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Student 10332       Reformation 
 

Anabaptism and Radicalism in the Reformation – the Münster disaster 
 

 

Introduction 
 

The Reformation had brought a religious freedom to the ordinary man and woman in 

a way that was hitherto unknown. The workman was now able to take the Bible home 

and read it for himself, and was no longer in need of education and academic study 

for understanding it
1
. This encouraged religious thought and expression, although as 

the Münster disaster would show, such freedom could lead to dangerous and popular 

radicalism. The socio-historical context of the Reformation was ideal for the growth 

of a new and radical movement: 

 

“The rising tide of literacy, which printing made possible, was beginning to burst the 

bonds of ecclesiastical tradition at the moment when the old modes of ecclesiastical 

discipline were in question.’
2
 

 

Dispersing with the old religious methods was very much the order of the day, and 

whilst this brought a great deal of good, it would also give religious fanatics, freed 

from the restraints of a common and historical tradition
3
, the chance to wreak a great 

deal of havoc. 

 

These new independent movements became known as Anabaptists, although the term 

is a very broad one and we should not assume that the movements were in any way a 

single theological and social entity, or that they originated in a single geographical 

area. The title ‘Anabaptists’ (meaning ‘to re-baptise’) was a nickname given to the 

groups because of their rejection of infant baptism, although this was by no means the 

extent of their beliefs. The Anabaptist Confession of Schleitheim (1527) proclaimed 

adult baptism and separation from the world, including everything popish, and from 

attendance at parish churches and taverns,
4
 and so in a sense the Anabaptists did not 

define themselves by what they did, but rather by that which they did not do. Any 

movement that defines itself as being against the prevailing norm will only be made 
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more certain of itself by attacks from the outside, and so any persecution the 

Anabaptists encountered strengthened their belief that they were God’s true saints. 

 

Anabaptism was banned in Zürich in 1525,
5
 with other towns across Switzerland and 

Germany quickly following. The Diet of Speyer (1529) decreed that Anabaptism be 

punishable by death, and many were killed as a result. However, Tertullian’s old 

maxim about the blood of the martyrs’ being the ‘seed of the church’ held true, and 

the martyrs had “enlisted converts to the point of threatening to depopulate the 

established churches.”
6
 Persecution persuaded the Anabaptists as to the genuineness 

of their cause, and it proved to be a source from which more radically minded 

individuals would draw strength.
7
 

 

There were other factors to consider though when considering the growth of 

radicalism though. The bloody Peasants’ Revolt of 1524-25, an oppressive legal 

system of burnings and garrottings, banishments and incarcerations
8
 and plagues 

together with flood and famine caused by war and blockades intensified the 

eschatological mood
9
 of the 1520s and 1530s, and onto this scene came an 

appropriately apocalyptic form of Anabaptism. 

 

Men such as Felix Münzer in the Peasants’ Revolt added fuel to the fire of 

apocalyptic radicalism by proclaiming the end of the world to be imminent. Witness 

this statement issued by Anabaptists Hans Denck and Hans Hut in 1527: 
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“Innerhalb vor zwei Jahren wird der Herr vom Himmel herabkommen und mit den 

weltlichen Fürsten handeln und kriegen und die Gottlosen werden vertilgt, die 

Gottseligen und Auserwählten aber mit dem Herrn herrschen auf Erden.”
10

 

 

Such self-styled ‘prophets’ highlight the dangers that can befall a movement that 

moves away from the established church community and does not emphasise 

responsible interpretation of scripture. As we shall see, such ‘prophets’ were liable to 

lead their people into calamity. 

 

In many ways, Münster was the inevitable result of following such revolutionary 

eschatological beliefs to their conclusion, but why did this happen in Münster and 

nowhere else? Münster was a collision between the more conventional expressions of 

the Reformation and the radical apocalyptic fringe that sought to manipulate these 

foundations for their own ends. To fully understand the Münster disaster, we must see 

how these two threads of the Reformation became woven together in a course of 

events that were ultimately disastrous. I shall begin by examining the particular form 

of extreme Anabaptism that was the driving force behind the events at Münster. 

 

 

Melchior Hoffmann, Jan Matthijs and Jan van Leiden 

 

Apocalyptically oriented Anabaptism suddenly arose in the Netherlands in May 1530 

under the apostolate of Melchior Hoffmann.
11

 He fuelled the excitement about the 

Last Days that was so common in the 1520s and 1530s
12

 as he travelled around 

northwestern Europe and he seems to have been a preacher of extraordinary power
13

. 

