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INTRODUCTION

Thomas Erastus was arguably the most important Reformed natural
philosopher of the late sixteenth century. With a few notable exceptions,
however, modern scholars have not found Erastus an attractive figure.
Though he made a significant theological contribution, the fact that he
opposed Calvinist ideas of church discipline has generally banished him
from the Reformed faith’s pantheon of heroes.! Likewise, his opposition
to the German Hippocrates, Paracelsus, has earned him an ignominious
place in the history of medicine. Add to these sins the fact that Erastus
upheld the validity of the death penalty for witches, and there is little for
a positivistic historian to hope for from our subject.

While much of the attention that Erastus’s career has garnered has
been negative, historians have not ignored Erastus. Two excellent mono-
graphs, one in French and one in German, have investigated his the-
ory of the proper relationship between magistrate and church, “Eras-
tianism.”? Though his scientific contribution has received less sustained
analysis, it has attracted the attention of Walter Pagel, Owsei Temkin,

! While this process was already underway in Heinrich Alting’s Historia de ecclesiis
Palatinis, the best example of this phenomenon was Karl Sudhoff’s C. Olevianus und
Z. Ursinus. Sudhoft presented Zacharias Ursinus and Caspar Olevianus as the leaders
of the Heidelberg Reformed movement and took a negative stance toward Erastus and
the anti-disciplinists, casting them as a morally suspect lot. Karl Sudhoff, C. Olevianus
und Z. Ursinus, Leben und ausgewdhlte Schriften der Viiter und Begriinder der reformierten
Kirche, vol. 8 (Elberfeld: R.L. Friedrichs, 1857); Heinrich Alting, Historia de ecclesiis Pala-
tinis (Amsterdam, 1644); reprint in Menso Alting, Mensonis Altingii . .. Vita descripta per
Ubbonem Emmium (Groningen, 1728). N.B.: All references to Alting’s Historia de ecclesiis
Palatinis are to the 1728 Groningen reprint. (I thank R.S. Clark for sharing this edition
with me.) See also Walter Hollweg, Heinrich Bullingers Hausbuch: Eine Untersuchung iiber
die Anfinge der reformierten Predigtliteratur [BGLRK 8] (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Verlag der
Buchhandlung des Erziehungsvereins, 1956), 261.

2 Ruth Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der reformierten Kirche
und zur Lehre von der Staatssouverdnitit [Verdffentlichungen des Vereins fiir Kirchen-
geschichte in der evang. Landeskirche Badens 15] (Lahr/Baden: Moritz Schauenberg,
1954); Auguste Bonnard, Thomas Eraste (1524-1583) et la Discipline Thomas Ecclésias-
tiqgue (Lausanne, 1894). See also Robert C. Walton, “Der Streit zwischen Thomas Erastus
und Caspar Olevian iiber die Kirchenzucht in der Kurpfalz in seiner Bedeutung fiir die
internationale reformierte Bewegung,” Monatshefte fiir Evangelische Kirchengeschichte des
Rheinlandes 37-38 (1988-1989): 205-246. The origin and meaning of the term “Erastian”
are discussed in chapter 5 and the epilogue.
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and Lynn Thorndike, three of the greatest scholars of the history of sci-
ence and medicine of the twentieth century.®> While from time to time
Erastus has been ignored in works in which one would have expected
to find him, more often than not he has been remembered in reference
works and historical overviews.* Being the eponymous father of Erastian-
ism, however, has been a dubious honor; scholars have applied his name
to movements and people who had little affinity with his own thought.
While he has become a signpost in the field of church history, his inclu-
sion in the Dictionary of Scientific Biography suggests that he has also
achieved canonical status in the history of science. Thus, to suggest that
Erastus has languished in obscurity would be misleading. He has not
been forgotten.

In all of this attention, however, there has been one major defect.
Since almost everything that has been written on Erastus has focused
narrowly on one or another aspect of his career, the scholarly world does
not know one Erastus but many competing and mutually contradictory
visions of Erastus. On the one hand, Frastus has sometimes been hailed
as a man ahead of his time. For example, analyzing Erastus from the
perspective of his theory of church-state relations, J. Neville Figgis cast
him as a sixteenth-century “Aufgeklarter;” and more recently Robert
Dan characterized him as a “freethinker” on the basis on his heretical
associations and his opposition to the Calvinist disciplinarians.® He has
also won intermittent praise in the history of science; for example, John
Brooke portrayed Erastus as a sixteenth-century forerunner of Francis

3 Walter Pagel, Paracelsus: An Introduction to Philosophical Medicine in the Era of
the Renaissance, 2nd ed. (Basel: Karger, 1982), 332; Owsei Temkin, The Falling Sickness:
A History of Epilepsy from the Greeks to the Beginning of Modern Neurology, rev. ed.
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1971), 184-202; idem, “Fernel, Joubert, and Erastus on
the Specificity of Cathartic Drugs,” in Science, Medicine and Society in the Renaissance,
ed. Allen G. Debus (New York: Science History Publications, 1972), 1:61-68; Lynn
Thorndike, A History of Magic and Experimental Science, 8 vols. (New York: Columbia
UP, 1923-1958), 5:652-667. See also Eberhard Stiibler, Geschichte der medizinischen
Fakultdt der Universitit Heidelberg 1386-1925 (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1926), 45; Allen
G. Debus, The Chemical Philosophy: Paracelsian Science and Medicine in the Sixteenth and
Seventeenth Centuries, 2 vols. (New York: Science History Publications, 1977).

* For example, there is no article on him in the Theologische Realenzyklopiidie (TRE)
(Berlin, 1977-1990) and no discussion of his theories of church-state relations in J.H.
Burns, ed., The Cambridge History of Political Thought, 1430-1700 (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge UP, 1991).

> J. Neville Figgis, “Erastus and Erastianism,” Journal of Theological Studies 2 (1901):
68; Robert Dan, Mathias Vehe-Glirius: Life and Work of a Radical Antitrinitarian with his
Collected Writings [Studia Humanitatis 4] (Leiden: E.J. Brill; Budapest: Akadémiai Kiado,
1982), 14.
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Bacon.® On the other hand, Erastus has also been characterized as a
narrow-minded scholastic who was the opponent of nearly every positive
intellectual trend of the sixteenth century, namely those represented
by Paracelsus, Johann Weyer, and Petrus Ramus.” My goal has been
to replace the multiple and often competing versions of Erastus in the
historiography with a more unified, intelligible portrayal of Erastus; in
short, to move from many Erastuses to one. I endeavor to do this by
analyzing Erastus’s career in the light of the Heidelberg context and by
tracking salient themes across his written corpus.

The chief goal of this study is to present a coherent narrative of Eras-
tus’s life and work during his time in Heidelberg; put simply, how Eras-
tus shaped the Heidelberg Reformation and the history of the German
Reformed movement, and how his own work was in turn influenced by
his times, struggles, enemies, and friends. While in Heidelberg, Eras-
tus rarely experienced the tranquility of proverbial ivory tower isolation,
and when he did, the results were not necessarily salutary. During the
1560s, as one of the fathers, if not the central ringleader, of the Pala-
tine Reformed movement, he was blown from one theological contro-
versy to another. His theological acumen and political skill helped him
win Frederick III and the Palatinate for the Reformed cause and carried
him to heights of influence. With his work on the church council and
with his vernacular theological treatises, he had a decisive influence on
the development of the Palatine Reformed Church—including a promi-
nent role in the authorship of the Heidelberg Catechism. In the second
half of the 1560s, Erastus went from the position of insider to dissenter
by championing the resistance to the Calvinist-led effort to establish a
church consistory, independent from state control, to control moral life.
With the victory of his Calvinist rivals and the humiliation of his anti-
disciplinist partisans in an Antitrinitarian scandal, Erastus lost politi-
cal clout in the Palatinate. Erastus’s public humiliation and exile from
church politics proved the watershed event of his career. Now forcibly
silenced in the theological arena, Erastus would concentrate his efforts on

¢ John Hedley Brooke, Science and Religion: Some Historical Perspectives (Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 1991), 71. D.P. Walker also suggested this connection. D.P. Walker,
Spiritual and Demonic Magic from Ficino to Campanella (London: Warburg Institute,
1958), 158.

7 Johann Karcher, “Thomas Erastus (1524-1583), der unversdhnliche Gegner des
Theophrastus Paracelsus,” Gesnerus 14 (1957): 1-13. Thorndike, while favoring Erastus
over the Paracelsians, likewise had little positive to say for Erastus. Thorndike, History of
Magic and Experimental Science, 5:652-667.
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natural philosophical pursuits. After 1570, his academic publishing ca-
reer gained new momentum, weight, and acerbity. Upon the death of
Frederick III in 1576, Erastus enjoyed a brief but frustrating return to
favor in Heidelberg under the Lutheran Elector Ludwig VI, which lasted
until 1580. Then, at the time of the adoption of the Formula of Concord
in Heidelberg, Erastus moved to Basel, where he died in 1583.

This study focuses on the years from 1558 to 1580 when Erastus was
a member of the faculty of the University of Heidelberg. The narrative
that his surviving letters tell is primarily of an ecclesio-political struggle
in Heidelberg. Although this is the best known of the many potential
Erastus narratives, it has received little prior attention in English language
scholarship. This study crosses disciplinary boundaries and turns over
new ground, particularly in the setting of Erastus’s anti-Paracelsianism
and his controversy with Johann Weyer over the punishment of witches.
Because Erastus’s surviving correspondence illuminates the theological
side of his career more thoroughly, I have chosen to focus primarily on
the religious dimensions of the later controversies. This limiting strategy
no doubt introduces a certain distortion of Erastus’s larger worldview by
the material I have chosen to cover in depth and, more significantly, by
all that due to necessity has been left out.

Sources

This study is based chiefly on Erastus’s correspondence and his printed
works. Standing on the shoulders of Auguste Bonnard, Ruth Wesel-
Roth, and Gustav Adolf Benrath, and with the help of Wim Janse and
the editors of Heinrich Bullinger’s correspondence, I have been able to
construct a database of some five hundred letters of Erastus, the vast
majority of which have not been printed (see Correspondence Regis-
ter). While earlier studies drew heavily on Erastus’s letters to Heinrich
Bullinger and Johann Jakob Grynaeus, I have expanded this source base
with use of Erastus’s letters to Joachim Camerarius II, Rudolf Gwalther,
Albert Hardenberg, Konrad Pellikan, Josias Simmler, Konrad Ulmer, and
Theodor Zwinger. In the selections from Erastus’s correspondence and
other sources that follow in the footnotes, illegible or damaged spots in
the manuscripts are denoted by brackets without text. In other cases,
brackets are used to indicate plausible interpolations or to fill out con-
ventional Latin abbreviations. It is my hope to make these transcriptions
available to other scholars by means of a Website devoted to the corre-
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spondence of the Heidelberg Reformation. Likewise, I have had access to
all of Erastus’s printed works and to the works of the many early modern
figures who engaged Erastus, though they are not all treated in detail here.

Much source material for Palatine history did not survive the multiple
depredations of the Thirty Years War or the wanton destruction by
Louis XIV’s armies.® A particular deficit exists in the church records
from the era of the Reformation, which, when they do exist, are often
divided among the many successor states of the Palatinate. Fortunately
for this study, the most critical surviving church records concerning the
Antitrinitarian affair were published by Hans Rott. After the Palatine
Wittelsbachs inherited the throne of the duchy of Bavaria, the political
records of the Palatine Wittelsbachs were removed to Munich; these
records survive in the Geheimes Staatsarchiv. Since these sources do
not directly concern Erastus’s career and since Volker Press studied
these records exhaustively, these sources have not been directly consulted
in preparing this study. The archive of the University of Heidelberg
preserves the records of the university senate from the late sixteenth
century. These protocols, which document faculty appointments and
remuneration and shed light on the various controversies between the
court and the university, were of inestimable value. These named sources,
along with other standard printed records from the period, make up the
bulk of this study’s source base.

Names

In general, I have sought to render the names of individuals and places in
each subject’s native language (e.g., “Ottheinrich” and “Girolamo Zanchi”
as opposed to “Otto Henry” and “Jerome Zanchi” or “Hieronymus Zan-
chius”). When such figures are so well known as to have a common
English language rendering of their name, however, I use the accepted
form (e.g., John Calvin; Frederick III the Pious). I also break the rule of
favoring the vernacular spellings when uncertain of the person’s name
in their original language (e.g., lesser known faculty of the University of
Heidelberg) or in such cases where the person’s nationality is debatable
(particularly with Eastern Europeans and Netherlanders). In these cases,
I have adopted the Latin spelling.

8 See Henry J. Cohn, The Government of the Rhine Palatinate in the Fifteenth Century
(Oxford: Oxford UP, 1965), 251-255.






CHAPTER ONE

PROLOGUE

The Palatinate before Erastus

Origins and Structure of the Palatinate

The Electoral Palatinate (Kurpfalz) was a German territory on the upper
Rhine whose domains were clustered around Heidelberg and Mannheim.
The Palatinate enjoyed a limited run on the stage of German history since
it only emerged as a territorial unit in the high Middle Ages and it would
be later dissolved into several neighboring territories in the imperial
recess (ReichsdeputationshauptschlufS) of 1803. There was some discus-
sion of reviving the Kurpfalz after the Second World War, and the more
recent mooting of combining Baden-Wiirttemberg with Rheinland-Pfalz
would at least present the opportunity for a possible reunion of the Pala-
tine lands on the right and left of banks the Rhine.!

In the sixteenth century, the Palatinate was one of the leading states of
the Holy Roman Empire in prestige, but not in actual power.? Its ruler,

! See Gerd Hepp, “Wiederherstellung der alten Kurpfalz? Zur Frage der Revision der
Landergrenzen im deutschen Stidwesten zwischen 1945 und 1956, in Zeitschrift fiir die
Geschichte des Oberrheins 137 (1989): 414—-427.

2 For simplicity in this work, “Palatinate” will denote the Electoral Palatinate (Kurp-
falz), the territories ruled over by the elector palatine including both the Lower and Upper
Palatinate. For the general contours of Palatine history, see Henry J. Cohn, The Gov-
ernment of the Rhine Palatinate in the Fifteenth Century; idem, “Territorial Princes in
Germany’s Second Reformation, 1559-1622,” in International Calvinism 1541-1715, ed.
Menna Preswich (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1985), 135-166; Charles D. Gunnoe Jr., “The Refor-
mation of the Palatinate and the Origins of the Heidelberg Catechism, 1500-1562” in An
Introduction to the Heidelberg Catechism: Sources, History, and Theology, Lyle D. Bierma
et al. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005), 15-47; Volker Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat:
Regierung und Zentralbehorden der Kurpfalz 1559-1619 [Kieler Historische Studien 7]
(Stuttgart: Ernst Klett Verlag, 1970); idem, “Die “Zweite Reformation’ in der Kurpfalz,
in Die reformierte Konfessionalisierung in Deutschland [SVRG 195], ed. Heinz Schilling
(Gutersloh, 1986) 104-129; Meinrad Schaab, Geschichte der Kurpfalz, 2 vols. (Stuttgart:
Kohlhammer, 1988, 1992); Anton Schindling and Walter Ziegler, “Kurpfalz, Rheinische
Pfalz und Oberpfalz” in Die Territorien des Reichs im Zeitalter der Reformation und
Konfessionalisierung: Land und Konfession 1500-1650, vol. 5, Der Siidwesten, ed. Anton
Schindling and Walter Ziegler (Miinster: Aschendorff, 1993), 8-49; Eike Wolgast, Die
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the elector palatine, belonged to the highest echelon of princes in the
imperial constitution as one of the seven electors (Kurfiirsten) who had
the right to cast a vote for the emperor.

The Palatinate was a rather artificial conglomeration of territories;
indeed, many of the city districts of modern Heidelberg were not orig-
inally subjects of the elector palatine. The state was a political-dynastic
construct, and not based on any ethnic, linguistic, or geographic prin-
ciple. Likewise, it was not one of the German duchies associated with
the settlement of an early Germanic tribe. The Palatinate’s territorial
incoherence was due to the fact that it was a state that had emerged
around an office, rather than being a traditional county or duchy. The
title, “count palatine” (Latin, comes palatinus; German, Pfalzgraf) pre-
ceded the Palatinate’s territorial formation.

In the early Middle Ages, a count palatine had been an office of the
Merovingian kingdom. While once there were four such counts, only
the count palatine of Lorraine continued to employ this title into the
high Middle Ages. In the twelfth century the count palatine of Lorraine
established a territorial base along the upper Rhine and became the
Pfalzgraf bei Rhein. In the thirteenth century, the Pfalzgraf bei Rhein
gained both the privilege of participating in imperial elections and the
ceremonial dignity of imperial steward (Erztruchsefs). As imperial vicar
(Reichsvikar), the elector palatine filled the emperor’s role in the case of
a vacancy of office.

After passing through the hands of the Hohenstaufens (1142-1195)
and Welfs (1195-1213), the Wittelsbach dynasty, rulers of Bavaria, ac-
quired the Palatinate in 1214 in the form of a grant from Emperor Fred-
erick II. In the late Middle Ages, the Wittelsbachs were one of the leading
houses of the empire, alongside the Luxemburgs and the Habsburgs, fre-
quently putting up candidates for imperial election. Rivalries between
the various branches of the Wittelsbach family, however, undermined
their opportunity to achieve the dominant position of the aforemen-
tioned dynasties.

The Treaty of Pavia (1329) gave the count palatine control of the north
Bavarian territory known as the Upper Palatinate (Oberpfalz), thus estab-
lishing the classic territorial configuration of the Palatinate in the late
medieval period. The Golden Bull of Charles IV (1356) confirmed the

Universitit Heidelberg 1386-1986 (Berlin: Springer, 1986); idem, Reformierte Konfession
und Politik im 16. Jahrhundert: Studien zur Geschichte der Kurpfalz im Reformationszeital-
ter (Heidelberg: Universitétsverlag C. Winter, 1998).
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count palatine’s right to vote in imperial elections and nominally recog-
nized the elector palatine as the first secular prince of the empire. The
Golden Bull’s provision that the elector’s core territories were not partible
gave the Palatinate a legal territorial unity independent from personal
overlordship of the count palatine for the first time in the state’s history.?

The most glorious moment in the history of the Palatine Wittelsbachs
occurred with the election of Elector Ruprecht III to the office of king
of the Romans in 1400. He served as sovereign of the empire until 1410
without being crowned emperor by the pope. The limited demographic
and material resources of the Palatinate handcuffed Ruprecht’s effective-
ness in the imperial office and undermined the Palatine Wittelsbachs’
opportunity to keep the imperial title in their dynasty.

In the fifteenth century, while the nucleus of the Palatine lands around
Heidelberg remained in the elector’s possession, others were divided
among the count palatin€’s heirs, giving birth to the smaller states Pfalz-
Mosbach, Pfalz-Neumarkt, Pfalz-Zweibriicken, Pfalz-Simmern, and later
Pfalz-Veldenz, thus named for their residence cities.* The leaders of these
cadet branches were also entitled to style themselves “counts palatine,”
while only the ruler of the Electoral Palatinate bore the more distin-
guished title “elector palatine”” After the Bavarian Succession War, a
new state, Pfalz-Neuburg, was created primarily from Bavarian Wittels-
bach lands.® Additional collateral lines such as Pfalz-Lautern and Pfalz-
Sulzbach were spawned in the course of the sixteenth century.”

3 Schaab, Geschichte der Kurpfalz, 1:96.

4 Schaab, Geschichte der Kurpfalz, 1:145-160; Cohn, The Government of the Rhine
Palatinate, 6-7. Simmern and Zweibriicken were originally one line which later split into
two separate houses in 1453. Pfalz-Neumarkt and Pfalz-Mosbach returned to the domain
of the Electoral Palatinate in 1499.

