LIFE AND TEACHINGS OF MENNO SIMONS
Part 1: THE CONTEXT

Many times, Pastor Steve has reminded us that a key to understanding Scripture is first
understanding the context. Therefore, in this Part 1, | will start with the context. The difference is
that Pastor Steve usually states the context in a sentence or two; | will take this entire Part 1 to set
the context.

Martin Luther

In the Holy Roman Empire, present day Germany, an Augustinian monk by the name of Martin
Luther looked at some of the rules, regulations, and practices of the Church and came to the
conclusion that certain reforms were needed. In particular he objected to the use of Indulgences.
Indulgences are the way that lay people can reduce the amount of punishment for sins — usually
by giving money to the Church. In Rome a new cathedral was being built - St. Peter’s. It was turning
out to be a very expensive project and the Church in Rome was putting pressure on the local
churches to increase the amount of income from Indulgences. Luther felt this was wrong.’

Luther also felt a number of other practices of the Church were wrong. In 1517 he nailed his 95
Theses to the door of the Wittenberg Cathedral? as points of “debate and discussion”. But the
Church leaders were having no part of “debate and discussion” and ordered him to retract his 95
Theses. When he refused Pope Leo X excommunicated him.® Luther had had no intention of
leaving the Catholic Church but now he found himself, instead of pushing for reforms from within,
protesting for reforms from without and the leader of the Protestant Reformation.

Martin Luther



Huldrych Zwingli

In Switzerland, a Catholic priest, Huldrych Zwingli, had similar reform ideas and, encouraged by
Luther’s actions, began preaching reform from his pulpit. In 1518 the Zurich City Council called
him to be the “people’s priest” at the Grossmtuinster* (Big Cathedral). Known for his reform ideas
before, he now became the leading spokesman in Switzerland for Reform.

Grossmunster, Zirich

Zwingli began stripping away 1500 years of rules, regulations and sacraments changing the church
from Catholic into Reformed, Swiss Reformed, a Protestant Church. He proclaimed that all men
are fallible including the Pope! The Scriptures are infallible. Since all rules, regulations, and
sacraments are creations of man, all are invalid unless supported by Scripture.
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Zwingli was aided in his reforms by Gutenberg’s new invention —the moveable type printing press.
In Zurich Christoph Froschauer was an early printer of the Bible in the German language aided by
Luther’s translation. Froschauer allied himself with the early Reformers, Zwingli’s associates, and
printed Bibles to their specifications. On the first fasting Sunday of Lent, 1522, Zwingli,
Froschauer, and some of the other Reformers cut up and ate two smoked sausages. This became
known as the “Affair of the Wurstessen” and marked the beginning of the Reformation in
Switzerland. Several weeks later, Zwingli gave a sermon published under the title “Von Erkiesen
und Freiheit der Speisen” (Regarding the Choice and Freedom in Foods) in which he declared that
no general valid rule on food can be derived from the Bible and to transgress such a rule is not a
sin!®

Conrad Grebel

Conrad Grebel was born in 1498 in Griningen,® a village just southeast of Zlirich. He was born into
a privileged family — his father was a magistrate® in the village. They probably lived In the castle as
did most government officials.® At about age 10-12, Conrad’s family moved to Zirich where Conrad
grew to manhood. His father was on the Zlrich City Council® and, therefore, Zwingli’s boss (the
City Council as awhole, that is).

Now reaching university student age, Conrad became a perpetual student studying at Basil,
Vienna, and Paris® where he gained a humanist education but failed to graduate or receive a degree
from any university.” Returning home to Zlrich he became an avid follower of Zwingli and his
reforms.

The First Anabaptists

Conrad Grebel and his close friends, Felix Manz and Georg Blaurock, formed a bible study group
of about 15 men who metin homes to read and study the scriptures.® Soon the little group led by

Felix Manz Beorg Blaurock
(Artist’s concept painted by Oliver Wendell Schenk 1972)



Grebel broke with Zwingli over several points of reform. First, they felt Zwingli was proceeding too
slowly. They were impatient for change. Secondly, and more importantly, they wanted complete
separation of the Church from State control—an all-voluntary Church. Zwingli seemed satisfied to
continue with the City Council control over Church affairs.® After all, the City Council was his boss
and paid his salary.

The final point of disagreement, the breaking point, was baptism.° The little group read in the Bible
thatJesus directed the apostles to “instruct, then baptize.” They reasoned that, since infants could
not be instructed, infant baptism was invalid. Zwingli stuck to the sacrament of infant baptism.