He declared that God had chosen Strasbourg to be the New Jerusalem, the scene of 

Christ’s return in judgment. He predicted this would take place in 1533, and would be 

followed by the thousand-year rule of the saints predicted in the Bible.
14

 His teaching 

had been relatively uncontroversial up to this point as he had preached on the 

universality of God’s grace and free will, although after the publication of his work 
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Ordinance of God in 1530, his preaching stressed more and more the importance of 

believer’s baptism as a ‘sign of Christ’s covenant with believers’ which was to be 

administered not to infants but upon a confession of faith.
15

 This marked a notable 

shift from his former Lutheran position towards a more normative Anabaptist one. His 

new apocalyptic message was even more radical, and it saw him forced to abandon 

his itinerant ministry to Schleswig-Holstein and Denmark as he faced widespread 

opposition. 

 

Hoffman departed further from conventional Anabaptism by rejecting pacifism 

(which had been the position of many Anabaptist groups up to that point) and 

advocated war on the ‘höllische Dreifaltigkeit von Kaiser, Papst und Irrlehrer’.
16

 

Already, Hoffman was shaping a form of belief that was becoming more apocalyptic 

in its outlook and increasingly militant in its attitude towards all traditional forms of 

ecclesiastical and secular authority.  

 

Many people flocked to Strasbourg in anticipation of the predicted 1533 Parousia, 

and Hoffman promptly designated himself as ‘Elijah’ and gathered twelve apostles 

around him to prepare the way for the Second Coming. One of his followers was a 

Dutch baker from Harlem known as Jan Matthijs, who would exceed even the 

extremes of Hoffman and become the driving force behind the Münster events. 

 

Officials in the city of Strasbourg had imprisoned Hoffman in early 1533 where he 

remained for the rest of his life. He is thought to have died in c.1543, and so would 

have inevitably have outlived the nightmare consequences of his prophetic message in 

the city of Münster,
17

 which unfolded as Matthijs (and later Jan van Leiden) carried 

Melchiorism to its tragic end.  

 

Matthijs was disappointed by Hoffman’s suspension of adult baptism in the face of 

increased persecution,
18

 and now recommenced the practice. Matthijs certainly seems 
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to have been a charismatic and persuasive man who was able to win over Hoffman’s 

frustrated and increasingly excited followers in the Netherlands
19

 by declaring himself 

to be the ‘second Enoch’ and the ‘fresh envoy of God as authorized forerunner of his 

kingdom on Earth.’
20

 The dangers of Matthijs standpoint are numerous: Matthijs’ 

authority was self-given and was maintained by manipulation and intimidation, and 

by remaining isolated from the main community of faith or any means of 

ecclesiastical accountability, this would inevitably lead to further control and 

extremism. Matthijs was certainly not without his critics, but he seems to have used 

intimidation as a weapon against his opponents. Williams recalls how he called down 

‘great and desperate curses’ upon dissenters,
21

 and so it becomes clearer as to how he 

was able to initiate the events that led to the Münster tragedy. 

 

Like Hoffmann, Matthijs appointed a circle of Apostles around him. One of whom 

was Jan van Leiden, who would become the ‘intellectual schemer’
22

 behind the 

Münster movement, and eventually its tyrannical prophet-king. Prior to being 

designated ‘Apostel der täuferischen Lehre’
23

 by Matthijs, he had been a tailor, sailor 

and then a travelling actor. He had travelled widely across Europe,
24

 and so was a 

man of wide experience. His flair for the theatrical, mixed with his own sense of 

being an end-time prophet and his radical zeal for the Anabaptist cause would 

manifest itself some of the more grandiose (and oftentimes ludicrous) yet ultimately 

tragic acts he committed during his tenure as ‘King Jan.’ (See note 58) I have outlined 

the nature of Anabaptist radicalism in the 1520s and 1530s and detailed some of the 

individuals who developed it to its most extreme and apocalyptic form at Münster, but 

why Münster and not Strasbourg?  

 

On a missionary visit to Münster in late 1533, Jan van Leiden concluded that the word 

of God was preached better in Münster than anywhere else,
25

 and was impressed by 

the advancement the Reformation had made there. He reported back to Matthijs, who 
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then declared that Münster, not Strasbourg, was to be the New Jerusalem. Matthijs left 

his wife
26

 and gathering together his followers, set off for Münster in early 1534. The 

Anabaptists felt the way had been made straight for the coming kingdom largely 

through the ministry of a native Münsterite named Bernhard Rothmann. 