> The title holder actually bore the fuller designation (linked to the family’s Bavarian
heritage): “count palatine on the Rhine and duke in Bavaria” Cohn, The Government of
the Rhine Palatinate, 7.

¢ This principality, which was a miniscule remnant of the former duchy of Bayern-
Landshut, along with some lands from Bayern-Miinchen and the Oberpfalz, bore the
title Pfalz-Neuburg, as its original rulers were from the Palatine Wittelsbach line in
Heidelberg. Elizabeth von Bayern-Landshut, daughter and sole heir of the last duke of
Bayern-Landshut, Georg der Reiche (1479-1503), married Ruprecht of the Palatinate,
the third son of Elector Philipp der Aufrichtige (1476-1508). Their attempt to win the
inheritance of Bayern-Landshut failed in the Bavarian War of Succession. While both
husband and wife died in 1504, the new principality was carved out of Bayern-Landshut
in the peace settlement as a compensation for their sons Philipp and Ottheinrich. Thus,
Pfalz-Neuburg was a principality ruled by a branch of the Palatine Wittelsbach line
detached from Bavarian Wittelsbach territory.

7 To follow these complicated developments, see Schaab’s excellent tables in Ge-
schichte der Kurpfalz, 1:220-225 and 2:253-255.
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In the sixteenth century, the Palatinate was made up of two terri-
torial blocs: the Lower Palatinate (Unterpfalz)—the domains along the
Rhine and Neckar rivers containing the districts of Alzey, Germersheim,
Kaiserslautern, Heidelberg, and Neustadt—and the Upper Palatinate
(Oberpfalz)—a territory in northern Bavaria bordering Bohemia with its
administrative center in Neumarkt and later Amberg.?

The Lower Palatinate was in a region of particularly scattered lordship:
the Palatine territories lay jumbled in a rather haphazard fashion along-
side the lands of the nearby bishoprics of Worms and Speyer. Despite
the fact that he was a relative latecomer to the region and that he even
held most of his lands as fiefs from the local ecclesiastical lords, the elec-
tor palatine became the most powerful ruler in the vicinity and utilized
claims of dominion over the Rhine and Neckar and the right of safe con-
duct (Geleit) on the regional highways to extend his dominion.’ Indeed,
in the early sixteenth century the bishoprics of Worms and Speyer could
fairly be called satellites of the Palatinate. The Lower Palatinate remained
something of an atypical territorial state, especially as it did not pos-
sess an assembly of estates. Most of the local nobility were free impe-
rial knights, not direct vassals of the elector palatine, though members of
these families often sought appointments at the Heidelberg court. When
the elector desired a new tax, his administration negotiated directly with
the individual towns. In the late sixteenth century, the militant com-
mitment to the Reformed confession of the electors alienated much of
the regional nobility, but a new bourgeois elite consisting of pastors and
administrators would step into their place. Likewise, the move toward the
Reformed faith would undermine the traditional Palatine satellite sys-
tem.'”

Unlike the Lower Palatinate, the Upper Palatinate was a more typi-
cal enclosed territorial state with a tradition of an assembly to repre-
sent the district’s estates. On many occasions the elector’s heir appar-
ent would fill the post of governor (Statthalter) of the territory. Though
the Upper Palatinate was considered an integral part of the elector’s
domains, at times the elector had difficulty imposing his will on it, par-

8 The administration was moved from Neumarkt to Amberg in 1544. Volker Press,
“Die Grundlagen der kurpfilzischen Herrschaft in der Oberpfalz 1499-1621, in Ver-
handlungen des Historischen Vereins fiir Oberpfalz und Regensburg (Regensburg: Verlag
des Historischen Vereins, 1977), 43.

° Cohn, The Government of the Rhine Palatinate, 121.

10 Press, “Die “Zweite Reformation’ in der Kurpfalz,” 115-116; Schaab, Geschichte der
Kurpfalz, 2:81.
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ticularly in questions of religious policy. The Upper Palatinate remained
a haven for Melanchthonian Lutheranism until the end of the sixteenth
century.'!

The Palatinate possessed bureaucratic machinery roughly similar to
that of many sixteenth-century states. The key executive body was the
high council (Oberrat), which generally met daily and worked in close
cooperation with the elector—that is, if he was not off hunting, as was
frequently the case with electors such as Frederick IV. Majority deci-
sions of this body, with the elector’s assent, established state policy. The
procedural rules of the Oberrat, which had evolved over the previous
decades, were codified in 1557. While individuals may have been called
“privy councilor” (Geheimrat) on occasion, there is no evidence to sug-
gest a privy council as such existed separately from the high council.'?
The highest officials of the Palatine government were the chief steward
(GrofShofmeister), the chancellor (Kanzler), and the marshal (Marschall).
The “supreme court” of the Palatinate was the Hofgericht, and since the
Palatine court possessed the privilege de non appellando according to the
Golden Bull, external courts had strictly limited jurisdiction over sub-
jects of the elector palatine. As parties outside of the elector’s jurisdiction
sometimes lodged cases in the Palatine Hofgericht, the court was another
means of enhancing the elector’s regional hegemony.

The economy of the Lower Palatinate was largely agrarian, though the
territory was moderately urbanized by sixteenth-century standards. The
fertile Rhine plane was the territory’s most productive granary, although
its comparatively dense population level held the standard of living of
its residents in check. The Palatinate also possessed viniculture along
the mountainous fringes of both sides of the Rhine valley."> Meinrad
Schaab has estimated that the entire population of the Lower Palati-
nate numbered 180,000 in 1577."* This compared to a population of
ca. 80,000 for the Upper Palatinate. Approximately twenty-nine percent
of the population of the Lower Palatinate lived in cities, the largest of

1 Press, “Die Grundlagen der kurpfilzischen Herrschaft in der Oberpfalz,” 31-67.

12 Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 34-36.

13 Schaab, Geschichte der Kurpfalz, 2:97.

4 This number includes the population of both Pfalz-Lautern and Pfalz-Simmern.
Cohn has suggested that the population of the Palatinate in 1503 was closer to 200,000
than 100,000. This estimate would appear to be in basic harmony with Schaab’s estimates.
In 1439 the population of the city of Heidelberg was ca. 5,000, with its administrative
district numbering ca. 21,000 occupants. Cohn, The Government of the Rhine Palatinate,
4; Schaab, Geschichte der Kurpfalz, 2:95-98.
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Engraving of Heidelberg by Matthaeus Merian, 1620.

which was far and away Heidelberg, with a population of approximately
7,000 residents in the late sixteenth century.!> Konrad von Staufen, the
brother of Frederick I. Barbarossa, founded a castle at the site of Heidel-
berg, and by the twelfth century a town had emerged in its vicinity as
well. Heidelberg served as the administrative headquarters of the Palati-
nate until the Wittelsbachs moved their chief residence to Mannheim in
1720.'% Its location on both east-west and north-south roads, as well as its
position on the navigable Neckar with easy access to the Rhine, facilitated
Heidelberg’s commercial importance. However, Heidelberg could not be
reckoned among the economic heavyweights of Southern Germany, like
Augsburg and Nuremberg. The north-south road figured more promi-
nently in Palatine trade than the east-west route, linking Heidelberg with
Frankfurt and her fairs to the north as well as to Strasbourg and Basel far-
ther up the Rhine.!”

As the home to the third oldest university in the empire and, according
to modern boundaries, the oldest university in Germany, Heidelberg has
long possessed an intellectual standing far exceeding its political and
economic status. Elector Ruprecht I founded the university in 1386 after
the Great Schism made study in Paris unpalatable for students from the
Holy Roman Empire who were loyal to the Roman pontiff.

15 Schaab, Geschichte der Kurpfalz, 2:98, 223. The Heidelberg “suburbs” (especially
Weinheim) were among the other larger settlements of the territory. Amberg, with a
population numbering ca. 4,000, was the largest city in the Oberpfalz and the second
largest city in the entire Kurpfalz.

16 The Heidelberger Schlof had been turned into a ruin by the armies of Louis XIV in
1689 and 1692. Schaab, Geschichte der Kurpfalz, 2:151-153, 174.

17" Schaab, Geschichte der Kurpfalz, 1:57; 2:81-108, passim.
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Heydelberger becirck uft 6 meilen beschribe[n], from in Sebastian
Miinster, Erklerung des newen Justruments der Sunnen, nach
allen seinen Scheyben und Circkeln, Oppenheim 1528.

The electors were also noteworthy for being the most important pa-
trons of early humanism in Germany. Late medieval Heidelberg reached
its cultural apogee in the last decades of the fifteenth century, with the
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electoral court serving as a base for humanists such as Jacob Wimpfeling,
Johann von Dalberg, Rudolf Agricola, Johannes Reuchlin, Johannes Tri-
themius, and Conrad Celtis.'® The presence of such luminaries made Hei-
delberg, according to Henry Cohn, “the paramount center in Germany
for humanist activities between 1484 and the end of the century.”!® The
impact of this humanist circle on the university was ambivalent. On the
one hand, Cohn has suggested that the university was not resistant to
humanist impulses and noted that humanists like Wimpfeling also taught
at the university.? On the other hand, Eike Wolgast has concluded that
this early phase of humanism passed without making a lasting impres-
sion on the style or content of teaching at the university.?!

The fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries also witnessed important
Gothic and Renaissance building in the Palatinate, including the Heilig-
geistkirche (1348-1544) and major additions to the Heidelberg castle, the
apex of which was the Ottheinrichs Bau, whose ruin stands as a great
example of German Renaissance architecture. The political decline of
Heidelberg in the early years of the sixteenth century brought a concomi-
tant decline in intellectual and cultural life. Only later during the reign
of the openhanded Elector Ottheinrich (r. 1556-1559) would Palatine
intellectual and cultural life begin to approach its former glory.

Ludwig V and Frederick II

The late fifteenth century witnessed the apogee both of Palatine cultural
achievement and political influence. It was a time of territorial aggran-
dizement as Frederick the Victorious (1449-1476, Friedrich I der Siegre-
iche) made a play to become a dominant power in Southern Germany.
The defeat of the Palatinate, however, in the Landshuter Krieg (Bavarian
Succession War, 1503-1504) set a limit on Palatine territorial expansion.
As the sixteenth century opened, the Palatinate was not in a position to
take a leading role in the political affairs of the empire.

When Martin Luther posted his “Ninety-Five Theses” in 1517, Elector
Ludwig V (1508-1544), together with his brother Frederick II, who
served as governor in the Upper Palatinate, ruled the Palatinate. The Pala-

8 Henry J. Cohn, “The Early Renaissance Court in Heidelberg” European Studies
Review 1 (1971): 295-322.

% Cohn, “The Early Renaissance Court in Heidelberg,” 312.

20 Cohn, “The Early Renaissance Court in Heidelberg,” 302-303.

21 Wolgast, Die Universitit Heidelberg, 23.
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tine Wittelsbachs enjoyed close personal relations with the Habsburg
family at this juncture and demonstrated their loyalty by supporting
Charles V’s imperial election in 1519. Charles rewarded Ludwig by con-
firming the Palatinate’s extra-territorial privileges. Their threatened posi-
tion in the empire, living in competition with the neighboring prince-
bishops while simultaneously warding off their Bavarian relatives who
were envious of the Palatinate’s right to vote in the imperial elections,
was a leading factor behind the electors’ ambivalent reaction to the Ref-
ormation during the first half of the sixteenth century.?? Ludwig enjoyed
a measure of success in reinvigorating the Palatine satellite system, and
by 1529 he had been able to place his brothers in the episcopal sees of
Speyer and Worms. Although Luther made a significant impression on
a number of young Upper German humanists at the Heidelberg Dispu-
tation (1518), and thus had a lasting impact on Upper German Protes-
tantism, Luther’s appearance bore little immediate fruit in the Palatinate
itself. Ludwig took part in the famous Diet of Worms, but did not vote
to place Luther under the imperial ban due to Ludwig’s close tie to the
Saxon Elector Frederick the Wise.??

While Ludwig’s early reaction to the Reformation was noncommittal,
he began to move into the anti-Protestant camp after having to take up
arms to suppress both the Knights’ Revolt (1523) and the Peasants’ War
(1525). Ludwig took the Knights’ Revolt personally, since it was led by
his own former councilor Franz von Sickingen, and Ludwig took part
in besieging Sickingen’s castle. The Peasants’ War proved an even more
serious threat to the Southwestern German princes. The south German
“Twelve Articles” served as the program of the social revolutionaries who
aspired to remake society according to “God’s law.” In one of his finest
moments, Ludwig acted decisively to disband the hordes that rose on
Palatine territory, primarily on the left bank of the Rhine. This rising
was noteworthy in that it was ended by a feast thrown by the elector

22 The rarely amicable relations between the Wittelsbach dynasties are charted in
Volker Press, “Bayerns wittelsbachische Gegenspieler—Die Heidelberger Kurfiirsten
1505-1685,” in Um Glauben und Reich: Kurfiirst Maximilian I., ed. Hubert Glaser (Mu-
nich: Hirmer Verlag, 1980), 24-48.

2 Wolfgang Eger, “Kurfiirst Ludwig V. der Friedfertige (von Wittelsbach), Pfalzgraf
bei Rhein,” in Der Reichstag zu Worms von 1521: Reichspolitik und Luthersache (Worms,
1971), 352-368. See also Walter Miiller, Die Stellung der Kurpfalz zur lutherischen Bewe-
gung von 1517 bis 1525 (Heidelberg: Carl Winter’s Universititsbuchhandlung, 1937). For
the early reception of Protestant ideas in the Palatinate and environs, see Walter Henss,
“Frithe Spuren der Reformation in der Kurpfalz,” Bldtter fiir pfilzische Kirchengeschichte
und religiose Volkskunde 50 (1983): 5-42.
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rather than by mass bloodshed. On another occasion, other peasants rose
to put down the rebellion.** After quashing the revolt at home largely
by peaceful means, the elector’s forces also took part in suppressing the
revolt in the bishoprics of Speyer and Wiirzburg.

While these experiences strengthened Ludwig’s public identification
with the Catholic cause, he never became a zealous anti-Protestant par-
tisan. Rather, he sought to play a mediating role between the increas-
ingly antagonistic Protestant and Catholic factions in imperial politics.
While maintaining official adherence to Catholicism, Protestantism put
down extensive roots in Palatine territory. A host of distinguished Protes-
tants lectured at the university in the 1520s, including Theobald Billi-
canus, Johannes Brenz, and Martin Frecht.”> However, by the end of the
decade, most of the prominent Protestants had moved on to other posts.
The university suffered both from low salaries and competition from the
emerging Protestant universities in Wittenberg, Marburg, and Tiibingen,
which drew away students. Nevertheless, numerous evangelical pastors
worked in Palatine parishes during Ludwig’s reign. The papal nuncio
Peter Paul Vergerio considered the region surrounding Heidelberg to be
“one of the most Lutheran in Germany.?® This ambiguous situation—
official Catholicism with wide tolerance of Protestants—is perhaps best
reflected in the career of Heinrich Stoll, a conciliatory Protestant minister
who maintained the favor of the Wittelsbach family, attended the second
session of the Council of Trent, and survived long enough to experience
the formal adherence of the Palatinate to the evangelical confession in
the 1540s.77

The Palatinate briefly became an officially Protestant territory during
the reign of Ludwig’s starry-eyed brother Frederick IT (1544-1556). Fred-
erick made the confession public in the Lower Palatinate by authoriz-
ing the Lutheran celebration of the Eucharist and by allowing priests to
publicly marry. The Church Order (1546) codified these changes. This
commitment was not a new development for Frederick, since he already
had moved toward Protestantism while governor of the Upper Palatinate
in Amberg, where he called Lutheran preachers and celebrated commu-

24 Schaab, Geschichte der Kurpfalz, 2:17-18. See also Giinther Franz, Der deutsche
Bauernkrieg, 11th ed. (Darmstadt, 1984).

% Wolgast, Die Universitit Heidelberg, 26; Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 17 4.

26 Wolgast, Reformierte Konfession und Politik im 16. Jahrhundert, 18.

27 Gustav Adolf Benrath, “Heinrich Stoll (Stolo) aus Diebach (1489 bis 1557), Pfarrer
und Professor in Heidelberg,” Monatshefte fiir Evangelische Kirchengeschichte des Rhein-
landes 16 (1967): 273—-285.
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nion in both kinds. Both Frederick and his nephew and heir Otthein-
rich communicated with Martin Bucer, and Bucer advised the Heidelberg
reform movement at crucial junctures.?® Frederick IT’s passion for politi-
cal and dynastic intrigue exceeded his religious devotion, though his var-
ious schemes, which included attempts to win the hand of a Habsburg
princess and claim the Danish throne, produced little fruit. He was fun-
damentally trapped between his lifelong bond with the Habsburgs and
his rather tenuous, if genuine, commitment to the Protestant faith.

The Schmalkaldic War (1546) ended the first round of the Palatinate’s
experiment with a state-sponsored Lutheran Reformation, though the
setback was only temporary. As a close ally of Charles V and something
of an outsider among the leaders of the Protestant Schmalkaldic league,
FredericK’s loyalties were severely strained in the conflict, and the Elec-
toral Palatinate took only the limited step of supplying a small cohort
to aid the defense of their regional ally Duke Ulrich of Wiirttemberg.
The defeat of the Protestant forces in the Schmalkaldic War—without
significant involvement of the Palatinate—nevertheless brought impe-
rial wrath down on the Palatine Wittelsbachs. Spanish troops sacked
Neuburg, the residence of the future Elector Ottheinrich, and restored
his territory (Pfalz-Neuburg) to the Catholic faith.?* While Ottheinrich
endured defeat with equanimity, Frederick submitted to his lord lest he
be deprived of his lands and titles as well. This included a distasteful scene
in which the Emperor Charles berated Frederick, a boyhood friend of his
father Philip the Fair and former military leader of the imperial forces in
Hungary, for his disloyalty. Unwilling to risk incurring Charles’s wrath
again, Frederick dutifully imposed the conditions of the Interim (1548)
on his territories, which included the reintroduction of Catholic services,
though the Interim conceded the cup to the laity and clerical marriage
as a provisional compromise. While the imperial defeat in the Princes’
Revolt (1552) allowed Protestant territorial lords to determine the reli-
gion of their territories once again, Frederick remained cautious and did
not officially restore Protestantism.*

Unfortunately, we do not possess adequate sources to track the prog-
ress of the Reformation in the parishes under Frederick II. Hans Rott has

28 Hans Rott, Friedrich II. von der Pfalz und die Reformation (Heidelberg: Carl Winter’s
Universititsbuchhandlung, 1904), 56-57, 142-150.

2 Schaab, Geschichte der Kurpfalz, 2:26.

30 See Adolf Hasenclever, Die kurpfilische Politik in den Zeiten des schmalkaldischen
Krieges (Januar 1546 bis Januar 1547) (Heidelberg: Carl Winter’s Universititsbuchhand-
lung, 1905); Albrecht Pius Luttenberger, Glaubenseinheit und Reichsfriede: Konzeptionen
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suggested through his investigation of the district of Germersheim that
pastoral turnover as a result of the Interim likely was not heavy; many of
the evangelical pastors who flourished under Frederick II still held the
same positions during the reign of Ottheinrich. Likewise, the majority of
Frederick IT’s civil servants were Protestants. These individuals provided
another avenue for the survival of Protestant religious life in the outly-
ing parishes through their halfhearted implementation of the Interim’s
injunctions.’! Between Ludwig Vs only marginal commitment to the old
faith and his tolerance for evangelicals in his territory and Frederick IT’s
timid embrace of the Reformation and even less committed compliance
with the Interim, the Protestant movement had been able to put down
extensive roots in the Palatinate. It is therefore more accurate to speak
of the continuous progression of Protestantism rather than an absolute
new beginning under Ottheinrich. Likewise, the popularity of the peas-
ants’ uprising in the countryside along with the enthusiastic reception of
the evangelical message in the cities and among the Palatine bureaucracy
suggests that the populace of the Palatinate eagerly supported the Refor-
mation more than the princes ever did. Though the evidence is perhaps
thin, it may not be premature to speak of the success of the “Reformation
from below” in the case of the Palatinate.