Four days later, 21 January 1525, the little group reconvened at the home of Felix Manz where he
lived with his mother for another evening of bible study. In the middle of the evening, Georg
Blaurock stood up and asked Conrad Grebel to baptize him. Grebel did, even though he was not a
priest. Georg Blaurock, who was a priest, then baptized the others present. It was the first adult
baptism in “modern history” and marks the beginning of the Anabaptist movement.5'°

Reformers Arrive in the North

In 1530, Melchior Hoffman, a furrier from Swabia in southwest present-day Germany, arrived in
the Netherlands. Hoffman was an itinerant preacher, not theologically trained, but he carried the
Anabaptist ideas of the founders of Anabaptism, Conrad Grebel and others, to the north.'#%1¢
These ideas included:'®

e Anti-clerical: Perhaps called the “Priesthood of the Laity”; i.e., that individuals could
interpret the scriptures correctly for themselves and did not need Church Clerics to do it
for them

e Opposed to Mass for the dead

e Opposedtoimagesin Church

e Support for Sacramentalism;* opposition to Transubstantiation**

e Support for re-baptism as a believer'

In addition, and unlike the Swiss Anabaptists, Hoffman taught apocalyptic ideas. In particular, he
declared the End of the World was coming in 1533.™

He missed that by a few centuries, didn’t hel!!

*Belief that certain sacraments are necessary for salvation

**The teaching of the Catholic Church that during the sacrament of Mass, the bread and wine
actually change into the body and blood of Christ.



Hoffman soon gathered a significant group of followers in The Netherlands and northern Germany
known as the Melchiorites.
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Melchior Hoffman

In early 1533, Melchior Hoffman was in East Frisia* where an old man told him that he would be
imprisoned in Strasbourg for a half year and then be freed to lead the apostolic preachers to herald
the second coming of Christ.?° Hoffman had for some time believed that Strasbourg was to be the
“New Jerusalem”** and he, therefore, made his way to Strasbourg where he declared that he was
the Prophet Elijah redivivus.***2°

Indeed, he was arrested, denounced as seditious for his apocalyptic preaching, and imprisoned
as he had expected. However, his imprisonment was not for six months as he had confidently
predicted but for life?® which turned out to be ten years. The year 1533 passed with no second
coming and Hoffman faded from the scene.

*East Frisia is an historic region in far northwest Germany on the North Sea and bordering on The
Netherlands

**New Jerusalem described in Revelation is a heavenly city of eternal peace where God dwells
with humanity

***reborn



New Leadership

Although Melchior Hoffman, the man, faded from the scene, the Melchiorites still existed and into
the leadership gap stepped two men, Jan Matthijs and Jan van Leiden.
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Jan Matthijs Janvan Leiden
Now, 6 months after their leader was imprisoned in Strasbourg with no end to the imprisonment
in sight, the Melchiorites began to look for a new leader. Jan Matthijs, a tall charismatic baker from
Haarlem, stepped into the gap.?* “(Matthijs) was a powerful personality, filled with hate for the
upper classes, and equipped with an imagination capable of devising the most fantastic
schemes.”?? Upon Matthijs arrival in Leiden he stayed with Jan van Leiden, a bankrupt merchant
and ex-tailor, whom he soon converted, baptized, and deputized.

Matthijs’ primary focus was on the eminent second coming and which, now that 1533 was coming
to a close, he placed on Easter Sunday, 5 April, 1534. He preached the need for his followers, the
Melchiorites, to repent and be baptized in preparation for the second coming. He became
convinced and very vocally proclaimed that he was Enoch, the second witness to the apocalypse
in Revelation.?

Miinster

Meanwhile, in the Bishopric of Miinster, the Catholic Church was losing its grip on the main city,
Miunster, as the City Council turned towards Luther’s teachings. Into this division entered a fireball
radical reformer by the name of Bernhard Rothmann who rejected both Catholic and Lutheran
teachings. He taught:

e Thatthe bread and wine of the Eucharist was not the body and blood of Christ transformed
by the words of the priest during mass, nor were they co-mingled with the bread and wine
as taught by Luther, but rather a symbolic remembrance of Christ’s sacrifice."’

e Scriptures had no need to be interpreted by a Cleric; they were inherently clear: the
Scriptures interpret themselves™

e Originally not a “re-baptizer”, not an Anabaptist; later under influence of Mattijs adopted
Anabaptism™