 

Bernhard Rothmann and the Reformation in Münster 

 

Bernhard Rothmann was a Roman Catholic priest although from the outset he seems 

to have been doctrinally unorthodox, and in 1529 he was sent away to the University 

of Köln to receive better theological training
27

. He also visited Wittenburg and 

Strasbourg on his travels and befriended key Reformers like Bucer, Capito, 

Melancthon and of course Luther. The Roman Catholics who sent him away to 

receive a better theological training must have been disappointed when Rothmann 

returned to Münster a convinced Lutheran. He was made pastor of St. Lamberti’s
28

 

church and was popular and influential in the city, much to the discontent of the 

Roman Catholic Prince-Bishop, Franz von Waldeck. 

 

Like the Anabaptists he would soon encounter, Rothmann was on the more radical 

fringe of his own theological group. In 1533, Rothmann earned the nickname 

Stutenbernt
29

 (‘Bread Bernhard’) after famously dispensing with the traditional 

Roman Catholic mass elements and instead using the ordinary local Weissbrot 

sprinkled with wine to perform communion – and all this outside the church building 

in the town square. He argued that the presence of Christ was not in the communion 

elements but rather indwelling the fellowship of believers who were present
30

 in what 

was a radical departure from orthodoxy and orthopraxis. 
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Although still relatively innocuous at this stage, Rothmann’s theology contained 

radical elements within it. In the view of MacCulloch, Rothmann travelled ‘as 

Zwingli might have travelled if he had possessed less self-restraint.’
31

 Rothmann held 

radical views on communion because he emphasised the need for active faith in the 

sacraments.
32

 When applied to the other sacraments, it is easy to see why it would be 

logical for Rothmann to embrace the key Anabaptist doctrine of adult baptism, which 

he later did.
33

 What was more serious though – and more attractive to the Melchiorites 

– was Rothmann’s willingness to see the Reformation promoted by violence if 

necessary.
34

 Unwittingly and independently, Hoffmann, Matthijs and Rothmann were 

now assembling a theological and social construct  that would not only be susceptible 

to manipulation for violent ends, but that also divinised violence as part of God’s 

reforming work.  

 

Rothmann’s widespread preaching of the ‘erlösenden Gnade Gottes’
35

 proved 

popular, and by April 1532 only one of Münster’s churches remained staunchly 

Roman Catholic. The town council and powerful trade guilds sided with Rothmann 

and the Reformers against the newly installed Catholic Bishop Franz von Waldeck, 

and on the 10
th

 April 1532, the council evicted all remaining catholic priests and 

replaced them with protestant ones
36

. Von Waldeck continued to try to stem the tide 

of the Reformation in Münster and appealed to the regional ruler, Phillip of Hessen, to 

help him. 

 

Tension between the parties grew, and on 26
th

 December 1532, 1000 armed citizens 

took the Bishop’s aide hostage. Von Waldeck responded by taking 600 oxen hostage 

in response
37

, and the result of this crisis was the creation and acceptance of the 

Treaty of Dülmen on 14
th

 February 1533. Phillip of Hessen mediated the Treaty of 
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Dülmen, and the result of the treaty was that Münster became an officially reformed 

town. Rothmann could now officially continue his work. 

 

The council were staunchly behind Rothmann and the Reformation, but Rothmann 

also drew support from the poor. He insisted it was a Christian duty to share 

possessions, and at a time of bad harvests and dear food, many crowded into Münster 

from the neighbourhood round about.
38

 With popular and political support behind 

him, and with ears open to Baptist influences (most significantly Herman Staprade),
39

 

Rothmann became increasingly bold in his denunciation of infant baptism, which was 

one of the reasons that he came to the attention of Matthijs’ radical Anabaptists in the 

Netherlands. Münster had adopted Rothmann’s developed Lutheranism, and together 

with the promise of a real working Christian community, radical eucharistic and 

baptismal doctrines and Rothmann’s influential preaching, it is scarcely surprising 

that after visiting Münster in autumn 1533 an impressed Jan van Leiden concluded 

that Rothmann was the “foremost preacher openly teaching that infant baptism was 

unscriptural”
40

 and returned to Holland with the good news that “the extraordinary 

development in Münster seemed to coincide with the prediction of Melchior 

Hoffmann and to presage the end of the old order.”
41

 Excited, Matthijs began the 

recommencement of the baptism of believers for membership of the coming New 

Order, and to prepare for the establishment of God’s kingdom on earth in Münster. 

 

By January 1534 Rothmann essentially controlled the town
42

. On 5/6
th

 of January, 

emissaries from Matthijs arrived in Münster arrived to re-baptise Rothmann, who in 

turn re-baptised 1400 adults. Shortly after, Jan Matthijs and Jan van Leiden arrived to 
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initiate an even more radical religious and political programme.
43

 The reign of the 

Anabaptists was about to begin. 