Ottheinrich

After the false start under Frederick II, the Reformation came in earnest
to the Palatinate with the ascension of the Elector Ottheinrich in 1556.
The colorful Ottheinrich has passed into history as a prime example of
a German Renaissance prince; he patronized the arts, built a lavish new
wing on the Heidelberg Castle, sponsored alchemical experiments, and
happily collected books and manuscripts. Ottheinrich was also the first
elector palatine with an uncompromising commitment to the Protes-
tant faith. Before his accession to the electoral office, Ottheinrich had
ruled Pfalz-Neuburg, a poor rump of his ancestor Georg the Rich’s lower
Bavarian patrimony, and introduced Lutheranism into his small terri-
tory in the early 1540s. Ottheinrich’s expensive tastes had led to finan-
cial ruin and the territorial estates forced him into exile in 1544 with

und Wege konfessionsneutraler Reichspolitik 1530-1552 (Kurpfalz, Jilich, Kurbranden-
burg) [Schriftenreihe der Historischen Kommission bei der Bayerischen Akademie der
Wissenschaften 20] (Géttingen: Vandenhoek & Ruprecht, 1982).

31 Rott, Friedrich II, 124-125.
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a carrot: the estates agreed to assume his debts if he would depart. He
took up residence near Heidelberg at that point and waited to claim his
more lucrative inheritance. Although he possessed unquestioned Protes-
tant convictions, it has been a commonplace observation that Otthein-
rich was not acquainted with the finer points of theology—especially in
comparison to his Bible-reading successor Frederick III. This theologi-
cal naiveté did not deter his political espousal of the evangelical cause,
and during his reign the Palatinate first emerged as a leading Protestant
power on the imperial stage. The Palatine Reformation under Otthein-
rich possessed a distinctive Upper German flavor. Wiirttemberg’s church
order, composed by Johannes Brenz, and Melanchthon’s Examen Ordi-
nandorum strongly influenced the Palatine Kirchenordnung of 1556.%
Brenz’s Landescatechismus and Luther’s Small Catechism were used until
the adoption of the Heidelberg Catechism in 1563. Johann Marbach, the
Lutheran president of the Strasbourg church conventicle, headed the first
systematic visitation of the Palatine church and issued a list of recom-
mendations for advancing Evangelical doctrine and practice.®* Although
Ottheinrich attempted to win Marbach for the Heidelberg church on
two occasions, Marbach refused the invitation, citing his commitment
to Strasbourg. Another characteristic of Ottheinrich’s Reformation that
mirrored the Upper German tradition was state-mandated iconoclasm.
Here the image of Ottheinrich the art patron conflicts with his reputation
as a reformer. His love of art and monuments aside—he even left instruc-
tions for the dusting of his own memorial —Ottheinrich was adamant in
his desire to deliver the common folk from idolatry. In the three short
years of his reign, Ottheinrich’s officials largely cleared the Palatinate of
the material artifacts of late medieval piety.**

32 Printed in EKO, 14:113-220. See ].EG. Goeter’s introduction to the same, in which
he discusses the various theories that have been entertained regarding the antecedents of
the 1556 Church Order (pp. 23-26). See also Bard Thompson, “The Palatinate Church
Order of 1563, Church History 23 (1954): 339-343.

33 Walther Koch, “Johann Marbach in seiner Bedeutung fiir die Pfilzische Kirchen-
geschichte,” Bldtter fiir pfilzische kirche und religiose Volkskunde 22 (1962): 119-120.
Marbach’s recommendations are printed in C. Schmidt, Der Antheil der Strassburger an
der Reformation in Churpfalz: Drei Schriften Johann Marbach’s mit einer geschichtlichen
Einleitung (Strasbourg, 1856).

34 Hans Rott, “Kirchen- und Bildersturm bei der Einfithrung der Reformation in the
Pfalz,” Neues Archiv fiir die Geschichte der Stadt Heidelberg 6 (1905): 229-254. The order
to bring Catholic services to an end (which included instructions regarding the abolition
of images, vestments, etc.) is printed in EKO, 14:111-113.
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Ottheinrich undertook his most lasting contribution to the Palatine
reformation through his promotion of the University of Heidelberg. He
initiated a wide ranging “reformation” of the university in 1558, rely-
ing on the advice of the Palatine native son Philipp Melanchthon. Not
only did he augment the financial basis of the university and enhance its
library (both often at the expense of local monasteries), he also attracted
many leading scholars to Heidelberg. Ottheinrich’s university reflected a
wide range of Protestant theological opinion betraying either his lack of
appreciation for theological subtleties or his preference for professional
reputation over confessional correctness—or, perhaps, both. Alterna-
tively, Ruth Wesel-Roth has suggested that Lutheran misrepresentations
of Huldrych Zwingli’s theology may have made in-the-flesh Zwinglians
unrecognizable to such casual observers as Ottheinrich.* The end result
was clear, as Eike Wolgast has noted: “Ottheinrich had certainly recruited
Protestant intellectuals of most varying theological orientations to Hei-
delberg: Gnesio-Lutherans, Philippists, Zwinglians, and Calvinists—
conflicts were therefore unavoidable®® In 1558, Ottheinrich acquired
a special prize for his university with the appointment of the humanist
physician Thomas Erastus to the second chair of medicine.

Erastus before the Palatinate

Origins and Early Education

So little is known about Erastus’s early life that even into this century
confusion has reigned as to whether he was born in Baden in the mod-
ern canton of Aargau in Switzerland or in the Margraviate of Baden in
Southwestern Germany (in modern Baden-Wiirttemberg). While Eras-

35 Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 18.

% Wolgast, Die Universitit Heidelberg, 37: “Allerdings hat Ottheinrich evangelische
Gelehrte unterschiedlichster theologischer Richtungen nach Heidelberg geholt: Gnesio-
lutheraner, Philippisten, Zwinglianer, Calvinisten— Auseinandersetzungen waren damit
unausbleiblich” Regarding Ottheinrich’s religiosity, see Press, Calvinismus und Territo-
rialstaat, 205-206. See also Heinrich Bornkamm, “Kurfiirst Ottheinrich von der Pfalz,
in Das Jahrhundert der Reformation: Gestalten und Krdifte (Gottingen: Vandenhoek &
Ruprecht, 1961), 253-262; Barbara Kurze, Kurfiirst Ott Heinrich: Politik und Religion in
der Pfalz, 1556-1559 (Giitersloh, C. Bertelsmann, 1956); Georg Poensgen, ed., Otthein-
rich: Gedenkschrift zur vierhundertjdhrigen Wiederkehr seiner Kurfiirstenzeit in der
Pfalz (1556-1559); Ruperto Carola Sonderband (1956); and Joachim Telle, “Kurfiirst
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tus nearly always referred to himself as Swiss (Helvetius)*” and his Basel
professors remembered him as a Swiss Badener,*® a seductively detailed
tradition developed that held that he was from the town Auggen in
the nearby German province of Baden. That this tradition enjoyed such
longevity was partially due to the fact that it was picked up in Zedler’s
Universal-lexicon and even mysteriously found its way into an eigh-
teenth-century printed list of the rectors of the University of Heidel-
berg.*® The various ways in which Erastus identified his place of origin
throughout his life, however, all suggest Swiss Baden over Baden in Ger-
many, and modern scholars have accepted Swiss Baden as Erastus’s actual
birthplace.*’ Erastus certainly thought of himself as Swiss, and most of

Ottheinrich, Hans Kilian und Paracelsus: Zum pfilzischen Paracelsismus im 16. Jahrhun-
dert,” in Von Paracelsus zu Goethe und Wilhelm von Humboldt [SBPF 22] (Vienna: Ver-
band der wissenschaftlichen Gesellschaften Osterreichs, 1981), 130-146.

37 E.g., Gustav Toepke, Die Matrikel der Universitit Heidelberg von 1386 bis 1662 (Hei-
delberg, 1886), 2:14: “Thomas Erastus, Helvetius, medicinarum doctor, Badensis, dio-
cesis Constantiensis, 3a May.” (The fact that he listed himself as being from the diocese
of Constance does not settle the question since both of the proposed birthplaces, Swiss
Baden and German Baden, were within the diocese.) He signed the introductory epistle
of his first publication with “Thomas Erastus Helvetius.” Astrologia Confutata (Schleusin-
gen: Hermann Hamsing, 1557), fol. Avr. His epitaph also referred to him as “Helvetius
Aquensis Thomas Erastus.” Melchior Adam, Vitae Germanorum Medicorum (Heidelberg:
Johannes Georg Geyder, 1620), 244 (http://www.uni-mannheim.de/mateo/camenaref/
adam/adam2/s276.html).

38 Rudolf Thommen noted the letter from Bonifacius Amerbach to his son Basilius,
who was then studying in Bologna, in which Bonifacius remarked, “The one who returns
these [letters] to you is Thomas Liiber born in Baden of the Swiss (Qui has tibi reddit,
Thomas Luberus est Badae Helvetiorum ... natus).” Rudolf Thommen, Geschichte der
Universitit Basel, 1532-1632 (Basel, 1889), 280.

% J.H. Zedler and C.G. Ludovici, Grosses vollstindiges Universal-Lexicon aller Wis-
senschaften und Kiinste (Halle, 1732-1750), 8:1471-1472. Zedler recounts: “Erastus
(Thomas) ein Medicus, wurde zu Auggenen, einem in der Herrschafft Badenweiler,
drey meilen von Basel gelegenen Flecken, an. 1523 von geringen Eltern geboren. Sein
Teutscher Geschlechts-Namen hiesse Lieber” The rector list is the seventh appendix of
Toepke’s Die Matrikel der Universitit Heidelberg, 2:619. Erastus is here listed as “Thomas
Erastus al[ias] Liebler de Auggen” This list is the synthetic work of the editor and does
not reflect an actual sixteenth-century roster.

40 This question was addressed as early as 1778 when the editors of the Athenae
rauricae wrote: “Thomas Erastus (Liebler, s. Liiber) natus est d. 7. Sept. 1524. non, ut
quidam perhibent, in Auggen, vico ditionis Badenweiler, Marchionatus Badensis, sed in
oppido helvetico Baden, unde & Aquensis dicebatur. Badensem certe ipse se vocavit in
matricula Rectoris academiae Basil. & in ejus epitaphio, Basileae exstante, itidem Helveto
Aquensis vocatur” Athenae rauricae sive catalogus professorum Academiae Basiliensis ab
anno 1460 ad annum 1778 (Basel, 1778), 427-430. See also “Schluflbemerkung iiber
Thomas Erastus,” Argovia 12 (1881): 69—70; Thommen, Geschichte der Universitit Basel,
1532-1632, 280. A. Schumann solidified this point in an errata volume of the ADB,


http://www.uni-mannheim.de/mateo/camenaref/adam/adam2/s276.html
http://www.uni-mannheim.de/mateo/camenaref/adam/adam2/s276.html
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his close friends were Swiss. As we shall see below, he became the chief
contact for Swiss students in Heidelberg, keeping an eye on and some-
times boarding students from many cantons, especially Basel, Zurich,
and Schafthausen. In later years after his standing in Heidelberg deterio-
rated, he would express a certain sentimentality for his homeland, saying
that he would prefer to work in Switzerland for 150 florins per annum
as opposed to remaining in Heidelberg for three hundred florins, and he
later made repeated requests of his friend Johann Jakob Grynaeus to pro-
cure a colored rendition of all the crests of the Swiss territories.*! Almost
certainly by birth and definitely at heart, Erastus was an Eidgenosse.*?

The question of his place of birth holds a potential key to understand-
ing Erastus’s early religious experience, about which we know very lit-
tle. When Erastus was a child in the 1520s and early 1530s, Switzer-
land attained its modern confessional configuration with the confeder-
ation split rather evenly between Catholicism, which predominated in
the rural, Alpine Cantons, and the Reformed faith, which was eventu-
ally embraced by the more urban and affluent cantons like Zurich, Bern,
and Basel less than a decade after Zwingli initiated his own brand of the
Reformation in Zurich.

Though the city of Baden is located in the modern canton of Aargau, in
the early sixteenth century this territory, which had been wrested from
Habsburg control in 1415, was divided into three major sectors.*® The
western half, including the city of Aarau, was administered directly by
Bern. The eastern half was splintered into various jurisdictions that were
considered common lordships (Gemeine Herrschaften) of the Swiss Con-
federation. The southern lands sandwiched between Lucerne, Zurich,
and Zug were known as the Free-bailiwicks (Freie-Amter). The north-
ern section of the eastern half of modern Aargau was known as County
of Baden (Grafshaft Baden), which was somewhat ironic since it was a

29:774. See also Bonnard, Thomas Eraste, 201-202; Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 2;
Gustav Adolf Benrath, “Die Korrespondenz zwischen Bullinger und Thomas Erastus,”
in Heinrich Bullinger 1504-1575: Gesammelte Aufsdtze sum 400. Todestag [ZBRG 8], ed.
Ulrich Géabler and Erland Herkenrath (Zurich: Theologischer Verlag, 1975), 2:87-88.

41 Benrath, “Die Korrespondenz zwischen Bullinger und Thomas Erastus,” 110-111;
Erastus to Grynaeus, April 23, (15)78, Basel, Offentliche Bibliothek der Universitit Basel,
MS G 1I 4, fol. 227.

2 Literally an “oath-taker;” commonly rendered “confederate” or as simply “Swiss.”

4 The number would increase to four if one includes the Fricktal region, which
remained in the hands of the Habsburgs as part of Vorderosterreich in the early modern
period.
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county without a count.** The complication does not end here, since
the towns of Bremgarten, Mellingen, and Baden itself were not techni-
cally part of the “Grafschaft, as they were chartered towns with their
own liberties and privileges stemming from their prehistory of Habsburg
rule.®®

Thus, when Erastus identified himself as a “Badener,” one might plau-
sibly question whether he had the town or the larger county in mind.
The political-religious situation in Erastus’s home region was similarly
complicated during his youth. Friction between the Catholic forest can-
tons and the more urban Protestant cantons concerning the religious pol-
icy of the common lordships was one of the main factors leading to the
Kappel wars. The town of Baden had been the location of the famous
Baden Disputation of 1526 in which the Catholic theologian Johann Eck
scored perhaps his greatest debating victory over the Protestants repre-
sented by Basel’s Johannes Oecolampadius. Though Zurich continued
to encourage evangelical pastors in the common lordships, Grafschaft
Baden ultimately remained predominately Catholic. Thus, despite the
fact that Erastus was born after the coming of the Reformation in Switzer-
land, his early religious experience was more than likely within the old
church. Another hint that Erastus began his life as a Catholic can be
seen in his Christian name “Thomas,” which was becoming an uncom-
mon Protestant baptismal name by this juncture. In any event, the young
Erastus would have experienced the existence of rival Protestant and
Catholic confessions in close proximity as a settled fact already in the
15308s.40

Although it is not really an issue of scholarly controversy, Erastus’s
name has also been variously rendered in different historical accounts.
In every surviving record before 1549 Erastus gives his name as “Thomas

4 In the specific case of the Grafschaft Baden, the common lordship was exercised
jointly by the eight ruling cantons (VIII Orte: Zurich, Bern, Lucerne, Unterwalden,
Schwyz, Glarus, Zug, and Uri).

45 See Christophe Seiler and Andreas Steigmeier, Geschichte des Aargaus: Illustrierter
Uberblick von der Urzeit bis zur Gegenwart (Aarau: AT Verlag, 1991) 38-43; Walter
Schaufelberger, “Spatmittelalter” in Handbuch der Schweizer Geschichte, 2nd ed. (Zurich:
Buchverlag Berichthaus, 1980), 1:280-285. I am indebted to Randolph Head of the
University of California, Riverside for assisting me with the thorny issues of Swiss
territorial organization.

4 Alternatively Wesel-Roth alleged, “Die Kindheit und Jugend unseres Schweizers
liegt vollig im Dunkeln, nur daf8 er einmal bekennt, von Jugend auf in der reformierten
Lehre erzogen worden zu sein” However, she offered no documentation for this remark.
Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 2.
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Liberus”*” While a student in Italy, Erastus graecized his name to
“Erastus,” a rough translation of the German “Lieber,” meaning “lover*
Around the year 1550 Erastus went through a period of transition and
would sign his name with combinations like “Thomas Liiber or Eras-
tus”*® While his surname was uniformly given as “Liiber” in the early
records, he did once refer to a relative named “Conrad Liiber or Lieber,”
which suggests that the name, not surprisingly, did not have a fixed
spelling.® From time to time his German name has also been given as
“Liebler” in secondary literature, though this phenomenon likely stems
from the re-translation of “Erastus” into German and does not reflect
Erastus’s own usage. In recent days a second generation over-correction
“Lieb” has crept into the literature. For those who aspire to hyper-correct-
ness, “Liiber” is the only German name that is well-documented, though
Erastus himself did not use this name after 1552 and it did not appear
on any of his publications (in Latin or German) or in the records of the
University of Heidelberg. “Erastus” was not his penname; it was his com-
plete identity to the same degree that a certain orphan from Rotterdam
was known as “Erasmus” or the Palatinate’s most famous son, Philipp
Schwartzerdt, was known as “Melanchthon” Thus, the current fashion
of referring to him as “Thomas Liiber” would appear to be a subtraction
rather than an addition to knowledge, unless we are prepared to go the
entire distance and likewise re-christen his theory of church-state rela-
tions “Liberanism.”>!

47 Hans Georg Wackernagel, ed., Die Matrikel der Universitit Basel (Basel: Verlag
der Universitétsbibliothek, 1956), 30: “Thomas Liiberus Badensis—nihil.” Also relevant
here are the letters from Erastus to Konrad Pellikan and Oswald Myconius. See the
Correspondence Register.

48 The name is graecized with a Latin spelling. One rarely sees the Greek “’Egaotog”
in his writings, and he naturally opted for the Latinate “Erastus” over the strict transliter-
ation “Erastos” He never used the potential Latin translation “amator” to my knowledge.
He did not invent the name “Erastus,” as it is found in ancient literature and in the New
Testament, and though the name is rare in German-speaking lands, it has had some cur-
rency as a Christian name in the English-speaking world.

4 The first letter to clearly attest to this change comes from 1549. Erastus to Pellikan,
July 9, 1549, Zurich, Zentralbibliothek (Simmlersche Sammlung), MS S 70, no. 168:
“Thomas Liiber seu quod idem est Erastus.” It should be noted, however, that since the
majority of these early letters are copies rather than autographs, it is difficult to observe
this transition with great confidence.

%0 The etymological origin of the name is also murky. See J.K. Brechenmacher, ed., Ety-
mologisches Worterbuch der Deutschen Familiennamen (Limburg a. d. Lahn: C.A. Starke,
1960-1963) 2:186.

51 E.g., the contradictory editorial policy of the OER. Whereas Erastus is exclusively
referred to as Liiber in the work (which will render most of these references meaningless

>
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We are quite poorly informed about the Liiber clan. Presumably the
family was of peasant stock from central Switzerland. The name sur-
vives in Switzerland in a band from St. Gallen to Bern, with the high-
est concentration in Zurich, as well as in the German districts of Baden-
Wiirttemberg adjacent to the Swiss border.>? Erastus’s biological relatives
rarely come up in his correspondence, and when they do, we lack suf-
ficient background information to make the passages fully intelligible.
In 1557, for example, we find Erastus asking Konrad Gessner to convey
letters to his unnamed brother, who was apparently in the inner canton
of Schwyz. Erastus does not give much identifying information, but it
must be assumed that Gessner’s and Erastus’s relatives were well enough
acquainted that they easily make the connection.”® This must be the same
brother whose name is later given as “Conrad Liiber” in Erastus’s corre-
spondence to Heinrich Bullinger. Conrad Liiber was evidently a cutler
from Schwyz and a good friend to a merchant relative of Gessner’s who
occasionally traveled to the Frankfurt fair. The Schwyz connection raises
interesting speculative questions. For example, given that Erastus appar-
ently had an artisan brother with some property in Schwyz, this might
suggest that the Liber family originated there. While we do not know the
definitive origin of Erastus’s family, the geographical distribution of his
immediate relatives evidences some straddling of confessional bound-
aries. In any event, Conrad Liiber had passed away by 1567,>* and Eras-
tus employed a more distant, and apparently less affluent, cousin, Johann
Liiber, to settle Conrad’s estate in Schwyz.>> Johann Liiber would lodge

to those who do not chance to look up Liiber), Erasmus’s birth name is not even given in
the biographical entry dedicated to him.