Heretofore, the Church and State were one but with the Reformation underway that was
shattering. Nevertheless, religion and politics remained irrevocably linked. Into the standoff
between the Catholic and Lutheran Churches came Rothmann and a radical 3™ religious teaching.
It’s as if today there is a stand-off between Republicans and Democrats and into that you throw a
radical 3" Independent Party. Alliances begin to shift and become confused.
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Late in 1533, Jan Matthijs heard that the evangelical laboring classes of the city of Minster in
Westphalia in northwest Germany had overthrown the dominant upper classes including the
Catholic Bishop.?? Seeing opportunity, Matthijs sent emissaries to Miinster who quickly won over
and baptized Bernhard Rothmann who now became an Anabaptist. The emissaries began

baptizing believing adults.?>?

Eight days later, Jan van Leiden arrived and the pace of baptism picked up. In January, 1534, 1400
adults, a quarter of the population, were baptized.?*On 14 February, Matthijs arrived in Mlnster

with a large number of Dutch Melchiorites to take over the city. Matthijs declared that Mlnster, not
Strasbourg, was to be the New Jerusalem when Christ returned in a few short weeks on Easter

Sunday.

Bernhard Rothmann, the former firebrand Reform leader, now began to fade into the background
as the even more charismatic and powerful personality, Jan Matthijs, took command of the Reform
in MUnster. In February, 1534, the Anabaptists sweptthe local elections pushing the Lutherans out
of the City Council. An Anabaptist was elected Burgomaster.?® Dutch Melchiorites continued

streaming into MUnster.



Now the Prince Bishop began to act. Faced with pressure from Rome to do something about
Luther’s followers, he now found he had both the Lutherans and Anabaptists challenging his
territory. On 27 February, the Bishop threw a blockade on Minster.?®

So, who was this Prince Bishop? Well, Bishop Franz von Waldeck was not a priest and he was not
theologically trained. He was the younger son of a rich landowner who had purchased the position
for his son.%?%’
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Prince Bishop von Waldeck

When Matthijs saw the blockade outside the walls of Mlnster he went into a terrible rage
screaming “murder! slay!” Jan van Leiden and others, the practical directors of Munster,
transmuted this to mean that everyone who refused baptism must leave Mdunster. All the
unbaptized who wished to remain were intimidated into conversion and baptized en masse on the
cathedral square.®

I don’t think this is what Grebel had in mind when he baptized Georg Blaurock in Zlirich a decade
earlier!!!

Easter morning arrived and Jan Matthijs sallied forth under God’s protection at the head of a small
“Gideon’s band”* to do battle with the godless; that would be the Bishop’s army. Apparently, God
slept late that morning. As Matthijs followers watched helplessly from the walls of Milnster,
Matthijs was chopped to bits by the Bishop’s Army and his head nailed on a stake.?

*“Gideon's band” refers to a small, committed group of individuals who take on a powerful, seemingly
overwhelming opposition and prevail through faith, cunning, and divine intervention



The leadership gap was short. Jan van Leiden immediately took charge.? He declared that Mlinster
was still the New Jerusalem but that the second coming was delayed until the world was cleansed
of sin. And, it was the duty of the so-called “saints” of Mlnster to pick up their swords and assist
God in the cleansing of the earth of the godless.?-*

Meanwhile, the siege continued but very ineffectively. The Mlnsterites made frequent raids on the
Bishop’s army and defended against two attacks. Food was plentiful and morale was high.

Now | hear some women in the congregation saying, “You only talk about the actions of men. What
about the women? Enter Hille Feiken.

About 10 weeks after Jan Matthijs sallied forth to his suicide, Hille Feiken, modeling herself after
Judith in the Bible, set forth to assassinate the Prince Bishop. Unlike Judith who successfully
assassinated her target, Hille was immediately captured, interrogated and executed.*

Jan van Leiden, the new leader of Munster’s Anabaptists, now declared polygamy to be, not only
legal, but commanded. He pointed out that polygamy was scriptural in that it was frequently
mentioned in the Old Testament. Furthermore, no explicit command of monogamy could be found
in the Bible.?*?

