,4 which made a 
compelling case for expanding the number of texts that could be 
attributed to Marpeck to include A Clear Refutation and A Clear and 
Useful Instruction. These texts articulated an incarnation-based inter-
pretation of the as-yet-fluid radicalism in Strasbourg, contrasting it 
to a Spiritualist approach.

Klassen’s argument has been accepted by later scholarship. 
Seeing Marpeck as the author of these foundational texts completed 
the heretofore fragmentary biography of Pilgram’s person and 
authorship. William Klassen and Walter Klaassen’s outstanding 
translation and commentary in The Writings of Pilgram Marpeck 
brought him into the center of the Radical Reformation. With these 
and other discoveries, Marpeck’s body of writing became larger than 
that of any other Anabaptist. Walter Klaassen entered Marpeck 
studies through his research into sixteenth-century Spiritualism. 
Both scholars continued to work with Marpeck and his community, 
crowning their accomplishments with the definitive biography of 
the man and his times.5 Those in search of a nonconformed but 
not separatist church have found the Marpeck legacy to be an able 
companion as well as a cautionary tale.

Marpeck was born about 1495 in the southern Austrian mining 
town of Rattenberg, in the Inn Valley, fifty miles east of Innsbruck. 
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His parents were prosperous owners of silver mines; his father was 
active in local politics. Marpeck’s parents were devout Christians 
who remained in the Catholic Church. Their parish priest, Stefan 
Castenbauer, preached radical reform that left an early mark on 
Marpeck. His patrician status afforded him a good basic education. 
There is no evidence that he studied theology, but we do know that 
he had conversations with followers of Luther and read writings 
by radical mystics. His considerable skill in thinking theologically 
suggests that he was an autodidact. He married Sophia Harrer in 
his early twenties; they had a daughter of their own and adopted 
three children. In 1520, Pilgram and Sophia joined the local guild 
of miners. He learned the skills of a water engineer. Soon he was 
appointed as the regional mining magistrate, commissioned to 
oversee the laws governing mining. Pilgram became a member of the 
Lower and then the Upper Council. All we know of Sophia is that 
she died soon thereafter, probably from the plague.

During the 1520s the Radical Reformation spread like wildfire 
through the Inn Valley and beyond, leading many to martyrdom. 
The first inference we have of Marpeck’s changing religious loyalty 
is that his mining magistrate’s office is criticized for not reporting 
dissenting political and religious views among the miners. It is 
possible that he came into contact with the two best known Anabap-
tists in the region, Leonhard Schiemer and Hans Schlaffer. When the 
emperor’s office demanded that Marpeck prosecute the Anabaptist 
rebels, he replied that this duty did not belong to his office. When 
others carried out the imperial order to execute Schiemer and 
Schlaffer on January 15, 1528, Marpeck realized he had to choose 
between his career and his conscience. He resigned his office and 
left his daughter and adopted children with other family members. 
Leaving friends, possessions, and reputation behind, he fled north 
and east to seek refuge with the emerging Anabaptist movement in 
Krumau (now Cesky Krumlov), Moravia. There he met and married 
Anna, whose maiden name is unknown.

Southwestern Moravia was briefly a place of religious tolerance. 
Slavic, Italian, and Germanic radicals took refuge under tolerant 
local rulers there. During their months in Krumau, Pilgram was 
baptized into the Anabaptist community, likely in Austerlitz (now 
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Slavkov). This is suggested by the fact that he maintained contact 
with the Austerlitzers throughout his ministry. It is likely that he 
read mystically influenced theologies of the cross – like the late 
medieval Theologia Deutsch as well as Schiemer’s writings – during 
this time, because their themes are evident in his emerging theology. 
Marpeck was ordained as an elder, and he and Anna were commis-
sioned to pastor an emerging Anabaptist community in one of the 
few other places of tolerance in the mid to late 1520s, Strasbourg, an 
imperial and therefore semi-autonomous city whose economic base 
was mining and logging.

Already in the first five years of the Radical Reformation there 
were different approaches to reform. This is not surprising, since 
all its leaders brought their past – both theological and geograph-
ical – with them. For example, Wilhelm Reublin and Michael Sattler, 
erstwhile monastery prior, were biblicists. Hans Denck, Casper 
Schwenckfeld, Hans Buenderlin, and Christian Entfelder – all mysti-
cally inclined – took their radical leaning in a spiritualistic direction.  
The prophets Melchior Hoffmann, Ursula Jost, and Barbara 
Rebstock gave this leaning an apocalyptic orientation. Marpeck’s 
challenge was to hold all these inclinations accountable to one 
another while prudently challenging the Magisterial Reformation 
that had taken hold in Strasbourg in stages. For most of a decade, 
its outstanding leaders, Martin Bucer and Wolfgang Capito, were 
willing to debate disputed aspects of the gospel with the dissenters, 
including Marpeck.