32 Prior to 1800 the name was most common in the canton of St. Gallen. Familienna-
menbuch der Schweiz (Zurich: Polygraph, 1940).

53 Erastus to Gessner, April 11, (1557), Zurich, Staatsarchiv des Kantons Ziirich, MS
E II 361, fol. 56: “Dabo operam ut mittantur, cum primum facultas certi nobis alicuius
hominis dabitur. Inclusas literas velim perferri Suitiam ad fratrem. Id commodissime fiet,
si Gesnero agnatorum tuorum [iri] reddendas curaveris. Nomen hominis mihi excidit,
(puto Henrici esse) sed cognosces ex eo inditio, quod uxorem habet, quae Suitiae olim
habuit [recto] maritum, quo tempore frater meus apud eius maritum habitavit”

% Wesel-Roth suggests that the death probably was between 1557 and 1560, since
Erastus speaks of him in the past tense in 1560. Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 2.

55 Erastus to Bullinger, July 13, 1567, StAZ, E II 361, fol. 11: “Mitto meum agnatum
Johannem Liiber/ cuius pater et ego patrueles fuimus, ut Suiciae, quae frater meus reliquit,
exigat, et iis pro suo arbitrio utatur. Quamvis autem credo, aut non multum superesse,
aut saltem quae in ei debebantur, non posse facile exigi (Die mogen nit leiden, das ein
Landtman einen frembden etwas gebe, das aus dem landt kome. Novi eorum mores.)
nolui tamen non tentare. Si quid obtinebit, lucrum erit: si nihil, nihil prodiderit”
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with Erastus in Heidelberg in 1576, and Erastus advanced a modest sum
to him in 1580.°® While Erastus remained in close contact with Swiss
intellectuals, familial connections with his biological relatives apparently
played little role in his adult life.

Unlike his name and his place of birth, we are less confident in the
dates of Erastuss life. While there is no controversy concerning the
date of his death on December 31, 1583 (Julian calendar), even this
fact is complicated because the last year of his life fell in the period
of the early stages of the transition from the Julian calendar to the
Gregorian calendar from 1582—but only gradually in Protestant lands.
Since Erastus likely only experienced the Julian calendar, we are spared
great confusion.”” Likewise, since his epitaph gave his death date in the
Roman fashion as falling on the first of the calends of January 1583,
a plausible interpretation of his epitaph in isolation could lead one to
conclude that he died on December 31, 1582.°® However, unless the
works that Erastus composed in 1583 were literally “ghost-written,” it
would seem safe to assume that he lived through the year 1583.%°

While it is an accepted fact that Erastus died of pneumonia on Decem-
ber 31, 1583, it is unlikely that such certainty can be attained regarding
the date of his birth. Various sources suggest that he was born in 1520,
1523, or 1524.%° The 1520 date is derived from a letter to Bullinger from
1570 in which Erastus said that he was nearing his fiftieth year.5! Since
Erastus was not speaking in precise terms, however, but merely waxing
philosophical about the wisdom of age, this off-hand remark lends lit-
tle weight to accepting 1520 as his precise birth year. Likewise, if his
epitaph, which stated he died a “sexagenarius,” were taken literally, we
would assume he was born in 1523. Finally, an eighteenth century his-

% See letters from Erastus to Grynaeus: Jan. 27, (15)76, Basel UB, G 1I 4, fol. 195;
Feb. 3, (15)76, Basel UB, G II 4, fol. 196; March 7, (15)76, Basel UB, G II 4, fol. 194; and
April 24, (15)80, Basel UB, G1I 4, fol. 311.

7 All sixteenth century dates will be given according to the Julian calendar. The central
European custom of dating the change of the year from Jan. 1 also spares us further
potential confusion.

58 Printed in Bonnard, Thomas Eraste, 206: “AN. SAL. MDXXCIII PRID. KAL. IAN?”

% E.g., Erastus to Theophil Mader, Jan. 12, 1583, Bremen, Staats- und Universititsbib-
liothek, MS 8, fol. 253. Indeed, since Johann Jakob Grynaeus wrote Rudolf Gwalther and
Konrad Ulmer in early January 1584 to inform them of Erastus’s death, there can be no
controversy here. Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 11, notes. See also discussion in Bonnard,
Thomas Eraste, 207.

00 Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 2.

¢l Erastus to Bullinger, Jan. 1, (15)70, StAZ, E II 361, fol. 17: “et jam incipio ad .50.
annum accedere” I would translate this as, “And now as I begin to approach my fifties”



PROLOGUE 27

tory of the faculty of the University of Basel (Athenae rauricae) listed his
birth date with enticing precision as September 7, 1524—though with-
out providing documentation.®? Alternatively, Erastuss earliest biogra-
pher, Johannes Oporinus, only remarked that he was born “around 1524,
which agrees with notation on Erastus’s portrait by Tobias Stimmer that
he was 58 in early 1582.9 Recent scholarship has opted for the 1524 date
without pushing the issue further.%* The preponderance of the evidence
suggests that at least Erastus thought he was born in 1524, although no
confirmation can be offered for the September birthdate.

Beyond the odd comment in his later correspondence, our primary
source for Erastus’s early life is a one-page biographical portrait pub-
lished in the third volume of Heinrich Pantaleon’s Biographies of Heroes
and Illustrious Men of all of Germany, which was composed by the famous
humanist printer Johannes Oporinus, who had also served as the amanu-
ensis of Paracelsus as a young man. Since Erastus would spend much of
his mature career refuting the magical world view of Germany’s great-
est medical prophet, it is a profound irony that Oporinus should serve as
the most important biographical source for both Erastus and Paracelsus.
Since Oporinus’s account of Erastus’s life to 1565 is of primary impor-
tance, a complete translation of it is offered here:®®

2 Athenae rauricae, 427-430. See Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, note, p. 125.

63 See discussion and translation of Oporinus below. The text on Erastus’s portrait
(Kunstmuseum Basel, reproduced on the cover) reads “Anno 1552. die April 24. Aetatis
587

4 Benrath, “Die Korrespondenz zwischen Bullinger und Thomas Erastus,” 87-88;
Ruth Wesel-Roth, “Thomas Erastus,” in Neue Deutsche Biographie (Berlin, 1953-), 4:1560.

% Heinrich Pantaleon, Prosopographia Heroum Atque Hllustrium Virorum Totius Ger-
maniae (Basel: In officina haeredum Nicolai Brylingeri, 1565-1566), 3:545: Thomas
Erastus Medicus Heidelbergensis [Title]. Thomas natus est Badenis Helvetiorum anno
circiter 1524. Ibi cum prima literarum rudimenta didicisset, sese anno millesimo quin-
gentesimo quadragesimo ad Basiliensem Academiam contulit, atque artibus & linguis
praeclaram operam navavit. Cum etiam dextrae manus usum minus expeditum haberet,
sinistra omnia scripsit atque eum habitum sibi comparavit, ut praeceptorum dictata
celeriter exciperet, & suos commilitones plerunque superaret. Tum etiam sacris literis
incubuit atque earum assidua lectione verae religionis fundamenta feliciter iecit. Eo in
loco nos commilitones literarum fuimus, atque nunquam inter-morituram familiaritatem
inivimus. Quoniam autem sumptus ij, qui ad studia requiruntur, ipsi deessent, post ter-
tium annum commode accidit ut patronum aliquem nactus in Italiam sese receperit,
atque Bononiae magna assiduitate Philosophos differentes per aliquot annos audiverit.
Ubi etiam talem rerum cognitionem adeptus est, ut merito doctissimis Philosophia con-
numeretur. Postea quoque Medicinae Studium coniunxit atque sua eruditione effecit, ut
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Thomas Erastus, Physician of Heidelberg

Thomas Erastus was born in Baden, Switzerland around the year 1524.
Having already learned the first rudiments of letters there, he moved to
the Basel academy in 1540 and did excellent work in arts and letters.
Since he was less adept with his right hand, he always wrote with the
left, and having challenged himself in this state, he clearly matched the
dictations of the teachers and surpassed most of his comrades. In those
days he also directed his attentions to theology, and by assiduous reading,
he successfully laid the foundations of true religion. In this place we were
comrades in learning, and we never approached a jaded familiarity. Since
he did not possess the funds needed to continue his studies, after the third
year at university it fortunately happened that he secured a certain patron
born in Italy, and for some years he studied with different philosophers in
Bologna with great vigor. There also he was adept in many subjects, so that
he was justifiably reckoned among the most learned philosophers. Later he
undertook the study of medicine, and by his erudition he achieved such
success that he obtained his doctorate by universal acclamation. Then he
practiced medicine for some years, and likewise, having been instructed
in every type of learning, he returned to Germany from Italy after about
ten years.

After Thomas had returned to Germany, he attended for some time the
illustrious family of the counts of Henneberg and became well known to
the entire medical community. This was well known to the most illustrious
Prince Frederick, Elector Palatine, who especially prized [Erastus] among

suprema Doctorum insignia omnium acclamatione impetrarit. Deinde per aliquot annos
Medicinam exercuit, atque tandem, post decennium quasi, ex Italia in Germaniam, omni
genere literarum instructus rediit.

Cum in Germaniam Thomas redisset, aliquandiu illustri familiae comitum Hennen-
bergensium adfuit, & arte Medica omnibus doctis innotuit. Id cum illustrissimus prin-
ceps Fredericus Elector Palatinus cognovisset, eum Heydelbergae inter professores recep-
tum plurimum dilexit, suum Medicum constituit, atque etiam, ob raram prudentiam &
vitae integritatem, inter consiliarios adoptavit. Eam functionem Thomas suscepit, atque
Heydelbergensem Academiam plurimum decoravit. Nec tantum Philosophica & Med-
ica, verum etiam Theologica ea eruditione tractavit & explicavit, ut ad omnes quaes-
tiones enodandas esset promptissimus. Itaque cum contentio illa de Coena Domini in
Germania reviresceret, ipse sese Lutheranis opposuit, atque in verbis Domini, una cum
Zuinglio, tropum subesse significavit, quae sententia etiam Heidelbergae plurimorum
consensu invaluit. Hoc modo Thomas etiamnum in ea Academia pergit, atque de hac
quaestione libellis aliquo editis, non modo Germanis, verum etiam exteris nationibus
plurimum innotuit. Ioan[nes] Opor[inus].

The woodcut illustration which accompanies the text of a physician holding a urine
flask has been mistakenly reproduced on occasion as a picture of Erastus. The same
woodcut was also used in this work as an illustration for the physicians Achilles Pirmin
Gasser, Johann Winther von Andernach, and Giulio Alessandrini, among others. See also
the account in Adam, Vitae Germanorum Medicorum, 242-246, which is primarily based
on Oporinus.
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the faculty in Heidelberg, and appointed him his physician. Likewise,
on account of his rare prudence and moral integrity, [Frederick] made
him one of his councilors. Thomas took on these roles and especially
enhanced the Heidelberg academy. Not only has he handled and explicated
philosophy and medicine with this erudition, but also theology, in that he
was most ready in resolving all questions. Thus, since the Lord’s Supper
controversy revived in Germany, he has opposed the Lutherans, and [he
has maintained,] together with Zwingli, [that] the words of the Lord
[in the institution of the Eucharist] should be understood figuratively.
This opinion has achieved a dominant position in Heidelberg. Thomas
continues in this manner in the same academy, and since he has published
several books concerning this topic, he has become well known not only
to Germans, but also in foreign lands.

Johannes Oporinus

Since Oporinus also published a book by Erastus in the year he wrote
this biographical sketch, it would seem that Oporinus had a pecuniary
interest in Erastus’s fame. Thus, his piece perhaps falls in the same genre
as the biographical blurb that one finds on modern dust jackets. Although
itis often vague on details, the account is factually accurate at those points
where it can be compared with other sources, though one gets the sense
that he wrote it from memory rather than from extensive research.®® As
discussed above, Oporinus’s account of Erastus’s birth date may be the
most reliable estimate we possess.

Beyond his mention that Erastus already possessed a basic Latin edu-
cation when he arrived in Basel, Oporinus did not illuminate Erastus’s
early life. From the limited extant sources, we can reconstruct little more
than a plausible outline of his childhood and youth. The most basic fact
comes from his entry in the Basel University matriculation list, which
records that Erastus contributed nothing to the payment of his univer-
sity fees.®” With little beyond this fact to go on, scholars have postulated
that he came from an artisan or peasant family. Not only was he unable to
pay his matriculation fees, but he had to depend on an unnamed patron’s

% On the surface, Oporinus’s account appears to have a factual error in that he leaves
out the detail that Erastus was brought to Heidelberg during the reign of Ottheinrich.
What I take Oporinus to be saying, however, is that Frederick was already familiar with
Erastus’s reputation before he ascended to the throne in Heidelberg, and for that reason,
he especially prized Erastus among the professors already in residence at the university.
There is no surviving correspondence between Erastus and Oporinus, though they must
have exchanged some letters in the 1560s. Their relationship is discussed in greater detail
in chapter 7.

7 Wackernagel, Die Matrikel der Universitit Basel, 30: “Thomas Liiberus Badensis—
nihil”
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benevolence to finance his studies in Italy. While we can certainly rule
out a noble or even a patrician background for Erastus, it is possible that
a family that displayed such physical mobility was at least at the level
of middling peasants, although well-off peasants—like Luther’s parents,
for instance—would have been able to pay his university fees. Unlike his
Swiss associates Bullinger, Ludwig Lavater, and Johann Jakob Grynaeus,
who possessed close social connections with the bourgeois elite of their
cities, Erastus clearly was a novus homo.®® Regardless of his origin, an
apparent close identification with the interests of the ruling elite was a
mentality that he shared with his urban Swiss friends. It is nevertheless
noteworthy that he composed many of his early writings, both theologi-
cal pamphlets and a plague tract, in the vernacular for the benefit of the
“common man.

Not surprisingly, Erastus’s modest origins made an impact on his adult
psychology. He would display a simultaneous humility and arrogance
in his later years. Though from humble origins, Erastus appears to have
readily taken to the company of magnates. His decade in Italy may have
served as something of a finishing school for Erastus; years among the
bourgeoisie of Bologna proved a more than adequate preparation for
life at a rustic German court. For all his courtliness, his forthrightness
in addressing princes suggests that he never lost a peasant’s ability to
diagnose a situation in a simple manner and express his opinion in
straightforward terms. Nevertheless, having risen from a mean estate,
Erastus was not quick to question the social and intellectual norms of
the establishment.

The exception to his general embrace of conventional social thinking
may be found in Erastus’s conception of the church, and in particular,
his opinion of the role of the clergy. A measure of popular anticlerical-
ism animated Erastus’s heated opposition to the imposition of a Calvinist
consistory of elders to monitor parishioners. Erastus perceived that the
new Calvinist boss was all too similar to the old Roman boss. If the con-
sensus that he was born in Baden in Aargau is correct, one cannot over-
look the fact that he likely spent his early years in a Catholic region. This
would have provided him with significant experience with the Catholic
Church that was later augmented by his extended stay in Italy.

% See, for example, Robert Walton, “Heinrich Bullinger, Reprisentant der reichen
Bauern und seine Beziehungen zur stidischen Oligarchie,” in Reform, Reformation, Rev-
olution, ed. Siegfried Hoyer (Leipzig: Karl-Marx-Universitdt, 1980), 132-142.
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Another source that complements the Oporinus portrait is a comment
that Erastus made in a letter to Bullinger. Here Erastus recounted:

I hear that somewhere among you dwells a certain Badener, by the name
Georg Rockenmann, who once was a monk in a certain monastery in the
Black Forest that is named St. Blasien.®® He together with his brother, who
is in the monastery of Miiry”° in your vicinity, were my teachers in order
that I began to undertake the study of the Latin language.”!

This brief remark raises as many questions as it answers. It informs us of
the identity of Erastus’s early teachers and tends to confirm the suspicion
that Erastus likely spent his early days in Catholic circles. It also lends
additional evidence to the thesis that he was born in Baden (Aargau),
since Erastus mentions “a certain Badener” without having to explain
what kind of “Badener” he meant. This makes all the more sense when
we remember that Bullinger was from nearby Bremgarten himself. In
that light, this aside takes on the dimension of one Badener speaking
to another. Unfortunately, the passage does not explicitly state where he
attended Latin school, though it may have been St. Blasien or Muri, either
of which were relatively accessible to him in geographical terms. The
abbey of St. Blasien was an important lord in Grafschaft Baden, holding
judicial rights in the districts directly north of the town of Baden.”> While
this is only a thread of evidence, one could speculate that Erastus may
have lived in one of these districts associated with St. Blasien.

Education in Zurich and Basel

We are only slightly better informed regarding Erastus’s transition to
higher education. The limited clues from the surviving evidence suggest
that his first experience with higher education may well have been in

% The Benedictine abbey of St. Blasien is located a few kilometers north of Waldshut
on the Alb, in southern Baden-Wiirttemberg. The Peasants’ War began here on May 30,
1524 when St. Blasien’s subject peasants refused to fulfill their feudal obligations to the
abbey.

70 He likely means the Benedictine abbey of Muri in Southern Aargau (then the Freie-
Amter), roughly between Zurich and Lucerne.

71 Erastus to Bullinger, Heidelberg, March 11 [1565], StAZ, E II 361, fol. 48: “Audio
apud vos alicubi agere quendam Badensem, nomine Gregorium Rockenman/ qui olim
monachus fuit in coenobio quodam Silvae Henricinae (Schwartzwald) cui nomen est
Sancti Blasii. Is cum fratre, qui est in monasterio vobis vicino Miiry/ autores mihi fue-
rant, ut latinae linguae inciperem dare operam.” Benrath, “Die Korrespondenz zwischen
Bullinger und Thomas Erastus,” 88.

72 Seiler and Steigmeier, Geschichte des Aargaus, 40.
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Zurich rather than Basel, as a strict reading of Oporinus would imply.
Wesel-Roth suggested that Erastus perhaps studied in Zurich before
attending the University of Basel. Robert Walton has supported Wesel-
Roth’s theory of a sojourn in Zurich, although he has suggested that it
may well have occurred some time between 1544-1555, that is, dur-
ing the timeframe conventionally assigned to Erastus’s medical stud-
ies in Italy.”® Alternatively, Gustav Adolf Benrath, who has done the
fullest investigation of Erastus’s correspondence with Bullinger, appar-
ently assumed that their relationship began only after Erastus arrived in
Heidelberg.”* Like Wesel-Roth and Walton, I find it implausible that the
close relationships that Erastus enjoyed with so many Zurich intellectu-
als and his firm commitment to the Zurich theology did not rest on some
more extensive personal experience with the Zurich scene than the sur-
viving sources explicitly confirm.