Van Leiden already had two wives, one back in Holland and one he had taken upon arrival in
Munster and he was about to take a third, Jan Matthijs’ widow, Diewer. By the time of the fall of
Mulnster one year later, van Leiden had taken 16 wives.*

King Jan’s Reign

Now Jan van Leiden became convinced that he was called to be the new King David citing the
following:3%-34

Jeremiah 30: 8-9: At that time, | will break the yoke off their necks and remove their
shackles. Foreigners will no longer enslave them declares the Lord of heavenly forces. They
will serve the lord their God and the king whom | will raise up for them from David’s family.*

Jan came to believe he had been called to rule over the entire world to punish unrighteousness.
He installed his 3" wife, Jan Matthijs widow, Diewer, as Queen.3* He abolished the city council,
reconstituted the city administration, and installed members of the Munster elite as major court
officials.®*

Oh boy, does that sound familiar, the United States of America in 2025!!!

For nearly ayear now, the Bishop’s army had been ineffectually blockading MUnster. Now he began
to tighten the blockade. Many men began to leave Mlnster to avoid military duty. The military
situation began to deteriorate. By April, 1535 Mlnster was completely cut off from the world.*®



Oldeklooster

In spite of their worsening military position, the Anabaptists of Munster found ways to send
emissaries through the blockade to organize Melchiorites to help rid the earth of the ungodly to
prepare for the second coming, but also to distract the Bishop’s army from Miinster.*® One of these
emissaries, Jan van Geel (or Geelen) found his way to Bolsward near where Menno Simons
continued to conduct his duties as first priest at Witmarsum.*3” Van Geel recruited about 300
Anabaptists and on 30 March 1535 stormed the monastery northeast of Bolsward known as the
Oldeklooster.*”*8 There they barricaded themselves in to await the second coming as the Kingdom
of God in Friesland.®®
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Bloemkamp Abby (Oldeklooster)

(There are no visible remains today of the abbey buildings, but the place name Oldeclooster is still
in use)

This was a threat to local authorities who envisioned other such attempts.* Imperial Stadholder
(Count) Georg Schenk van Toutenburg was put in charge of recapturing the cloister.* Three days
later, after several unsuccessful attempts to retake the cloister, van Toutenburg brought in heavy
artillery. Still it took him 5 more days before he was finally able to break the Anabaptists’ defense
and retake the monastery.*®*° About half of the 300 Anabaptists were killed in the battle; the
remainder were tried and executed.®3%4 Menno Simons’ brother, Pieter Simons, and several of
Menno’s parishioners were killed in the battle.3%3°4° Only van Geel escaped.3¢:3°

Fall of Miinster

Less than 3 months after the fiasco at Oldeklooster, with the blockade tightening, hunger
increasing, and much of the male population departed, many to be captured and executed, the
Bishop launched an attack on the remaining population of Minster. The Minsterites made a last
stand in a “wagon fortress” on the market square. Most of the male defenders were butchered; the
women for the most part were spared. Queen Diewer was captured and executed.®’
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King Jan and most of the other leaders were captured. They were placed in rolling cages and
exhibited throughout the countryside until their execution 6 months later. The cages still hang on
the tower of St. Lambert’s Cathedral to this day.*”

Menno’s Reaction

It was these events at Mlnster and even more so, at Oldeklooster, that led Menno Simons to leave
the priesthood and join a group of non-violent Anabaptists. We will hear more about that in Part 2
but, for now, while he ascribed to much of the theology of the Anabaptists, he abhorred the
violence. He blamed himself for counseling some of his Catholic parishioners to adopt Anabaptist
beliefs where they fell into the hands of erring leaders.3404

Menno, still a well paid priest, respected when he walked down the streets of Witmarsum, saw
these “poor misguided sheep” giving their blood and lives for their faith, although it was a
misguided faith, while he was not willing to give anything for the truth!! And with that, Menno left
the priesthood***' to become a homeless, hunted man and to later give his name to our Church.
One of his most notable writings (while still a Catholic Priest) is “Against the Blasphemy of Jan van
Leiden.”
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Mennonite Church

Willem de Bakker writes in his 2008 thesis:
“Despite protestations by generations of Mennonite apologists, the origins of the
Anabaptist groups in northern Europe were intimately tied to developments at Minster, and
Dutch historians of early Anabaptism, particularly in the twentieth century, have been

conscious of this interdependence.”™

Some historians point to the horrific events at Mlunster and Oldeklooster that “did the most to
determine the Mennonite insistence upon peace and non-violence ... ”*?

Next week in Part 2 we will look at Menno’s life as a Catholic Priest, his transformation to
Anabaptism, and his life as a homeless leader of the Northern Anabaptists.

12