 

‘Der Königreich der Täufer’  

 

Upon arrival in Münster, Matthijs declared to Rothmann that it was now “time to 

break with the old order,”
44

 and sweeping changes were introduced. Widespread re-

baptism continued, and baptism in effect became the equivalent of the Münsterites 

civil oath.
45

 Matthijs’ charismatic qualities certainly impressed the citizens of 

Münster
46

, and with Rothmann’s support and Anabaptist sympathiser Bernhard 

Knipperdollinck installed as Mayor, Matthijs effectively ruled the city. 

 

Many who opposed Matthijs had left Münster already, but on 25
th

 February 1534 

Matthijs declared that all the “godless” (i.e. the unbaptised) were to be killed. Matthijs 

killed dissenters without mercy,
47

 and by February 27
th

 most of his opponents had left 

the city. Knipperdollinck urged Matthijs to grant reprieve to those who had not yet 

managed to leave. Matthijs agreed and extended the deadline for leaving until 2
nd

 

March. He did not cite Knipperdollinck as the influence on his decision though, but 

claimed that God had told him to do this directly. It must have been difficult to 

oppose men like Matthijs and van Leiden who claimed to be continually in 

communication with the Almighty, after all, who could argue with such authority? 

However, such arbitrary abuse of scripture, authority, and popular support could never 

have led to the establishment of any recognisably Christian community. What it did 

do though was establish a pseudo-Christian personality cult that perpetuated the will 

of the dangerously eccentric Matthijs and van Leiden. When von Waldeck began to 

assemble an army to recapture Münster, Matthijs’ self-identification as the leader of 
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God’s end-time saints in the face of worldly persecution must have looked like 

vindication and confirmation of his message in the eyes of his followers. 

 

Matthijs had built on Rothmann’s communal sharing policy, although it was as much 

from military necessity in a town under siege as much as from any biblical motifs.
48

 

All property was held in common, even to the extent that doors were to be left open 

day and night in case a neighbour required access. Unsurprisingly, Von Waldeck did 

not share Matthijs’ enthusiasm for the establishment of the new community in 

Münster, and his armies prepared to march on the town. 

 

Paul writes to Timothy that false prophets, men of ‘depraved mind,’ will not prosper 

in their work because ‘their folly will be clear to everyone’ (2 Timothy 3:8-9 NIV), 

and it was not long before Matthijs’ folly came upon his own head. On April 4
th

 1534, 

he almost single-handedly attacked von Waldeck’s 3,000 strong army in the belief 

that God would protect him. His presumption proved unfounded, and he was killed.
49

 

 

After Matthijs’ death, Jan of Leiden assumed control. He dissolved the town council 

and replaced it with an “apocalyptic council of twelve elders”
50

, deeming it to be 

worldly (on the grounds that it had been chosen by men, unlike van Leiden who had 

been chosen by God and was now the latter-day “voice of the Lord.”
51

) Events in 

Münster began to take a turn for the surreal. Van Leiden responded to von Waldeck’s 

siege by declaring himself to be “messianic king of the world”
52

, and so to resist or 

question van Leiden was to oppose the divine order. Even if people did not fear God, 

they certainly feared van Leiden’s ruthless use of the sword, and he had an absolute 

grip on power. ‘Sins’ such as blasphemy, seditious language, scolding one’s parents, 

disobeying one’s master in a household, adultery (scarcely credible in the light of the 

polygamy that was to follow), lewd conduct, backbiting, spreading scandal and 

complaining were all punishable by death
53

. In the new town legislation that was 

                                                 
48
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49
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own and unarmed. The self-appointed prophet had it seems become strongly self-deceived, and his 
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50
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produced the citizens of Münster were referred to as Israelites and the Domplatz 

(Cathedral Square) was renamed Burg Zion (Mount Zion). The language and 

appearance of van Leiden’s little kingdom was biblical, though in reality the biblical 

motif was merely a façade disguising what was in effect a brutal and despotic 

personality cult. 

 

In July 1534, van Leiden decided to introduce polygamy. He left his original wife and 

took Matthijs’ widow for himself, along with one of Knipperdollinck’s daughters. He 

went on to have nineteen wives in total, although once spontaneously beheaded one of 

them for making a negative remark about him in public, before trampling on her body 

in front of the rest of his harem. It is easy to agree with Verduin’s assessment that in 

our time, van Leiden would have been hustled off to an institution.
54

 

 

 Though what of Rothmann, the pioneer of the Reformation in Münster? Sadly he did 

not oppose Matthijs and van Leiden with the same zeal with which he had advanced 

the cause of Protestantism. In late July 1534, he appeared publicly to justify polygamy 

on a biblical basis, citing God’s command to ‘Be fruitful and multiply’. Bernhard 

Rothmann, once a man of sense, once the friend of Melancthon, took nine wives.
55

 If 

the theological mind behind the Münster reformation now sided with the tyrannical 

van Leiden, there could be little hope a return to doctrinal common sense. 