Putting together what is concretely known about Erastus’s where-
abouts in the 1540s and 1550s with the pattern of evidence we have in
the form of Erastus’s surviving correspondence with his early intellec-
tual patrons, it appears likely that Erastus attended the Zurich Academy
(Carolinum) before moving on to the University of Basel. The Zurich
Academy, the ancestor of the modern University of Zurich, was an insti-
tute of higher learning that was something between an advanced Latin
school and a university specializing in theological education.” Leading
Zurich ministers such as Zwingli and later Bullinger and Rudolf Gwalther
gave exegetical lectures, the Prophezei, at the school. With no surviv-
ing matriculation list before 1559, any student’s attendance at the Ca-
rolinum would have to be confirmed on the basis of external evidence.”®
In Erastus’s case, his close relations with the Carolinum’s faculty appear
to connect him to the institution. The Old Testament professor Konrad
Pellikan served as Erastus’s chief backer in his early academic life, and

73 Walton, “Der Streit zwischen Thomas Erastus und Caspar Olevian,” 211; Wesel-
Roth, Thomas Erastus, 2—4.

74 Benrath, “Die Korrespondenz zwischen Bullinger und Thomas Erastus,” 89. Ben-
rath includes the rather ambigious comment, “Es wird wohl zutreffend sein, dass sich
Bullinger und der zwanzig Jahre jingere Erast erst aus der Ferne entdeckten, als es um
die Forderung der reformierten Konfession in der Pfalz ging”

75 See J. Wayne Baker, “Ziirich Academy,” in OER, 316-317. Karin Maag, Seminary
or University? The Genevan Academy and Reformed Higher Education, 1560-1620 [St.
Andrews Studies in Reformation History] (Aldershot: Scholar Press, 1995).

76 Maag, Seminary or University, 136. While Oporinus does not specifically mention
study at the Zurich Carolinum, he does confirm a certain level of academic achievement
prior to Erastus’s arrival in Basel.
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Erastus admired Pellikan as a father. It would be difficult to explain how
a young man of humble origins from Baden could have come to develop
such a close relationship with Pellikan and his family if he had not stud-
ied at the Zurich Academy. Though this is not in itself conclusive proof,
positing a time of study at the Carolinum provides the most economi-
cal explanation for the depth of Erastus’s relationships with the Zurich
community. Another factor that makes Erastus’s study at the Carolinum
appear likely is that not only did Erastus know Pellikan extremely well,
he also sent greetings in his letters to Pellikan to other members of the
Carolinum faculty, such as Bullinger and Theodor Bibliander, as early as
1546. In one letter he refers to himself as their “child and most honest dis-
ciple””” While this is not hard proof, Erastus tended to be rather reserved
and tactful in approaching the famous personages of his day, and in most
cases where he extended greetings through a third party, we know from
other sources that he knew the individual in question personally. Like-
wise, since his letters from Italy contain few personal references, it would
seem most implausible to suggest that he was not personally familiar with
four out of the five individuals whom he asked Pellikan to greet in his
name.”8 The simplest explanation for this pattern of contacts is that Eras-
tus studied at the Zurich Carolinum before moving to Basel.”

There is no question that Erastus moved to the University of Basel
in the early 1540s. Wesel-Roth has suggested that he likely entered the
pre-university Paedigogium Basel in 1540 and then stood for exams in
early 1541 for enrollment in the arts faculty of the university. Thus, in
Wesel-Roth’s reconstruction, his entry into the Basel matriculation list

77 Erastus to Pellikan, June 21 [ca. 1546], Zurich, Zentralbibliothek (Simmlersche
Sammlung), MS S 60, no. 93.

78 FErastus to Pellikan, May 17, 1546, ZBZ (Sim.) 60, no. 92. Erastus asked Pellikan on
various occasions to greet Bullinger, Bibliander, Rudolf Gwalther, Samuel Pellikan, and
Lelio Sozzini. See the Correspondence Register.

7% The alternate hypothesis of an extended Zurich sojourn after the University of Basel
or Bologna would not conform to a conventional academic trajectory and does not fit the
evidence from Erastus’s correspondence, which indicates well-developed Zurich connec-
tions prior to his move to Italy. Erastus’s extensive correspondence with Bullinger appar-
ently does not settle the issue one way or the other. That is, no explicit mention seems to be
made of Erastus’s putative study in Zurich. However, when the correspondence between
Bullinger and Erastus picked up in earnest in 1560, it appears that they already knew
each other well. The most plausible resolution to this dilemma is that Erastus did study
in Zurich, but that he was a protégé of Pellikan and not Bullinger, and thus his contacts
with Bullinger were limited prior to Pellikan’s death in 1556. Through his entire adult life
Erastus appears to have had one primary correspondent in Zurich: first Pellikan, then
Bullinger, followed briefly by Josias Simmler, and finally Rudolf Gwalther.
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probably reflected his reception of the A.B. in 1542. However, if the thesis
concerning a time of study at the Zurich Academy is correct, one does not
have to consider this preliminary study in Basel a necessity.3* Wesel-Roth
also asserted that Erastus likely received the M.A. in 1544 since he had
already moved on to Bologna by December of that year. There is no proof
that Erastus received an M. A. in Basel, however, and Oporinus’s report of
his attending philosophy lectures in Italy may suggest that he undertook
additional studies in Bologna before beginning his medical program.
Perhaps it was his patron’s willingness to pay rather than the conclusion
of his studies which led Erastus to break off his time at the University
of Basel.3! Oporinus’s biographical portrait and his later correspondence
with Oswald Myconius, Coelio Secundo Curione, Martin Borrhaus, and
the Amerbach family suggest that Erastus made a strong impression on
the university community and forged enduring connections in the city.3?

While Erastus would maintain and enhance his Basel connections
throughout his adult life, he did not frequently reminisce about his Basel
instructors. One professor he did not remember fondly was Luther’s
former collaborator, and later despised rival, Andreas Bodenstein von
Karlstadt, who taught at the university in the late 1530s until his death
in 1541 in the same plague epidemic that nearly felled Erastus.®> With
the exception of Karlstadt, Erastus would have had ample opportunity to
renew these relationships with the Basel intellectual community during
his time in Heidelberg. Given Erastus’s close relationship with Basel, it is
fitting that the city would serve as a place of refuge after his departure
from the Palatinate during the territory’s return to Lutheranism in the
late 1570s.

Whether or not one accepts the hypothesis that Erastus studied at the
Zurich Carolinum, the academic flagship of the Zwinglian Reformation,
there is no doubt that Erastus was moving within distinctly Reformed
circles by the early 1540s. Though little is known about Erastus’s earliest
religious experience, which may well have been in the Catholic tradition,

80" Although Oporinus suggested that Erastus began his studies in Basel in 1540,
Bonnard argued that this should be interpreted as an approximate rather than an exact
date. To hold to this date too strictly would seem to go against the grain of the generally
imprecise nature of Oporinus’s portrait. Bonnard, Thomas Eraste, 202.

81 Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 2—3.

82 Cf. Correspondence Register.

85 FErastus to Grynaeus, Aug. 15, (15)76, Basel UB, G 11 4, fol. 198. After briefly noting
his studies there in the early 1540s, Erastus quipped, “Carolostadii et sociorum eius novi
artem et artes. Dominus eos perdat”
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by the time he was about sixteen he was a Reformed Protestant. As we
will see below, his experience as a foreign adherent of an outlawed faith in
Italy further consolidated this identity. Since it is clear that Erastus was in
the Reformed camp by his mid teens, even if he moved from Catholicism
to Protestantism, it would not have been a full-fledged adult conversion.
Being a Reformed Protestant was an integral part of his identity, and,
unlike many of his conversion-prone friends, Erastus pursued a singular
religious vision his entire adult life.

From Oporinus we also learn the curious fact that Erastus switched
from writing with his right hand to his left hand. Erastus evidently experi-
enced lameness in his right arm, though Oporinus does not mention this
specific disability, as a result of his encounter with the Bubonic plague.
During another outbreak of the plague, which drove the Heidelberg court
to Mosbach in the winter of 1564, Erastus reflected in a letter to his
countryman Gessner that his experience with the plague had begun as
a patient, rather than as a physician, while a student in Basel in 1542.%* In
a postscript from a letter to Pellikan from early 1551, Erastus apologized
for any mistakes in his letter, saying that he had written hurriedly and
with his left hand.®

Erastus’s early experience as a patient must have played some role in
forming a successful bedside manner, which is evidenced in his lucra-
tive practice in attending princes. Perhaps this bout with debilitating dis-
ease influenced our young Liiber, who possessed an obvious flair for the-
ological disputation, to pursue a career in medicine. Not unlike today,
the financial benefits of a medical career compared to that of a pastor or
arts professor would have provided ample inducement. Once Erastus set
his sights on a more ambitious academic career with a probable turn to
medicine, the natural path was across the Alps into Italy.

84 Thomas Erastus, Varia Opuscula Medica, ed., Giacomo Castelvetro (Frankfurt:
J. Wechel, 1590), 88: “Sum in praesentia magis dubius, quam unquam fuerim. In causa est,
quod nullam unquam pestem aliam vidi, Medicus. Nam cum anno 1542[,] si non fallit
memoria, Basileae me corripuisset, parum mihi tunc ista curae erant, ut qui animum ad
haec studia nondum appulissem, imo ne cogitarem quidem hisce operam navare. Proinde
quae ante annum me putabam scire, hoc anno me ignorare libenter fateor”

85 Frastus to Pellikan, [early year, 1551], Zurich, Zentralbibliothek (Simmlersche
Sammlung), MS S 75, no. 4. This fact perhaps also offers backhanded support for our
thesis that Erastus studied at the Zurich Academy before 1541; if his lameness postdated
his time in Zurich, this might explain why he felt obligated to explain to Pellikan that he
was now writing with his left hand.
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Erastus in Italy

Erastus lived in Italy from 1544 to 1555. Moving to Bologna was the
final step in the upward trajectory of his education. Not only was he
climbing the academic ladder in terms of acquiring degrees (though we
know little about the details of these as well), he was clearly ascending
in terms of the prestige of the institutions he attended. If Erastus first
studied at the Zurich Academy, it would have been natural for a stu-
dent like him to progress to the more prestigious University of Basel. In
fact, Karin Maag has suggested that the Carolinum served as a “spring-
board for the most talented to study elsewhere”®® While Basel was the
most distinguished institution in Switzerland—it was the only univer-
sity there—it did not rank among the top universities of Europe, such as
Paris, Oxford, and Cambridge.?” As for medical schools, Bologna, Padua
and Montpellier occupied the upper echelon in terms of contemporary
appeal, though modern scholars have recognized Padua as the leading
medical innovator, especially regarding the advances in anatomy associ-
ated with Andreas Vesalius.®® In heading south, Erastus turned toward
the epicenter of the humanistic study of philosophy and medicine and
took the most dramatic step yet in transcending the humble status of his
birth.

Erastus’s time in Italy was a critical period for his professional and
personal development. He enjoyed good relations with the Italians, even
bringing an Italian bride back home. However, no in-depth study of
Erastus’s Italian connections exists, although many continued to flourish
after he returned to northern Europe. The first firm sources for Erastus’s
life are the letters composed during his time as a student in Italy. These
reveal little about his specific comings and goings, though we learn a
good deal about his Protestant sensibilities and some fascinating morsels
concerning his intellectual milieu. While we know conclusively that

86 Maag, Seminary or University, 139.

87 This was certainly the case at mid-century and was arguably the case even after
the rise of the Geneva Academy, which has received more scholarly attention. For the
University of Basel in the sixteenth century, see Thommen, Geschichte der Universitt
Basel 1532-1632. For a comparison of the various Reformed institutions, see Maag,
Seminary or University, passim.

8 Regarding medical schools in general, see Lawrence Conrad et al., The Western
Medical Tradition 800 Bc to AD 1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995). For the special
case of Padua, see Jerome J. Bylebyl, “The School of Padua: Humanistic Medicine in
the Sixteenth Century;” in Health, Medicine and Mortality in the Sixteenth Century, ed.
Charles Webster (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1979), 335-370.
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Erastus studied in Bologna, it has also been alleged that he studied in
Padua.® It would not have been unusual for a student to pick up and
attend lectures at another institution for a semester, but there is no
firm evidence that connects Erastus to Padua. While the majority of
letters that he wrote during this time explicitly give Bologna as his place
of residence from 1544 to 1552, no letter is recorded as having been
composed in Padua. If Erastus had studied in Padua for an extended
period of time (e.g., six years as Bonnard suggested, which seems entirely
out of the question), his later works would likely have paid some homage
to the masters who taught in Padua, such as Giambattista de Monte
(1498-1561). This point cannot be pushed too far, since Erastus seldom
referred to his Bolognese professors in his works. Nevertheless, there is
sufficient evidence beyond the surviving letters written from Bologna to
prove that he studied there. Likewise, if he did study in Padua, no one
has yet tracked any personal relationships which he continued to foster
later in life.”® Much as his strong connections to Zurich make study at the
Carolinum probable, the dearth of later references to Padua make it seem
unlikely that he studied there for an extended period of time, though the
possibility of a brief sojourn in Padua cannot be ruled out.

Erastus’s Protestant convictions were clearly visible in his Italian corre-
spondence. His first surviving letter recounted a lively exchange between
an Italian youth and a Catholic friar in Imola, which landed the youth
in the hands of the Inquisition. The youth had attacked the friar’s asser-
tion that entrance into the kingdom of heaven depended on human
merit.”! Though the youth’s audacity impressed Erastus, one does not
get the impression that Erastus desired to enter the fray. He apparently
attended church services with some frequency and was even impressed

8 E.g., Bonnard suggested, but offered no proof, that Erastus studied for six years
in Padua. Wesel-Roth was much more cautious and noted that the connection linking
Erastus to Padua stemmed from a comment from Johannes Wolf which could just as easily
be in error. It is noteworthy, but not conclusive, that neither Oporinus nor Melchior Adam
mentioned Padua in their early biographies. However, around the publication of Zedler in
the early 1700s, the Padua sojourn appeared in many accounts. Zedler, Universal-Lexicon,
col. 1471; Bonnard, Thomas Eraste, 16; Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 3.

%0 The best example of this is, of course, his wife, Isotta d¢’ Canonici, from Bologna,
though Erastus also kept up with Camillius Franchinus. The extent to which his later
interactions with the physicians Girolamo Mercuriale, Conte da Monte, Girolamo Capo-
divacca, and Archangeli Mercenari might have been connected to his time as a student
in Italy has not been engaged in prior scholarship.

91 Erastus to Myconius, Bologna/Imola, Dec. 31, 1544, Zurich, Zentralbibliothek
(Simmlersche Sammlung), MS S 56, fols. 166"™-166".
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by an Augustinian friar’s espousal of the absolute dependence on Christ’s
grace for salvation.” Erastus’s other letters from Italy are peppered with
jabs at the Catholic authorities. He referred to the Dominicans as “Dae-
monicanes” and cardinals as “Carnales.” Erastus reveled in recounting the
sordid details of Julius IIT’s pontificate, including the well known story of
his special affection for the youth Innocenzo, whom Julius made a car-
dinal.®® As Julius had been the cardinal legate of Bologna, Erastus was
well placed to pick up inside information on his court and the machina-
tions surrounding the second session of the Council of Trent. Although
Erastus’s reports betray a clear Protestant slant, they relayed gossip that
would have been equally entertaining or scandalous to a Catholic audi-
ence.

The most interesting letter from Italy concerns Erastuss attempt to
act as an intermediary between Olaus Magnus (1490-1557) and Kon-
rad Gessner, two of sixteenth-century Europe’s great naturalists. Olaus
Magnus, a Swedish cleric by profession, a geographer and ethnographer
by avocation, was living in exile in Italy due to his loyalty to the Roman
Catholic Church. Both he and his brother Johannes Magnus had been
favored by Rome, and Olaus became titular archbishop of Uppsala and
primate of Sweden in 1544—a rather hollow honor as the state-sponsored
Lutheran Reformation was taking hold in Sweden. Olaus Magnus is pri-
marily famous for his pioneering work in Scandinavian geography and
ethnography including its depictions of sea monsters and naive illustra-
tions of Lapps on skis.”* As it was known in Bologna that Gessner was
preparing his landmark work in zoology, the Historiae Animalium, evi-
dently Olaus Magnus approached Erastus with the offer of additional
information regarding the species of Scandinavia that he wanted to con-
tribute to Gessner’s work. Erastus noted that Olaus had traveled all over
“the island of Scandinavia, which contains Sweden, Gothia, and Norway
and other realms” and from his own experience and from others had
learned of species unknown to the ancients.”> Erastus complained that

92 Erastus to Pellikan, May 17, 1546, ZBZ (Sim.) S 60, no. 92.

9 Later Cardinal Innocenzo Ciocchi Del Monte (1532-1577).

%4 Sten Lindroth, “Olaus Magnus,” in DSB, ed. Charles Coulston Gillispie (New York:
Scribner, [1970-1980]), 9:197.

% FErastus to Pellikan, July 9, 1549, ZBZ (Sim.) S 70, no. 168: “Olaus ille Gothus est
et totum scandianam insulam, quae Gothiam, Suediam et Norvegiam eum aliis regnis
continet, peragravit, plurima vidit ipse ab aliis plurima accepit, de quibus tamen nemo
facilius judicaverit, qualia sint, quam is qui et natus in illi locis est et educatus. Pollicitus
est mihi, se multa nomina duium et species nosse querum ex antiquis nemo unquam
mentionem fecerit.”
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he had twice written at great length concerning Olaus’s offer to Gessner,
but to this point he had received no response. This silence had caused
Erastus no end of consternation and embarrassment, and he hoped that
Pellikan would rectify the situation with Gessner. Apparently the media-
tion worked, and Gessner included information from Olaus in his mon-
umental work.”® Erastus likewise continued to pass along information
to Gessner concerning the natural world from various contacts, and
Gessner would acknowledge him as a source for his Historiae Animal-
ium.”’

This same letter to Pellikan contains another fascinating piece of infor-
mation which would have been of great interest to Erastus’s later enemies
in the Heidelberg controversy over church discipline. At the bottom of
the letter, Erastus asked Pellikan to pass his greetings to Lelio Sozzini, the
Italian biblical scholar generally regarded as one of the fathers of Unitar-
ianism. At this point in his life, Sozzini was simply a precocious foreign
student with a magnetic personality who had befriended Melanchthon,
Calvin, and Bullinger on his long student tour of Protestant Europe.
Although his orthodoxy was already in question, he did not publicly
espouse heretical views and his personal confession remained sufficiently
orthodox to satisfy Bullinger of the rectitude of his faith. It is difficult to
know what to make of Erastus’s greeting, as we do not know when Eras-
tus came into personal contact with Sozzini. When this letter was written,
Sozzini had already been in Northern Europe for a couple of years, as he
had left Italy in 1547. His early period in Zurich seems to have begun in
late 1548, when he lodged and studied with Pellikan, but by the summer
of 1549, he was back on the road. Sozzini would not return to Italy or
visit Bologna, where his father had recently joined the law faculty, until
the spring of 1552. He only resettled in Zurich after his trip to Italy in
late 1552.”® Putting their respective chronologies together, it would seem

% See Brian W. Ogilvie, The Science of Describing: Natural History in Renaissance
Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 332-343.

7 E.g., the “Catalogus” of contributors to the Historiae animalium liber III qui est de
Avium natura (Zurich: Christoph Froschauer, 1555) lists Erastus along with Girolamo
Zanchi, Ulysse Aldrovandi, and others. Gessner also quotes Erastus in Historiae animal-
ium liber IIIT qui est de Piscium et Aquatilium animantium natura (Zurich: Christoph
Froschauer, 1558), 533. A surviving letter from 1557 has Erastus attempting to bring
Gessner into contact with Dr. Johannes Pontanus, a physician working in Gotha, who
possessed pictures of fish from the Baltic. Erastus to Gessner, April 11 (1557), StAZ, E1I
361, fol. 56.