In September of 1528, Marpeck purchased citizenship in the 
city. This must have been a step toward a hoped-for job; his training 
as a water engineer was directly relevant to the mining and logging 
on which Strasbourg’s prosperity depended. He was hired by the 
city, living the life of an engineer by day and a minister by night. He 
oversaw construction of a canal for floating logs from Schiermeck to 
Strasbourg that still exists.

He took the oath of citizenship but skirted the oath citizens 
normally took to defend the city in case of attack. Strasbourg’s 
tolerance of dissent lasted just long enough for the outline of a less 
separatistic Anabaptist stance toward the state to emerge. Marpeck 
found a way of combining his duty to his profession with the vision 
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of a church shaped by believer’s baptism and nonretaliation to evil. 
Despite warnings from the city council against public meetings of 
Anabaptists, Marpeck and others discreetly led services on Sundays 
in their houses. Early on Marpeck realized that he stood “between 
the devil and the deep blue sea” – that is, he discerned that his under-
standing and practice of the emerging radical movement contended 
not with one but two opponents: Magisterial Protestantism and its 
mass church including all citizens, on the one hand, and Spiritualism 
and its confinement of the holy to inward experience, on the other. 
His disagreement with Magisterial Protestantism was epitomized 
by their divergent views on baptism – and, by implication, on the 
nature of the church. The climax of this opposition was Marpeck 
and Bucer’s debate on baptism before the city council in early 
1532. Bucer accused his debating colleague of setting aside the Old 
Testament to arrive at his conclusions. Marpeck’s final word was the 
Confession of 1532. He had defied the council’s order to desist from 
teaching against infant baptism, so he and Anna were forced to leave 
Strasbourg in early 1532.

Marpeck’s disagreement with Spiritualism was epitomized by 
the two parties’ different views of the Lord’s Supper. Marpeck was 
persuaded that God used the elements of the created order to reach 
us; in the Supper inward and outward become one. He grounded 
this conviction in the incarnation. His fellow radicals were so 
disillusioned with the historic church that they sought God mysti-
cally, beyond and over against all outward things. His fellow radical, 
Hans Buenderlin, captured the Spiritualist argument in Explanation 
through Comparison of Biblical Scripture of 1530. He argued that 
Christ gave sacramental forms to the first generation of believers as 
a concession to their weakness. But once the Holy Spirit held sway  
in their lives, they outgrew the need for externals, which were 
suspended by the Spirit. The only reason the church might prac-
tice them again would be a revelation from Christ in the present 
commanding their use. In bold strokes, this was the logic of the 
emerging Spiritualism of the Radical Reformation. It would continue 
to confront Marpeck (and other biblically oriented Anabaptists) 
throughout his career. Because of Marpeck’s theology of the 
incarnation, he was the best prepared in the emerging Anabaptist 
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movement to lay out an alternative consistent with a radical view of 
the church. In pursuit of this alternative, Marpeck addressed both 
Magisterial Reformers and Spiritualists in three treatises published 
in 1531. A Clear Refutation and A Clear and Useful Instruction were 
his response to Spiritualism, and he is the probable author of the 
Exposé of the Babylonian Whore, which critiqued the alliance between 
church and state.

After Strasbourg, the Marpecks lived and labored among the 
Swiss Brethren, known for their separatist, biblicist approach to 
Anabaptism. Marpeck continued working as a water engineer in 
the Swiss canton of Grisons, in towns such as St. Gall and Appen-
zell. From his pastoral letters The Unity and the Bride of Christ 
(1540) to all the Alsacian congregations and Judgment and Decision 
(1542) to the Appenzell congregation, we realize that Marpeck 
continued and expanded his role as an itinerant overseer while he 
lived in Switzerland. Both epistles make the case for patience and 
unity. Judgment and Decision is perhaps Marpeck’s most spiritually 
insightful treatise. In it he argues that the church is a community of 
mutual discernment (the priesthood of all believers) and that love is 
the end of the law, though he admits his own shortcomings in living 
out this vision. During this time Marpeck was also in correspon-
dence with the Spiritualist Helene von Streicher of Ulm, in southern 
Germany (To Helene von Streicher). He engaged her as an equal, 
someone worth taking seriously. At the same time, he wrote to her 
with conviction about the believer’s participation in Christ and the 
concrete nature of Christian community.