 

The short reign of ‘King’ Jan van Leiden is full of barbarism, immorality and 

horrendous injustice. Scripture had been turned from the sword of the Spirit into a 

sword of oppression and perversity, with all interpretation superseded by the 

autonomous decrees of van Leiden, and holy love had been forfeited in place of 

misguided pseudo-religious fanaticism. A particularly good example such eccentric 

religiosity is found in the tale of a teenage girl by the name of Hille Feicken. After 

reading the story of Judith, she became convinced that ‘God had told her’ to go and 

kill von Waldeck as he commanded the armies who were besieging Münster. She was 

ruthlessly killed on the way to her quest in much the same way as Matthijs had been.
56
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56
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Van Leiden’s rule did not last however. Despite a carnival atmosphere inside the city, 

accompanied by theatrical ‘prophetic’ actions,
57

 food began to run out and van 

Leiden’s oppression has sapped the morale of the once enthusiastic populace. Women 

and children were sent out of the city due to shrinking food supplies and the 

prolonged siege. They walked straight towards the surrounding armies and were 

massacred. 

 

On 25
th

 June 1525, two disconcerted former missionaries for van Leiden’s cause 

betrayed the city and opened the gates to allow von Waldeck’s army in. Almost the 

entire remaining inhabitants were slaughtered, including Rothmann, although van 

Leiden, Knipperdollinck and one of van Leiden’s officials by the name of Bernhard 

Krechting were taken alive. The ‘King of the Anabaptists’ was paraded around 

northern Germany, and despite his offer to renounce all his teachings in exchange for 

his life, van Leiden and the two others were savagely tortured to death in a public 

execution in January 1536. Their bodies were hung in cages from the tower of St. 

Lamberti’s church, and the cages remain there to this day. 

 

The aftermath of Münster 

 

For the fledgling Anabaptist movement, Münster was an unmitigated disaster. Despite 

having almost nothing in common with the Münster radicals, more conservative 

Anabaptists were seen to be dangerous and subversive
58

 and for a hundred years, 

Münster was used to justify the oppression of Anabaptists
59

. Even Luther and 

Melancthon signed a memo against the Anabaptists in response to Münster in 1536, 

and in so doing obliterated the distinction between the peaceful and the revolutionary 

Anabaptists.
60

 This was one of the reasons that so many Anabaptists fled Europe to 

settle in North America, where Anabaptism is strongest today. 

 

                                                 
57

 On one occasion, van Leiden declared to an astonished crowd that God had told him he was no 

longer to be King. In a splendid piece of theatre, another ‘prophet’ immediately stood up and 
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for making a ‘light-hearted remark’ within van Leiden’s earshot. See Williams, p574 
58
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Anabaptists even as late as 1537. See MacCulloch, p206. 
59
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60
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Both Lutheran and Catholic armies fought at Münster, and while there was much 

religious turmoil to come, it showed that in some areas (however horrible), there was 

a possibility of cooperation between the two groups (although admittedly the Münster 

partnership was born out of expediency rather than a desire for ecumenical progress.) 

The Peace of Augsburg would still not come for another two decades. 

 

Are there any lessons for us to learn today? Yes, and some important ones at that. The 

1530s had Münzer, Hoffman, Matthijs and van Leiden, but recent history has seen 

similar situations arise with David Koresh and the Waco cult, or Jim Jones and the 

Jonestown mass suicides. Like these men, Münster highlights the need for factions in 

the Church to remain in dialogue with each other or risk fragmenting into smaller 

cult-groups under a charismatic leadership devoid of any accountability and freed 

from restraint. Scripture must be made freely available, but we must ensure it is 

correctly handled by the Church community and not fashioned into an instrument for 

lunacy by individuals with delusions of grandeur. 

 

‘By their fruits you shall know them’ Jesus taught, and the lifestyle and conduct of 

Matthijs and van Leiden was anything but Christ like, and although they were 

passionate for their spiritual cause, we must remember that a heart full of godly zeal is 

dangerous if unaccompanied by a head full of godly wisdom, and that we need both to 

produce godly character. Münster highlights the dangers caused by men who are 

wolves in sheep’s clothing, and we would be wise to learn the lesson. 
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