% Earl Morse Wilbur, A History of Unitarianism: Socinianism and its Antecedents
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1947), 239-245; George Huntston Williams, The Radical
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most likely that Erastus came to know Sozzini in Bologna prior to the
Italian’s study tour of Northern Europe. While it is possible that Eras-
tus’s friendship with Sozzini may have commenced only after his move
to Switzerland, it is more likely that Sozzini came into contact with Pel-
likan through Erastus’s mediation. That these two might have become
fast friends is wholly in keeping with Erastus’s future pattern of close
association with individuals of questionable orthodoxy. Erastus mentions
Sozzini three times in his Italian letters and appeared to be well informed
of his travel plans.”” While the evidence does not demonstrate that Eras-
tus and Sozzini were especially close, the combination of this with Eras-
tus’s likely association with Ulisse Aldrovandi, suggests that Erastus was
in contact with the Bolognese circle of religious radicals that had been
influenced by Zwinglian theology.!®® These greetings and Erastus’s later
interaction with Italian intellectuals call for a more in-depth study of his
Italian connections, particularly of his contacts with Italian religious dis-
senters.

The Italian letters also reveal a young man who had very much taken
the path of the humanists, best exemplified by his decision to change his
name from Liiber to “Erastus.” For a man who had studied in Renaissance
Basel, this was hardly a novel step. In the wake of Erasmus, Geisshiisler
had become “Myconius,” Huszgen “Oecolampadius,” Herbster “Opori-
nus,” and Theophrastus von Hohenheim (as if that name were not pre-
tentious enough) had taken to styling himself “Paracelsus.” As with his
decision to take the road to Italy, Erastus laid claim to a place in the
world of letters with this bit of self-fashioning. Thomas Liiber was appar-
ently a poor rustic who could not manage his own matriculation fees;
Thomas Erastus would become a humanist scholar, philosopher, lay-
theologian, professor, councilor of princes, sought-after physician, and
academic patron.

Reformation [SCE&S 15] 3rd ed. (Kirksville, Mo., 1992), 880-882, 965-972. On Lelio
Sozzini’s crucial role in the radical movement, see Antonio Rotondo, Calvin and the
Italian Anti-Trinitarians [Reformation Essays & Studies 2], trans. John and Anne Tedeschi
(St. Louis: Foundation for Reformation Research, 1968), 7 ff.

9 This awareness is quite clear in two letters from 1552 just as Sozzini was stopping
in Zurich before his trip back to Italy. Erastus to Konrad Pellikan, May 4, 1552, Zurich,
Zentralbibliothek (Thesaurus Hottingerianus), MS F 47, fol. 224; Erastus to Pellikan, June
12, 1552, ZBZ (Hot.) F 47, fol. 232.

100 T aelius Socinus, Opere [Studi e testi per la storia religiosa del Cinquecento 1], ed.
Antonio Rotondo (Florence: L.S. Olschki, 1986), 35-36.
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In changing his name, young Thomas began the process of forging
a new destiny. In a letter from June 1552, Erastus informed Pellikan of
his intention to defend his doctoral theses in two months. In January he
hoped to visit the “vestiges of the antiquities” in Rome. The Roman trip
was not intended as merely a tourist holiday. His chief purpose was to
augment his collection of herbs and medicinal plants before returning
north of the Alps. He conceded the possibility that if a suitable position
could not be arranged, he would perhaps remain in Italy.!%! The letter
proved prophetic, as Erastus remained in Italy for at least another three
years.

The additional time in Italy was hardly barren; this experience pre-
pared him to become an immediate success as a physician when he
returned north.!%? The surviving evidence suggests he remained in Bolo-
gna from 1552 to 1555. He assembled a manuscript for one of his first
books while in Bologna, titled A Most Brief ¢ Easy Method for Form-
ing Syllogisms, Not Teaching the Usage from the Art, but Rather, the Art
from the Usage, though the book would not be printed until 1565.!% This
short work (the actual text was less than seventy pages) revealed both
Erastus’s logical acumen and his commitment to the Aristotelian philos-
ophy, which would be expressed again in his anti-Paracelsian works. In
addition to this philosophical text, a manuscript by Erastus “On the Rudi-
ments of the Greek Language,” preserved in the papers of Aldrovandi,
suggests that he may well have devoted much of his Italian period to
humanistic studies.!? He had also studied with the prominent botanist
Luca Ghini.'® His most auspicious undertaking in Italy was to marry
Isotta de’ Canonici, a woman of bourgeois or perhaps patrician back-
ground from Bologna. She quite possibly brought a handsome dowry to

101 Erastus to Pellikan, June 12, 1552, ZBZ (Hot.) F 47, fol. 232: “Circiter Tanuarium
proficiscar Romam, visurus antiquitatum vestigia quae extant hodie, et plantas aliquas,
quales nullo alio in loco reperiri affirmant, qui simplicium hoc est herbarum et aliorum
huiusmodi rerum medicorum cognitionem profitentur ut docent. Inde revertar ad vos,
si mihi locum aliquem honestam vel apud vos vel alios esse poterit. Nisi hoc intelligam
fortasse Italiam non reliquam tam in cito.”

102 Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 4.

15 Thomas Erastus, Ratio Formandorum Syllogismorum brevissima & facilima (Basel:
Johannes Oporinus, 1565). Contra Wesel-Roth, the introduction to the 1565 edition
of the text suggests that he was in Bologna until 1555 rather than 1553. Erastus, Ratio
Formandorum Syllogismorum, 4; Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 24.

104 “Graecae linguae rudimenta authore Thoma Erasto” (58 folios), Bologna, Biblioteca
Universitaria di Bologna, MS 1072 (lat. 579), vol. 2, Fasc. 15. I thank Prof. Dr. Joachim
Telle for bringing this manuscript to my attention.

105 Mentioned in Erastus, Varia Opuscula Medica, 93, 100.
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the marriage, though in the end the marriage was probably more of a
financial burden than a boon for Erastus, since Isotta’s mother and young
sister Lavinia would eventually join the couple in Heidelberg. Although
the couple remained childless, Erastus provided for Isottas sister as if
she were their own child, and Lavinia’s marriage to Johann Jakob Gry-
naeus would eventually supply the vital social bond that secured Erastus
an intellectual heir. At any rate, if he took on financial burdens, the mar-
riage no doubt brought Erastus additional social prestige.

Henneberg and the Controversy over Astrology

Erastus’s first professional position north of the Alps was in the service of
the counts of Henneberg from ca. 1555 to 1557. Upon Erastus’s arrival,
Henneberg was a county in Thuringia ruled by the last count of Hen-
neberg, Georg Ernst (1511-1583) on behalf of his father Count Wil-
helm. Though the ruler of a minor territory, Georg Ernst was officially
a “prince” of the empire and was well connected with the leading Protes-
tant nobility of Germany. He had honed his social graces and diplomatic
talents at the court of Landgrave Philip the Magnanimous of Hesse and
had later joined the imperial forces in the war against the Turks. Georg
Ernst did not merely rub shoulders with the great; he actually saved the
life of Duke Moritz of Saxony in combat. In his concern for his subjects’
religiosity and his desire for Protestant unity, Georg Ernst was more a
follower of Philip than the crafty Moritz.!% It is noteworthy that a pious
Zwinglian like Erastus would be well appreciated in the court of a zealous,
reform-minded prince in the mold of Philip of Hesse.

How Erastus came into contact with the counts of Henneberg remains
unclear, though it is possible that the Henneberg native Ortholph Ma-
roldt, who studied medicine in Bologna from 1552 to 1556 and later
became the counts’ personal physician himself, was the person who
brought Erastus to the attention of Georg Ernst.!”” While many sources
illuminate Erastus’s departure from the Henneberg court and continued
relations with the noble family, very little information exists concerning
his activities while in residence in Henneberg from 1556 to 1558.

An interesting question is the degree to which Erastus remained in
the closet concerning his Zwinglian opinions while in Henneberg. After

106 ADB, 8:671-673.
07 Hedwig Pfister, Bad Kissingen vor vierhundert Jahren [Mainfrankische Hefte 19]
(Wiirzburg, 1954), 18.
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his activity on behalf of the Reformed cause in the early 1560s, Eras-
tus would become notorious in south German princely circles for his
Zwinglian beliefs. During the church discipline controversy, when Eras-
tus contemplated seeking sanctuary in Henneberg, the prince’s Lutheran
theologians protested against allowing such an infamous Zwinglian to
settle in their midst. Considering how loath Georg Ernst was for Eras-
tus to leave his service in 1557-1558, one suspects that Erastus kept a
low profile in Henneberg and practiced making the Reformed perspec-
tive sound fully evangelical to his Lutheran hosts.

Just as living as a Protestant in Italy formed Erastus’s self-conception,
being a well-liked if somewhat clandestine Zwinglian at a Lutheran court
gave him opportunity to develop his gifts of tact and persuasion. His time
in Henneberg was a crucial preparation for the role he would later play
in the Heidelberg Reformation. Even after his opposition to the Gnesio-
Lutheran interpretation of the Eucharist became a public issue, Erastus’s
professional relationship with the counts of Henneberg never seemed to
have suffered. Later while in Heidelberg, Erastus sent Georg Ernst a copy
of one of his works detailing the Reformed interpretation of the Lord’s
Supper and pleaded with him to ponder whether interpretations therein
were merely Erastus’s or truly the mind of Christ.!% Georg Ernst devel-
oped a great attachment to Erastus and nearly every year implored him
to accompany him on his cure at various spas in southeastern and cen-
tral Germany. Clearly Georg Ernst prized Erastus’s medical opinions, but
one gets the sense that Georg Ernst’s interest in Erastus’s companionship
went beyond his medical position. For example, on one occasion Georg
Ernst invited Erastus’s wife to join them on the cure. On the basis of both
his medical advice and his agreeable personality, Erastus won a patron
and friend for life in Georg Ernst.

108 Erastus to Georg Ernst, Heidelberg, April 28, n.y. [ca. 1562], Meiningen, Gemein-
schaftliches Hennebergisches Archiv (GHA) in the Thiiringishes Staatsarchiv Meinin-
gen, MS Sekt. I, 5810: “Weiter gnediger f. und herr/ hab ich e.f.g. ein schriftt hinder mir
gelassen sambt einem biichlin, bitt underthenig/ wie ich zuvor gebetten sie wollens mit
fleif} lesen/ und bedencken ob es meine wort oder Christi und des heiligen geists seien
oder nit. Und da sie [f]iinden das es der heiligen géttlichen schriftt/ iha den Worten
Christi selbst ungleich were/ sollen sies nit glauben darumb ichs gesagt hab/ auch darumb
nit verachten das es andre hohere leut nit gesehen. Den der herr seine gaben austeilt seins
gefallens/ damit sich nihemands fiir vol komen selbst ansehen oder von anderen ange-
sehen wenden moge. Es werden e.f.g. zum wenigsten mehr von diser sachen verstehen
lehrnen/ den vil ander/ das auch wo von néten helffen besser fordern/ das sie fiir recht
und Christlich werden erkennen”
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Erastus published the first work of his academic career during his
stay in Henneberg, and unwittingly also stirred up a minor intellectual
controversy.!” Upon his return to the German lands from Italy, Eras-
tus had been shocked by the popularity of astrology. As an antidote to
this, Erastus decided to translate a treatise by Giovanni Savonarola which
assailed the validity of the sidereal prognostications. The work was a
rather curious hybrid publication entitled Astrology Confuted (Astrologia
Confutata): A True, Well-Founded, Irrefutable Refutation of False Astrol-
ogy or Idolatrous Soothsaying from the Course of the Heavens and the
Stars, Newly Translated into German from foreign and Latin tongues to
Steer Towards the Truth and To Serve as Warning to the Common Man.'1°
The centerpiece of the work was a rather free and at times enhanced
translation by Erastus of a treatise by Savonarola which was in turn
dependent on the prior work of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola. The
bulk of Erastuss publication, however, was not the translated piece of
Savonarola, but his own lengthy “Summa of a Disputation in which it
is proven in three ways that it is impossible for the Astrologers to pro-
claim out of the alignment of birth any future fortune or misfortune
(etc.) for the one who has been born”!!! Finally the book concluded
with a brief essay, apparently also by Erastus, on “The Origin of Astrol-
ogy, which outlined the historical antecedents of astrology in the ancient
world.!?

This was a rather humble debut in the world of letters, though the
Thuringian Wald was hardly the center of the publishing trade. The
reception of Erastus’s publication would prove that confidence in the
utility of astrological prognostications was not merely the provenance
of unlettered common folk in Germany. Melanchthon learned of Eras-
tus’s attack on astrology and was appalled by it. Melanchthon was easily
the most prominent imperial Protestant intellectual, leading a humanist-

109 ‘What follows is a condensed version of “German Protestantism and Astrology: The
Debate between Thomas Erastus and the Melanchthon Circle,” in Religion und Naturwis-
senschaften im 16. und 17. Jahrhundert, Schriften des Vereins fiir Reformationsgeschichte,
no. 210, ed. Kaspar von Greyerz, Thomas Kaufmann, Kim Siebenhiiner, and Roberto
Zaugg, 86-101 (Giitersloh: Giitersloher Verlagshaus, 2010).

119 Thomas Erastus, Astrologia Confutata. Ein wahrhafte Gegriindte Unwidersprechliche
Confutation/ der falschen Astrologei oder abgottischen warsagung aus des himels und
der gestirnen lauff/ der warheit zu steuer/ unnd dem gemeinen man zur warnung/ aus
welsher und Lateinischer sprach/ wie volgend zu sehen/ von neuem ins deutsch gebracht
(Schleusingen: Hermann Hamsing, 1557).

" Astrologia Confutata, fols. Gvi'-Ovii".

112 Astrologia Confutata, fols. Oviii*~Pv".
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inspired reform moment within the imperial educational institutions
that led him to be dubbed the Praeceptor Germaniae. While investiga-
tions into the natural world largely followed a humanist Aristotelian
approach in Melanchthon’s Wittenberg, like other Aristotelians Melanch-
thon placed great value in astrology as a form of natural prophetic
knowledge, and the subject was prominently represented in the cur-
riculum.!* Although the chronology of the controversy is not clear, it
appears Melanchthon encouraged one of his acolytes, Christoph Stath-
mion (1509-1585), the city physician of Coburg, to undertake a refu-
tation of Erastus.!'* Stathmion accepted the task and answered Eras-
tus’s Astrologia Confutata with his own Astrologia Asserta.''> Stathmion
rejected Erastus’s out-of-hand repudiation of astrology, and argued that
there was a proper distinction between authentic natural astrology and
illicit divination. Reflecting the general consensus of the Wittenberg
school, Stathmion approved of astrology as a science founded on experi-
ence and suggested that it was an indispensable tool for medical practi-
tioners.

113 Sachiko Kusukawa, “Melanchthon and Astrology for Lutheran Medics,” in Medicine
and the Reformation, ed. Ole Peter Grell and Andrew Cunningham (London: Routledge,
1993), 33-55, especially, 34. For Melanchthon’s larger scientific project, see Sachiko
Kusukawa, The Transformation of Natural Philosophy: The Case of Philip Melanchthon
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995).

114 CR 7:794 (no. 4904): “Hodie literas accepti ab eo, qui docet initia mathematum in
Academia Marpurgensi, in quibus scribitur Principem Hessorum Guihelmum praeclare
eruditum esse in doctrina Astronomica, ac arte Planetarum motus computare. Dignior
hiclaude est, quam Medicus aulae Hennebergicae [i.e., Thomas Erastus], qui astris bellum
infert magnis clamoribus. Ego judicio adolescentiam ad optimas artes divinitus mon-
stratas summa cura invitandam eas, ex quibus doctrina motuum extructa est, necesse
est. Et haec ipsa est per sese pavtxr, quia testimonium est de Deo, et de providen-
tia. Quaeso ut nobis aliquid de tuo vicino scribas. Bene vale. Calend Junii” The letter
is grouped with Melanchthon’s letters from 1551 in the CR, though the editors acknowl-
edged that the date of the year was uncertain. Melanchthon’s letter is dated June 1, and
the preface of Erastus’s Astrologia Confuta was dated May 5, 1557. Melanchthon’s let-
ter is thus probably from 1557 or 1558. See also Klaus Matthédus, “Zur Geschichte des
Niirnberger Kalendarwesens: Die Entwicklung der Niirnberg gedruckten Jahreskalendar
in Buchform,” Archiv der Geschichte des Buchwesens 9 (1969): cols. 965-1396; especially
cols. 1080-1086; Melanchthons Briefwechsel: Kritische und kommentierte Gesamtausgabe,
ed Heinz Scheible (Stuttgart: Frommann-Holzboog, 1977-) 7:318.

115 Christoph Stathmion, Astrologia Asserta. Oder ein kurtze unnd griindliche ver-
legung/ der langen unnd ungegriindten schrifft D. Thome Erasti/ Darinne er sich unter-
stehet/ die Kunst/ so auf$ der Sternen lauff natiirlich urteylet/ zu vernichten (Nuremberg:
Valentin Neuber, 1558).
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The conflict did not end with Stathmion’s Astrologia Asserta. The par-
ties pursued the controversy through an epistolary exchange ca. 1558-
1560. Erastus was prompted to publish additional works on the ques-
tion to defend himself, since Stathmion had passed their correspon-
dence along to Wittenberg.!'® Sometime around 1558, about the time
Erastus moved to Heidelberg, he wrote a larger defense of Savonarola’s
work on astrology in German. By 1568, he had translated this work into
Latin and was seeking a publisher. It is well worth noting that Erastus’s
views on astrology found a more receptive audience in Geneva than in
Wittenberg. Theodore Beza, Calvins successor in Geneva and Erastus’s
sometime friend, ushered the Latin translation through press on Eras-
tus’s behalf in 1569, during the very period in which Beza and Erastus
were in the midst of a bitter row over church discipline.!!” In the later
treatise Erastus refined his arguments and focused on the philosophical
basis of astrology, arguing that it was inconsistent to suggest that a contin-
gent effect could be produced by a necessary cause, which had been more
or less the position of the moderate advocates of astrology who wished
to avoid the charge of determinism. The final salvo of the controversy
would not be launched until 1580, when Johann Jakob Grynaeus edited
and published Erastus’s letters on astrology to Stathmion and others.!'®
Whereas their early vernacular tracts had been more or less centered on
whether astrology could be reconciled with Christianity, this correspon-
dence dealt with more recondite issues such as whether Galen’s corpus
supported the medical use of astrology.!?®

116 Matthdus, “Zur Geschichte des Niirnberger Kalendarwesens,” col. 1082.

17 Contemporary letters document Beza’s role in the publication of the work. See
chapter 6 below. Thomas Erastus, Defensio libelli Hieronymi Savonarolae de astrologia
divinatrice, adversus Christophorum Stathmionem, Medicum Coburgensem ([Geneva]:
J. Le Preux & J. Petit, 1569). This work is briefly discussed in Don Cameron Allen,
The Star-Crossed Renaissance: The Quarrel about Astrology and Its Influence in England
(Reprint, London: Cass and Company, 1966), 82-83; Thorndike, History of Magic and
Experimental Science, 5:653-655. See also Beza’s response to Erastus’s query regarding
astrology. Theodore Beza to Erastus, Geneva, [1568], CB, 9:208-214.

118 Thomas Erastus, De astrologia divinatrice epistolae D. Thomae Erasti, iam olim ab
eodem ad diversos scriptae, & in duos libros digestae, ac nunc demum in gratiam veritatis
studiosorum in lucem aeditiae, opera et studio Ioannis Jacobi Grynaei (Basel: Pietro Perna,
1580).

119 Andrew Wear treats the specific problem of the relationship of medicine and
astrology in Galen as well as Erastus’s reaction to this (p. 249) in his article “Galen in the
Renaissance,” in Galen: Problems and Prospects, ed. Vivian Nutton (London: Wellcome
Institute, 1981), 229-262.