In 1542, Marpeck and his fraternity took the 1533 Confession of 
Two Sacraments by Bernard Rothmann – a Dutch Anabaptist Bible 
expositor who later became the chief apologist for the Anabaptist 
kingdom of Münster – translated it into German, and published it as 
The Admonition of 1542. They inserted about forty pages into various 
parts of the 110-page text, expanding the sections on the old and new 
covenant, baptism, the nature of a sacrament, and the innocence of 
children.

The Dutch historian Jan Kiwiet speaks of the “Marpeck Circle.” 
By this he means that Marpeck was the central figure in the emer-
gence of a coherent South German Anabaptism (extending from 
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Moravia to the Alsace).6 The Admonition is evidence for the appro-
priateness of the term “Marpeck Circle”: Marpeck had continued his 
relationship with fellow leaders and further developed themes they 
had come to share. The Admonition has two purposes: it guides the 
network of congregations in theological discernment, and it once 
again lays out an Anabaptist identity grounded in biblical commands 
more than in mystical experience. This approach provoked an 
explosive response from Caspar Schwenckfeld, the Spiritualist theo-
logian. In a book called Judgment, he attacks Marpeck’s focus on  
the Bible as the physical vessel of God’s revelation and the church 
as the outwardness of the body of Christ. In 1544, the Marpeck 
fraternity responded with a vindication of their position called the 
Response, the first draft, one might say, of a systematic theology. 
It became the occasion for the Marpeckites to refine their under-
standing of the Trinity, the two natures of Christ and the incarnation 
and its expression in the church. This 592-page tome was written in 
two parts over a three-year period.

In the midst of this flurry of activity Pilgram and Anna moved 
to Augsburg. It was a Magisterial Protestant island in a Catholic sea, 
intolerant of dissent in favor of Catholicism or in favor of a Free 
Church. In the 1540s Augsburg had only one small, underground 
Anabaptist congregation. Thus, it is puzzling why Anna and Pilgram 
would consider moving there. The closest we come to an answer is 
that in 1544 he applied for the position of Augsburg’s water engineer. 
He was hired on the condition that he not engage in open church 
work. Anna and he moved into a house that was built into the city’s 
water works. Both the water works and house are standing today.

We have two snapshots of what the Augsburg congregation 
was like. One member, Helena von Freyburg, freely offered her 
Confession of Guilt to the congregation, making special mention of 
Pilgram and another leader.7 She was sincerely repentant for her 
transgression against God and her community. Another member 
of the Augsburg congregation was Joerg Maler. He challenged 
Marpeck both on matters of theological orthodoxy and submission 
to the city council. He was less cautious than Marpeck in criticizing 
the alliance of church and state. At the same time, five years after his 
mentor’s death, Maler undertook the massive project of gathering 
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the “library” of the Marpeck Circle into a single manuscript called 
the Kunstbuch.8 Most of Marpeck’s pastoral letters are included in 
it, but it also made room for writings of other Anabaptist, as well 
as Spiritualistic and Lutheran, authors the community had found 
nourishing.

It is striking that the Exposé of the Babylonian Whore, 9 the 
treatise in which Marpeck is most critical of the over-reaching of 
the state and most clear about the nonviolence of the church, was 
republished in Augsburg during the 1540s. Did Marpeck have a 
hand in this undertaking? One can imagine that the dissemination 
of this radical text might have been his way of compensating for his 
conformity to Augsburg’s strictures against dissent. In his last known 
pastoral letter from January 1555, Concerning the Humanity of Christ; 
Concerning the Son of Man, Marpeck counsels beleaguered congre-
gations not to confuse their voices with the voice of the Spirit. He 
goes on to caution them against a visible ministry, lest they provoke 
the authorities. Here Marpeck’s prudent response falls short of his 
own vision that the resurrection of Christ puts the existing order of 
things into question.

Although Marpeck was not cut from martyr cloth, he was ready 
to take risks for the gospel, personally and theologically. When he 
encountered a radical vision of Christian faith in Rattenberg, he 
was willing to give up profession, family, and security to follow it. 
When the Strasbourg Council decreed that he renounce his convic-
tion concerning baptism and the church or be banished, he accepted 
banishment. When his erstwhile fellow seekers turned their backs 
on a visible church and its signs, Marpeck applied an orthodox 
Christology to the crisis of the day, compellingly arguing for the 
church as the prolongation of the incarnation and sacraments as the 
prolongation of the church.