PROLOGUE 47

This discussion of astrology, though a cursory overview, displays
themes that played prominent roles in Erastus’s later work. Particu-
larly noteworthy was his at first almost unconscious assumption that
belief in astrology was necessarily an offense to divine honor. In his bat-
tle with Stathmion, Erastus was forced to defend and further explicate
his views against a member of Melanchthon’s circle who had possessed
Melanchthon’s explicit support. When one takes into account Beza’s later
role in assisting Erastus, the debate takes on the look of an intramural
Protestant dispute on a question of natural philosophy with the tradi-
tions of Zurich (with Erastus as their proxy) and Geneva lining up against
Wittenberg. Though this split between the Lutherans and the Reformed
on the issue of astrology was not absolute, each group’s basic theolog-
ical assumptions conditioned its potential receptivity toward embrac-
ing astrology as a legitimate branch of natural philosophy. The heart of
the early Lutheran message was simply justification by faith and free-
dom from the heavy burdens of the merit-based conception of righteous-
ness of the late medieval church. Although the Reformed also embraced
Luther’s fundamental insight, from early on the restoration of proper
worship of God, with its concomitant declaration of war against any idol-
atrous practice, became the center of Reformed Protestantism.!?°

We will have further opportunity below to discuss Melanchthon’s
influence on the natural philosophy of German Protestant universities.
It is ironic that perhaps the only time that Erastus was able to draw the
attention of the Praeceptor Germaniae was on the issue on which they
disagreed so strongly. Otherwise, Erastus had much in common with
Melanchthon. They shared a deep appreciation for Aristotelian natural
philosophy. Their interpretations of the Lord’s Supper were converging.
Likewise, Erastus later befriended many of Melanchthon’s favorite disci-
ples, including Zacharias Ursinus, Johannes Crato von Krafftheim, and
Albert Hardenberg. The irony becomes more profound when seen in
light of the future Philippist-Reformed cooperation in Heidelberg and
Erastus’s attempt to employ Melanchthon’s reputation on behalf of the
Heidelberg Reformation.

Although the motivating force of Erastus’s attack on astrology was
primarily theological, it was more than that. His theological predispo-
sition supplied the lenses through which he perceived that astrological

120 Here I follow the insights of Steven Ozment, The Reformation in the Cities (New
Haven: Yale UP, 1975) and Carlos Eire, War Against the Idols: The Reformation of Worship
from Erasmus to Calvin (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1986).
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influences had no basis in experience. Even though Stathmion argued
more vociferously from the basis of experience, in the end he did not
really have experience in his corner. In the case of astrology, Erastus’s
Reformed Weltanschauung was an active agent of disenchantment. There
were no intermediary forces influencing the world, only a providential
God who had not been inclined to directly intervene in the natural world
since the apostolic era.!?! Erastus’s war against any perceived supersti-
tious or magical practice, including many of the occult virtues advocated
by the Neoplatonists, would continue as perhaps the most pervasive fea-
ture of his career.

121 This would clearly be the case in Erastus’s conception of miracles, which he later
explicated in Disputationum de medicina nova de Philippi Paracelsi Pars Prima (Basel:
Pietro Perna, [1571]).
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CHAPTER TWO

EARLY BATTLES:
REFORMED PROTESTANTISM’S ARRIVAL
IN THE PALATINATE

“I was first with Boquin in the change
of religion here”

Erastus to Johann Jakob Grynaeus,
November 24, 1577

With increased attention now given to the confessionalization of the sec-
ond half of the sixteenth century and especially the “Second Reforma-
tion,” a study investigating the critical turn of Palatine history requires
little justification. The Palatinate was the archetype for imperial territo-
ries adopting a Reformed confession and played a fateful role that finally
ran its course in the tragedy of the Thirty Years War.! Thus any treat-
ment of imperial politics or the nature of the Second Reformation must
take the very important case of Heidelberg into account. Given the Palati-
nate’s importance, the nature of its conversion to a Reformed confession
remains a vital question. Political histories have generally focused on
the personal religious decision of the monarch, Frederick III, the Pious
(1559-1576). While the pioneering research in this field was done by
August Kluckhohn more than a hundred years ago, in recent decades the
late Volker Press enriched this discussion through his studies of the Pala-
tine court and the influence of councilors like the Counts of Erbach. Press
argued that the groundwork for the Reformation under Frederick III
had been laid by native, Upper German Protestantism® and stressed

! HenryJ. Cohn, “Territorial Princes in Germany’s Second Reformation, 1559-1622,
135-166; Meinrad Schaab, ed. Territorialstaat und Calvinismus (Stuttgart: W. Kolham-
mer, 1993); Johannes Merz, “Calvinismus im Territorialstaat? Zur Begriffs- und Tradi-
tionsbildung in der deutschen Historiographie,” Zeitschrift fiir Bayerische Landesgeschich-
te 57 (1994): 45-68. See also Claus Peter Clasen, The Palatinate in European History 1559
1618 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1963).

2 The expression “Upper German Protestantism” connotes the distinct Reformation
tradition that emerged in cities such as Strasbourg and Augsburg—often at some vari-
ance to Luther’s own teaching (especially regarding the Lord’s Supper). Representatives
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continuity of the so-called “Calvinist” Reformation under Frederick III
with the earlier reforms of Frederick II and Ottheinrich.?

Alternatively, theological studies have obsessively and sometimes rath-
er ahistorically focused on the authorship and theological bent of the
Heidelberg Catechism. Although a new consensus is emerging regard-
ing the question of the authorship of the Catechism, the document itself
can still bear divergent interpretations as to its theological character.*
The debate has largely centered on whether the Heidelberg Catechism is
generally Melanchthonian or Calvinist in character. While not quarrel-
ing with the aforementioned approaches, this chapter seeks to contribute
to the understanding of the nature of the Heidelberg Reformed move-
ment by investigating the role of one of the primary instigators of the
confessional transformation. Erastus played a critical role as both rec-
tor of the university and a member of the church council (Kirchenrat),
as well as through writing and debating on behalf of the Reformed cause.
When this late-Zwinglian’s role is fully appreciated, one can perceive how
much the Reformation of the Palatinate was a pan-Reformed develop-
ment, built on an Upper German foundation, and not simply a Calvinist
or Melanchthonian achievement.

of the Upper German Reformation included the signatories of the Tetrapolitan Confes-
sion (1530). Martin Bucer (1491-1551) was perhaps the classic Upper German reformer.
In Reformation scholarship, the description “Upper German” generally embraces the
Zwinglians as well.

3 August Kluckhohn, “Wie ist Kurfiirst Friedrich III. von der Pfalz Calvinist gewor-
den?” Miinchener Historisches Jahrbuch fiir 1866 (1866): 421-521; Press, “Die “Zweite
Reformation’ in der Kurpfalz,” 108-109. In this essay, Press argued that the term “sec-
ond Reformation” was not a fitting description of the Palatine Reformation, since there
was a great deal of continuity between Frederick’s reform of the 1560s and earlier Upper
German trends. However, in an earlier article Press himself used the term “second refor-
mation” to describe the “Calvinist” turn in Palatine history. See Volker Press, “Die Grafen
von Erbach und die Anfinge des reformierten Bekenntinisses in Deutschland,” in Aus
Geschichte und ihren Hilfswissenschaften, ed. Hermann Bannasch and Hans-Peter Lach-
man (Marburg: N.G. Elwert Verlag, 1979), 653-685.

* E.g., Fred H. Klooster, “The Priority of Ursinus in the Composition of the Heidel-
berg Catechism,” Controversy and Conciliation: The Reformation of the Palatinate 1559~
1583, ed. Derk Visser (Allison Park, Penn.: Pickwick, 1986), 73-100; Lyle Bierma, The
Doctrine of the Sacraments in the Heidelberg Catechism: Melanchthonian, Calvinist, or
Zwinglian? [Studies in Reformed Theology and History, New Series 4] (Princeton: Prince-
ton Theological Seminary, 1999). See the discussion of the Heidelberg Catechism in chap-
ter 4.
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The Confessional Situation in the Holy Roman Empire

When Martin Luther posted his “Ninety-Five Theses” in 1517, he could
not have imagined that his internal critique of Catholic practice would
ultimately lead to the creation of even one new church, and he would have
been horrified to have thought that his protest would spawn three major
magisterial churches and many splinter groups on the radical fringe.
Luther’s message of justification by faith and acceptance of the scrip-
tures alone as being authoritative found a receptive audience among the
cities of the Holy Roman Empire, and soon it was no longer Luther’s
proprietary teaching. A veritable army of preachers took up the evan-
gelical mantle and remolded Luther’s ideas. In many cases these preach-
ers applied his principle of sola scriptura in a more radical fashion than
Luther himself. One such preacher, Huldrych Zwingli, the father of the
Swiss-Reformed, led the evangelical movement in Zurich. The differ-
ence between how Luther and Zwingli understood the Lord’s Supper
would be the root of the separation of the continental Protestant move-
ment into two main bodies, Lutheran and Reformed. Whereas Luther
had himself attacked Catholic Eucharistic teaching—rejecting the doc-
trine of transubstantiation as well as the Mass as a merit-generating sac-
rifice, and calling for giving both bread and wine to the laity—he still
embraced the traditional notion that Christ’s body and blood were phys-
ically present “in, with, and under” the communion elements. Zwingli
broke with medieval tradition and asserted that the Lord’s Supper was
a memorial of Christ’s crucifixion. Christs body and blood were not
present in the elements; rather, Christ remained in heaven, and Chris-
tians simply remembered his efficacious death in the memorial celebra-
tion. An attempt at the Marburg Colloquy in 1529 to bridge the split in
the Protestant movement failed. Because Luther considered Zwingli and
his followers to be heretics, deep hostility existed between the two centers
of Protestantism.

In the 15505 when Protestantism gained official sanction in the Palati-
nate, the difference of opinion on the Lord’s Supper remained of serious
consequence to pan-Protestant unity. Whereas the diversity of opinions
on the Lord’s Supper among Protestants may have looked like two con-
flicting poles of truth and falsehood to Luther in 1544 when he issued
his final condemnation of Zwingli, Oecolampadius, and Schwenckfeld,
in the mid-1550s a non-partisan observer might have perceived a grad-
ual continuum of positions. Wittenberg itself, where the Palatinate’s most
famous son Phillip Melanchthon held sway after Luther’s death, remained
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the foremost Lutheran intellectual center in the empire. Though long a
leading proponent of the evangelical message, Melanchthon was hardly
a slavish follower of Luther’s theology. He showed a willingness to accom-
modate the Reformed in making changes to the text of the Augsburg
Confession in the article treating the Lord’s Supper in 1540 (commonly
called the Variata or altered version of the Augsburg Confession, as
opposed to the original unaltered version of 1530, which is known as
the Invariata). Melanchthon further modified his position concerning
the Lord’s Supper after Luther’s death. He rejected the Lutheran idea of
the ubiquity of Christ's human flesh and, like the Reformed, no longer
held that Christ’s body and blood were physically consumed in the Lord’s
Supper, leading Gnesio-Lutherans® to derisively label Melanchthon and
his followers “Crypto-Calvinists.” Recent studies have suggested that his
Gnesio-Lutheran foes had finally exasperated Melanchthon beyond the
point of reconciliation, and he was about to make a more definitive stance
on behalf of his beleaguered “Calvinizing” allies at the time of his death in
1560.5 His brand of Lutheranism, “Philippism,” or “Melanchthonianism,”
remained a potent force in the empire at mid century.

Strasbourg, a relatively short distance from Heidelberg up the well-
traveled Rhine corridor, was a more immediate influence on the Palati-
nate than distant Wittenberg. There a more moderate form of Protes-
tantism had flourished under the tutelage of Martin Bucer, until his
departure after the city’s acceptance of the Interim of 1549.” Strasbourg
and its Upper German allies strove for a middle ground between the
extremes of Zwingli’s memorial understanding of the Lord’s Supper and
Luther’s insistence on the real presence. In the Wittenberg Concord
(1536), however, Bucer reached an accommodation with Luther and
largely abandoned his own, more Zwinglian position.® Johann Marbach,

> Le., Lutherans who adhered more strictly to Luther’s own teaching, especially on
the issue of the Eucharist.

¢ See Wim Janse, “Wittenberg Calvinizans: The Involvement of Melanchthon, Peucer,
and Eber in the Bremen Sacramentarian Controversy, 1560, in Ordentlich und Fruchtbar:
Festschrift fiir Willem van’t Spijker, ed. Wilhelm Neuser and Herman Selderhuis (Leiden:
J.J. Groen en Zoon, 1997), 53-68.

7 The Interim was proclaimed in 1548. Bucer left Strasbourg in 1549. Marbach actu-
ally filled Caspar Hedio’s post in 1553. See Thomas A. Brady, Jr., Protestant Politics: Jacob
Sturm (1489-1553) and the German Reformation (Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: Humanities
Press, 1994).

8 Bucer, however, used the Tetrapolitan Confession in his will and in his deathbed
confession. Philip Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom, 3 vols. (1931; Reprint, Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1993), 1:529.
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a resolute supporter of Lutheran orthodoxy, now headed the Strasbourg
clergy and had a direct role in shaping the emerging Palatine Refor-
mation. The city that had once served as Calvin’s refuge had not erad-
icated all Reformed influences, however, and Johann Sturm and Giro-
lamo Zanchi still held influential positions at the Strasbourg Academy.
Moreover, individuals who had imbibed Bucer’s early, more Zwinglian
position could be found throughout southwestern Germany—even in the
service of the Palatine court.” It is important to note that the Upper Ger-
man Protestant movement, epitomized by men like Bucer, never saw the
Swiss Reformed as heretics.'°

The duchy of Wiirttemberg also exercised a strong influence on Pala-
tine religious and political developments, especially through the persua-
sive leadership of Duke Christoph, the dominant Protestant prince in
the region. Under the tutelage of Johannes Brenz (1499-1570) and later
Jakob Andreae (1528-1590), Wiirttemberg followed Luther’s teachings
on the sacrament more faithfully than most other Upper Germans and, as
the century progressed, would become the center of the Gnesio-Lutheran
movement in southwestern Germany.

Hardly beyond the Heidelberg sphere of influence were the cities of
the Swiss confederation. Under the leadership of Simon Sulzer (antistes:
1553-1585), Basel played a wildcard role, as it refused confessional agree-
ment with the leading Zwinglian Swiss cantons of Zurich and Bern and
sought ties with the Lutheran powers of southwestern Germany.'! Zurich
revered the reputation of its fallen apostle Zwingli under the long ascen-
dancy of his protégé Heinrich Bullinger (antistes: 1531-1575), although
Bullinger moved away from Zwingli’s strict memorialism in his inter-
pretation of the Lord’s Supper to the extent that he was able to forge an
understanding with Calvin in the Zurich Consensus (Consensus Tigur-
inus) of 1549. Geneva was naturally more oriented toward French than
German affairs, but was increasingly becoming an intellectual beacon to
many who would assist the Heidelberg reform. There was a continuum of

9 See Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 201.

10 Michael Bruening has recently demonstrated how much Bucer’s efforts to mediate
between Wittenberg and the Swiss had made him persona non grata within the Swiss
confederation. The Swiss thought that he had conceded far too much to the Lutherans.
Michael W. Bruening, Calvinism’s First Battleground: Conflict and Reform in the Pays de
Vaud, 1528-1559 (Heidelberg: Springer, 2005), 73-91.

1 Sulzer himself was an important link between Basel and south German Lutherans
in his dual role as Landessuperintendent of the Markgrafschaft of Baden and antistes of
the Basel Church.
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opinions on the Lord’s Supper available in the 1550s, and only a minor-
ity of the likely influences reflected what would eventually become the
orthodox Lutheran opinion expressed in the Formula of Concord.

Like all princes of the Reich, the elector palatine’s legal range of action
in religious affairs was delineated by the Peace of Augsburg (1555). For
the first time, this agreement by the emperor and the imperial estates
gave princes the right to make Protestantism the official confession of
their territories. From that point onward, the religion of the territorial
sovereign determined the principality’s confession: a principle captured
in the later expression cuius regio, eius religio. Though framed as a provi-
sional measure, the basic principles of the Peace of Augsburg were incor-
porated into the later Peace of Westphalia (1648) and endured until the
end of the empire. The Peace of Augsburg offered religious freedom in
a limited fashion. It had two major restrictions. First, only princes pos-
sessed freedom of religion; the only option for normal citizens was emi-
gration if they disagreed with the faith of the sovereign. Second, only
Catholicism and Lutheranism as defined by the Augsburg Confession
were the legal options; neither the Reformed faith (either in its Zwinglian
or Calvinist form) nor more radical visions (e.g., Anabaptism, Unitarian-
ism) obtained legal standing. The door appeared to be shut to anything
more radical than the Augsburg Confession.

The Situation at the University of Heidelberg

When Erastus arrived in Heidelberg in 1558, the territory was ruled
by the resolute Lutheran Elector Ottheinrich, who was a leading pro-
ponent of further modification of the imperial constitution on behalf
of the Protestant cause. Ottheinrich in no way felt bound to a strict
interpretation of the Augsburg Confession when it came to furnishing
the University of Heidelberg with the finest faculty possible. The year
1558 proved particularly successful in terms of faculty recruitment as
the University attracted not only Erastus but also the promising theologi-
cal student of Melanchthon, Tilemann Heshusius (Hesshus or HefShusen,
1527-1588).12

12 Heidelberg, Universititsarchiv Heidelberg, MS A-160/7, fols. 301'-302"; Eduard
Winkelmann, Urkundenbuch der Universitit Heidelberg, 2 vols. (Heidelberg: Carl Winter’s
Universititsbuchhandlung, 1886) 2:116; Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 11.
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Erastus quickly found himself a leading player in the fluid confessional
atmosphere of Ottheinrich’s Heidelberg. How he came to Heidelberg
remains something of a mystery, though. Wesel-Roth suggested that the
court physician Johannes Lange was the key player in his recruitment.
Since Lange, the most noteworthy humanist physician of sixteenth-cen-
tury Heidelberg after Erastus, was a correspondent of Konrad Gessner,
the Zurich connection could have come into play.!* One wonders what
role, if any, the controversy spawned by the Astrologia Confutata played
in Erastus’s appointment. With Melanchthon’s close relationship to the
elector and the University, one would think that he could have had a
say on the issue if he had been interested, and his early impression
of Erastus was not favorable. At any rate, the University of Heidelberg
found itself in something of a bidding war for Erastus as the counts of
Henneberg sought to place him on the faculty of the new University
of Jena in Saxe-Weimar to keep him close at hand. Erastus decided on
Heidelberg. Confessional issues might have played a role in his choice,
as Jena was to become a focal point for militant Gnesio-Lutheranism,
though it is likely that the higher pay and the prestige of the University
of Heidelberg, in addition to its proximity to Erastus’s Swiss homeland,
were the decisive factors. Beyond the fringe benefits of housing and grain,
Heidelberg’s offer of 180 florins (fl.) per annum trumped Jena’s offer
of 120 fl. Heidelberg likely had sweetened its offer to obtain Erastus,
since the posted salary for his position was only 160 fl. and he was
inserted in the faculty above the third chair (whose salary was only 140 fl.
per annum).!* After his departure from Henneberg, Erastus maintained
cordial relations with Count Georg Ernst. Although he left Henneberg,
Erastus never left the count’s service.

Though there were already two medical professors in Heidelberg,
Erastus was slotted above the more junior of the two into the second chair
of medicine.'® The resident occupant of the third chair, Petrus Lotichius

13 Vivian Nutton, “John Caius und Johannes Lange: Medizinischer Humanismus zur
Zeit Vesals,” NTM 21 (1984): 81-87; Victor Fossel, “Aus den medizinischen Briefen
des pfalzgriflichen Leibarztes Johannes Lang, 1485-1565,” Archiv fiir die Geschichte der
Medizin 7 (1913/14): 238-252; Ralph H. Major, “Johannes Lange of Heidelberg,” Annals
of Medical History (1935): 133-140.