What is the state of Marpeck scholarship now? The 2004 
article by William Klassen, noted at the beginning of this preface, 
lists key scholars and their themes in the course of the twentieth 
century. Most of this work from before 1978, the original publica-
tion date of The Writings of Pilgram Marpeck, is referenced there. The 
book’s republication now is an occasion to draw attention to another 
generation of scholars and their further research into the context 
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and content of the Marpeck Circle writings.
During the 1970s it became clear to historians that the premise 

of a more or less uniform Anabaptism spread from Zurich to 
other German territories and the Low Countries was not tenable. 
The historical evidence for diverse radical impulses in different 
settings, often called “the polygenesis theory,” had become over-
whelming. The first attempt to name this diversity came from the 
church historian George Hunston Williams,10 who identified three 
overlapping groups of radicals: Spiritualists, Rationalists, and 
Anabaptists. Hans-Juergen Goertz, Werner Packull, and others 
further documented the origins of Anabaptist impulses in various 
settings. Packull’s Mysticism and the Early South German-Austrian 
Anabaptist Movement demonstrated that there was a brief but 
formative time in which South German Anabaptism was shaped by 
late medieval mystical thought and piety as appropriated by figures 
like Leonard Schiemer and Hans Hut.11 It was through them that 
Marpeck first encountered what became Anabaptism.

Once it was clear that there were wide-ranging formative influ-
ences on disparate strands of Anabaptism, it was possible to see their 
differences and commonalities more clearly. This shift in scholarly 
orientation allowed Marpeck to be seen for who he was. For example, 
he did not come to his convictions in a setting of outright perse-
cution. As a consequence, his piety and doctrine were not formed 
on the edge of society but within it. To find enough tolerance for 
fledgling congregations to survive, Marpeck was willing to negotiate 
both with those in power and with the long Christian tradition. 
Paradoxically, this stance allowed him to make the case for an 
interpretation of the gospel that became a via media between the 
territorial churches and churchless Spiritualism. Two well-attended 
conferences on Marpeck and his fraternity, in New York City in 2001 
and in Bluffton, Ohio, in 2009, make it clear that Marpeck’s fusion 
of a dissident reading of the Bible with an accommodation of the 
existing social order has gained an articulate hearing.

A cluster of authors, especially C. Arnold Snyder, Neal Blough, 
Thomas Finger, and I, were attracted to Pilgram’s distinctive combi-
nation of theological rootedness and radicality because it spoke 
directly to twenty-first-century urban church life and mission.12 
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He constructed his understanding of the incarnation from the New 
Testament and patristic tradition, and by means of it he arrived 
at a believers’ church ecclesiology as the prolongation of Christ’s 
humanity. Critics of this reading of Marpeck assert that the above 
scholars have claimed a greater classical grounding for his Chris-
tology and sacramentology than the facts allow for.

The single most important shift in Marpeck scholarship in the 
new generation has come about by a fresh appreciation for Moravia 
as an early Anabaptist setting on par with Swiss, South German, and 
Dutch centers. Werner Packull’s groundbreaking Hutterite Begin-
nings shows the vitality and diversity of Anabaptism in Moravia.13 
The Hutterites themselves had continued historical preservation and 
research for their own people, but it was Packull and then Martin 
Rothkegel who ended the obscurity into which Moravian Anabap-
tism had fallen in the scholarly world.

Rothkegel discovered a trove of archives and court records in 
Czechia, Slovakia, and Hungary in which Marpeck’s interactions 
and influence were evident. At the same time, Rothkegel argued that 
moderate Anabaptism like Marpeck’s had an ephemeral existence in 
Moravia and elsewhere. He concluded that talking about a “Marpeck 
Circle” – an ongoing collective of leaders – is untenable.14 Yet it is 
hard to miss both Marpeck’s centrality to the movement that spread 
from Moravia to the Alsace and his collegiality in the Kunstbuch.

Finally it must be said that interest in Marpeck’s person and 
thinking is no longer confined to English- and German-speaking 
scholars of Anabaptism. For example, Neal Blough and Denis Kennel 
have brought Marpeck’s work to an international francophone 
readership.15 Nor is it any longer a largely Mennonite enterprise. 
For instance, Marpeck is the central figure in the Baptist theologian 
Malcolm Yarnell’s Formation of Christian Doctrine.16

These treatises and pastoral letters will reward the reader with 
the visionary musings and the day-to-day struggles of a community 
and its enigmatic and beloved “first among equals” who sought to 
live the gospel in revolutionary times.

John D. Rempel
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