4 August Thorbecke, Statuten und Reformationen der Heidelberg Universitdit vom 16.
bis 18. Jahrhundert (Leipzig: Dunkler & Humblot, 1891), 81; Stiibler, Geschichte der
medizinischen Fakultit der Universitit Heidelberg 1386-1925, 36.

15 This slotting is puzzling, as this jump over Lotichius was exactly the type of maneu-
ver which might cause a protest by the faculty senate. Since Lotichius already possessed
the M.D,, it cannot be explained away simply on the grounds of credentials. The chairs
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Secundus (1528-1560), has earned a more illustrious place in intellectual
history than the occupant of the first chair, Jacob Curio (1497-1572).
A noted humanist and correspondent of Melanchthon, Lotichius’s fame
rests on his Latin poetry rather than on his medical reputation.!® Erastus’s
friendship with Lotichius, whose greater appreciation of astrology and
Paracelsus might have exercised a moderating influence on Erastus, was
cut short by Lotichius’s premature death in 1560. After Lotichius, with
the exception of Philipp Melanchthon’s nephew Sigismund Melanchthon,
who also died young, a string of unremarkable physicians occupied the
third medical chair over the next twenty years. Though far and away the
most influential and productive physician on the faculty, Erastus did not
receive the first chair until Curios death in 1572.

Nearly from the day of his arrival, Erastus became a major force at the
university and at court. The first sign of Erastus’s favored position was his
participation in Ottheinrich’s reformatio of the University of Heidelberg.
When the court physician Lange composed the first draft of the new
constitution for the medical faculty, the faculty members themselves took
part in revising Lange’s draft, and it appears that Erastus took the most
active role. The prevailing belief among scholars is that the reformatio was
a collaborative effort of Erastus and Lange, a view that has reinforced the
notion that Erastus was in some sense Lange’s protégé.!”

did have different lecturing topics, but one would think that the lecturers were not so
specialized that they would have declined a promotion. Perhaps Lotichius voluntarily
agreed to the arrangement (as was apparently the case later in Olevianus’s resignation of
his chair to accommodate Ursinus). Although Erastus was older than Lotichius and had
much more practical experience, it would still be unusual for the conventional sense of
seniority, based on length of tenure at the institution, to be overlooked. Perhaps Lotichius
had less clout as he had only arrived in the preceding year.

16- Wilhelm Kiithlmann and Joachim Telle, “Humanimus und Medizin an der Univer-
sitat Heidelberg im 16. Jahrhundert,” in Semper Apertus: Sechshundert Jahre Ruprecht-
Karls-Universitit Heidelberg 1386-1986, ed. Wilhelm Doerr et al. (Berlin: Springer, 1985),
1:255-289.

17 For example, Kithlmann and Telle have labeled Erastus as Lange’s “Schiitzling”
“Humanimus und Medizin,” 256. See also Stiibler, Geschichte der medizinischen Fakultit
der Universitdit Heidelberg 1386-1925, 33. It has been suggested that Lange was Erastus’s
chief supporter at court, which would explain the extraordinary favor Erastus enjoyed in
his first years in Heidelberg. In the opening of his plague tract, Erastus apologized that he
could offer nothing better than that which Lange had previously published. In an early
letter to Georg Ernst, Erastus noted that he would consult with the more experienced
Lange regarding his condition. Thomas Erastus, Kurtzer Bericht fiir den gemeinen Mann
(Heidelberg: Johannes Mayer, 1563), Aii; Erastus to Georg Ernst, July 10, n.y,, GHA,
Sektion I, 5810.
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But if Erastus was Lange’s protégé, the two nevertheless took differ-
ing stands on the Islamic- Arabic medical tradition. Writers like Avicenna
and Rhazes had been standard fare in medieval curricula. Lange included
those standard Islamic authorities in his early draft of the faculty curricu-
lum. The revised draft banished the Arabic authors from the curricu-
lum, leaving an all-Greek syllabus larded with Galen and Hippocrates,
with a sampling of the lesser authors Alexander of Tralles and Paul of
Aegina.!® Erastus made other suggestions that sought to remake the Hei-
delberg program in the image of the great Italian faculties. Provisions
were made for bedside instruction, the collection and study of medic-
inal plants, instruction in anatomy, and holding more frequent dispu-
tations on the model of the theological faculty.!® The first chair was held
responsible for giving instruction in therapeutics; the second, pathology;
and the third, physiology. The actual institution of anatomical lectures
with a human cadaver seems to have been in place by the late 1560s,
which apparently followed the Italian norm of having a surgeon per-
form the dissection with a learned physician offering commentary, and
Erastus apparently filled the latter function at times.?® Though Erastus
did not engage anatomical questions at length in his medical works, he
clearly kept abreast of developments in this arena and corresponded with
the renowned anatomist Volcher Coiter. With the reformatio, the med-
ical faculty became a cutting edge institution which was completely in
step with the Hellenism of the “medical Renaissance” of the sixteenth
century. It also shared the limitations of this movement in privileging
the academic disputation as the primary mode of critical inquiry in the

18 Thorbecke, Statuten und Reformationen, 78-79. According to Thorbecke, many of
the significant changes to the document were actually in Erastus’s hand (See especially
pp- 78, 81).

Y Thorbecke, Statuten und Reformationen, 76-91. See also Stiibler, Geschichte der
medizinischen Fakultit der Universitit Heidelberg 1386-1925, 32-39; Kithlmann and
Telle, “Humanimus und Medizin,” 257: Wolgast, Die Universitit Heidelberg, 36.

20 For example, in a letter to Bullinger from Feb. 2, 1569, Erastus recounts his efforts
to procure a cadaver (StAZ, E II 346a, fols. 549-550). He later gave an account of
Simon Grynaeus’s involvement in anatomical instruction: “Simon noster nunc est in
Anatome corporis occupatus: quod Italus Chirurgus [Pigafetta] secat. Discimus ex eo
multum.” Erastus to Grynaeus, Jan. 24, [1570]. Basel UB, GII 4, fol. 278. Erastus’s protégé
Christoph Schilling reflected on his anatomical instruction in Heidelberg in a letter to
Andreas Dudith from Padua on Jan. 22, 1579: “Memini cum Heidelbergae Pigofetta
primum ostenderet, & Erastus postea assumeret....” Lorenz Scholz, ed. Epistolarum
philosophicarum, medicinalium, ac chymicarum a summis nostrae aetatis philosophis ac
medicis exaraturum, volumen (Frankfurt: Wechel, 1598) cols. 111-112 (no. 77).
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scientific arena. Erastus’s imprint on Ottheinrich’s reformatio serves as a
testament both to his medical Hellenism and to his influence within the
University.?!

Although Erastus had only arrived in the city in April of 1558, he was
chosen as rector of the university in December 1558 to serve through the
1559 academic year.”? His elevation reflected perhaps not so much his
immediate popularity among the other faculty as it did the patronage of
Ottheinrich. In a later reflection on his first year in Heidelberg, Erastus
sheepishly recounted: “I was created Rector the same year on 19 Decem-
ber against practices, customs and laws [of the university]. Concerning
my ignorance, and the fact that I had not even established a home or any
such thing but had recently come from school, I won't add any more”?
In elevating him to the position of rector, Ottheinrich had unwittingly
given the neophyte Erastus a trump card to play in the confessional con-
flicts which would erupt in the coming months.

Erastus was not the only ambitious young academic who had recently
unpacked his bags in Heidelberg; Tilemann Heshusius, the energetic
young student of Melanchthon, joined the theological faculty in 1558.%*
Johann Marbach’s nomination, paired with a recommendation from Me-
lanchthon, had secured Heshusius the general superintendent position
that Marbach himself had twice declined. As general superintendent
of the church, occupant of the first chair of theology, and member of
the church council, the orthodox Lutheran Heshusius was in a position
to wield wide influence over Palatine religious developments. The con-
ventional historical narrative of the Palatinate, primarily dependent on
sources stemming from his Reformed opponents, has not been kind to
the volatile Heshusius. One scholar even quipped, “He had all the quali-
ties of a dog, except the loyalty*

2l These developments in the history of medicine are discussed in more detail in
chapter 8.

22 UAH, A-160/7, fols. 320"-322".

2 “Heidelbergam veni Anno .58. die 25. April. sub Ottone Henrico Principe. Creatus
Rector eodem anno contra mores et consuetudinem ac leges (De mea imperitia, qui
ne domu quidem aut rem familiarem unquam institueram aut curaram, sed ex Scholis
nuper veneram, nihil hunc dicam)....” Erastus to Abraham Musculus, Nov. 23, (15)77,
Zofingen, Staatsbibliothek und Stadtarchiv, MS no. 1.53. http:/www.heidelberg-fruehe-
neuzeit.uni-hd.de/themen/uni/quellen/erastus_quelleo1-o1.html.

24 Alternatively referred to as Tilemann He8hus/Hesshus, Heshusen or Heshusius in
early modern sources and modern secondary literature.

25 Wolfgang Menzel, Geschichte der Deutschen bis auf die neuesten Tage (Stuttgart,

1855) 3:153.


http://www.heidelberg-fruehe-neuzeit.uni-hd.de/themen/uni/quellen/erastus_quelle01-01.html
http://www.heidelberg-fruehe-neuzeit.uni-hd.de/themen/uni/quellen/erastus_quelle01-01.html
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While the conventional portrait of Heshusius has been unflattering,
Peter Barton sought to rehabilitate Heshusius and was partially success-
ful in arguing that “Gnesio-Lutheran” was an ill-suited label for this erst-
while student of Melanchthon.?® Heshusius was a fine theologian who
actually held to a rather moderate Lutheran position between the Philip-
pists and some Gnesio-Lutherans. For example, he rejected the doctrine
of ubiquity of Christ’s flesh as outlined by the Wiirttemberg theologians.?’
Likewise, Heshusius was on good terms with Melanchthon until their
falling out in 1559. To portray Heshusius as a genuinely sympathetic
figure, however, remains an unlikely prospect. Particularly in his abso-
lute refusal to countenance any compromise with the Reformed on the
Lord’s Supper, Heshusius displayed a Gnesio-Lutheran spirit, if not a
full Gnesio-Lutheran theology. Erastus described Heshusius to his friend
Bullinger in less than charitable terms: “The man is approximately 34
years old, tedious, lean, full of gall, of a boiling and an irascible tempera-
ment; uncommonly ambitious, audacious, brash, confident; more obsti-
nate and tenacious of his own opinions, than I can express.”? This quota-
tion reveals Erastus’s talent for summing up an individual’s character with
a couple lines, and we encounter his uncharitable pen directed against
friend and foe alike on many other occasions. When we recall Erastus’s
later reminiscence about his own audacious naiveté at this juncture, it
is clear that Erastus and Heshusius had much in common in the way of
youthful overconfidence. Heshusius’s intemperate zeal and aversion to
compromise had already cost him positions in Goslar and Rostock, and
he would experience further abbreviated tenures and frequently quarrel
with his orthodox Lutheran brethren before his death.

Heshusius’s most obvious theological rival was the French-born Pierre
Boquin, who held the chair of dogmatic theology at the university. The

26 Peter F Barton, Um Luthers Erbe: Studien und Texte zur Spitreformation Tilemann
Heshusius (1527-1559) (Witten: Luther Verlag, 1972); Thilo Kriiger, Empfangene All-
macht: die Christologie Tilemann Heshusens (1527-1588) [Forschungen zur Kirchen- und
Dogmengeschichte 87] (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2004).

%7 David Steinmetz examined Heshusius’s controversy with Calvin in “Calvin and his
Lutheran Critics,” in Calvin in Context (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1995) 172-186.

28 Frastus to Bullinger, Oct. 8, (1560), StAZ, E 361, fol. 83a" “Homo est 34 plus minus
annorum, longus, gracilis, biliosus, praefervidi et iracundi ingenii, mire ambitiosus,
audax, temerarius, confidens, Supra quam dici potest obstinatus, et suae sententiae tenax.”
He gives a similar description of Heshusius in a letter to Albert Hardenberg. Erastus to
Hardenberg, Heidelberg, Feb. 4, 1560, Bremen, Staats- und Universitétsbibliothek, MS 10,
no. 41, fols. 74"-76". See Wim Janse, Albert Hardenberg als Theologe: Profil eines Bucers-
Schiilers (Leiden: Brill, 1994), 401.
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former prior of the Carmelite monastery of Bourges, Boquin quit the
monastery in 1541 and studied both in Basel and Wittenberg.?® Earlier in
his career, he was considered too much of a partisan Lutheran to head the
French exile congregation in Strasbourg, with its large Reformed contin-
gent. In time, Boquin came increasingly under the influence of Philip-
pism and Calvinism and eventually assumed a Reformed interpretation
of the Lord’s Supper. Boquin’s difficulty with the German tongue and
his reluctance to become too deeply engaged in politics kept him from
becoming the popular leader of the Reformed party in Heidelberg. Yet
Boquin played a critical role in the theological transition of the early
1560s, as Erastus himself acknowledged, and his role in Palatine church
history has undoubtedly been underappreciated by modern historians.*°

Beyond Erastus and Boquin, the emerging Reformed faction did not
lack men of political savvy within the university. The jurist and future
privy councilor Christoph Ehem was an avid proponent of the Genevan
variety of Protestantism.’! The majority of faculty members at the uni-
versity, however, apparently favored a moderate form of Lutheranism a
la Melanchthon or Bucer.*? It would not be strength of numbers, but tact
and cunning that would decide the outcome in the brewing conflict over
the Lord’s Supper.

2 Boquin’s time in Basel seems to have overlapped with that of Erastus, though I have
yet to find any suggestion that they befriended one another at that time. Wackernagel,
Die Matrikel der Universitit Basel, 2:26, 30. Regarding Boquin’s call to Heidelberg, see
Winkelmann, Urkundenbuch der Universitit Heidelberg, 2:112.

30 See Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 240; Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 20;
G.P. Hartvelt, “Petrus Boquinus,” Gereformeerd theologisch tijdschrift 62 (1962): 49-77;
idem, “De Avondmaalsleer van de Heidelbergse Catechismus en haar Toepassing in de
Prediking,” Homiletica en Biblica 20 (1964): 121-140.

31 See Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 213-215, passim.

32 Among the faculty members, the only individuals of a manifest Reformed ori-
entation were Erastus, Boquin and Ehem. It is perhaps wise not to seek to categorize
conversion-prone jurist Francois Baudouin, who was to depart Heidelberg in the spring of
1561. See discussion in Donald Kelley, Frangois Hotman (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1973),
135-138. With no recognizable Gnesio-Lutherans other than Heshusius, the Philippist
label would appear an adequate description for the remainder of the university, though
admittedly this is more of a designation by default than a positive characterization.
Against the prevailing historiographic trend, Barton preferred to label the majority of
the university faculty “Kryptocalvinisten” since they migrated so easily to the Reformed
position.
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The Heidelberg Lord’s Supper Controversy

Act 1: Stephan Sylvius’s Promotion

If the confessional composition of the university was itself potentially
volatile, the actual spark that ignited the controversy arrived in the pro-
motion of the Frisian theology student Stephan Sylvius.** Heshusius had
intended Sylvius to defend theses which he himself had written contain-
ing virulent attacks on Zwinglianism and Catholicism. Sylvius objected
to this proposal and desired to defend his own theses. Sylvius argued that
he did not wish to offend his Catholic lords in the Netherlands, and that
he could not take such a strong position against Zwingli since he did not
know the Swiss reformer’s works.

Boquin, the prodekan of the theology faculty, supported Sylvius’s
cause. Nevertheless, Heshusius attempted to obstruct Sylvius’s promotion
on the grounds that he could not sanction the unbiblical and Zwinglian
views that he found in the opinions of Sylvius. Thus, the promotion of
Sylvius became an internal university squabble that happened to fall into
the lap of Erastus in his position as university rector. Although we can
fairly assume that Erastus favored Sylvius’s theological position, he was
careful not to make this dispute a transparent test of confessional rival-
ries.

The issue before the university senate concerned whether or not Syl-
vius had the right to choose his own doctoral theses. The corollary ques-
tion regarded whether Heshusius had unfairly blocked Sylvius’s promo-
tion. The faculty senate saw Heshusius as attempting to overstep his
authority within the university. It decided against him and barred him
from attending future senate meetings. Thus, on the eve of Frederick III’s
ascension, the Lutheran Heshusius had already succeeded in making
himself persona non grata within the university. The Reformed had won
the first battle of the so-called “Heidelberg Lord’s Supper Controversy”
(Heidelberger Abendmabhlsstreit), though the Philippists within the uni-
versity could hardly have thought that Lutheranism itself was under siege.
The first round of the battle had been about academic freedom and the

3 Although Erastus calls him “Petrus” rather than “Stephanus” in the letter to Muscu-
lus cited below, he is called “Stephanus” in the university records in Erastus’s own hand
and in Erastus’s correspondence with Hardenberg. He later became minister in Leeuwar-
den, Friesland. See J. de Wal, Nederlanders, Studenten te Heidelberg (Leiden, 1886), 42-43.
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university’s privileges. In the midst of this controversy, Elector Otthein-
rich died on February 12, 1559, leaving a talent-filled, if strife-laden, uni-
versity as his primary bequest to his successor Frederick IT1.3

Act 2: Frederick I1I and the Heshusius/Klebitz Affair

Elector Frederick III, the Pious (1559-1576), had already assumed the
position of presumed heir to the Palatine crown as governor (Statthalter)
of the Upper Palatinate early in the reign of Ottheinrich. Frederick had
converted to Protestantism through the influence of his wife Maria of
Brandenburg-Kulmbach and demonstrated this conviction through his
resistance to the Interim in 1548. While Frederick was hostile toward
the emperor and his Catholic associates, the duplicitous treatment of
his brother-in-law Albert Alcibiades (Albrecht Alkibiades) at the hands
of Lutherans, according to Owen Chadwick, “led him to eye the chief
Lutheran princes critically”* Nevertheless, Frederick remained in the
Lutheran fold and, as governor, implemented Ottheinrich’s Reformation
in the Upper Palatinate. Upon the death in 1557 of his father, Johannes II
of Pfalz-Simmern, who had remained loyal to the old church, Frederick
introduced the Palatine church order into his patrimonial lands. From all
public manifestations, Frederick remained a moderate Lutheran when he
moved to Heidelberg to take the reins of the Palatine government.*

The controversy over the Lord’s Supper was far from settled when
Frederick arrived in Heidelberg in February of 1559. The second flash-
point of this dispute likewise originated in the university. While Heshu-

34 UAH A-160/ 7, fols. 324-336; Winkelmann, Urkundenbuch der Universitit Heidel-
berg, 2:119; Erastus to Abraham Musculus, Nov. 23, (15)77, Zofingen, no. 1.53; Wesel-
Roth, Thomas Erastus, 18—21; Barton, Um Luthers Erbe, 200-201; Press, Calvinismus und
Territorialstaat, 219.

% Owen Chadwick, “The Making of a Reforming Prince: Frederick 111, Elector Pala-
tine,” in Reformation, Conformity and Dissent, ed. R. Buick Knox (London: Epworth,
1977), 56.

3 Barton argues that the Counts of Erbach had already begun to exercise a Reformed
influence on Frederick before he began his reign as elector. On that account, he terms
Frederick a “latenter Kryptocalvinist” on the date of his accession, based on a sugges-
tion from Frederick’s wife Maria’s correspondence from 1559. Barton, Um Luthers Erbe,
197. Goeters, however, contends that, “Friedrich III. war bei seinem Regierungsantritt
unzweifelhaft lutherisch gesonnen....” EKO, 14:37. Goeter’s opinion reflects the prepon-
derance of evidence and represents the scholarly consensus. See also Benrath, “Die Eige-
nart der pfalzischen Reformation und die Vorgeschichte des Heidelberger Katechismus,”
in Heidelberger Jahrbiicher 7 (1963): 20; Chadwick, “Making of a Reforming Prince,” 56—
61; Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 222-223, 226.
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sius was out of town attending his mother’s funeral that winter, Boquin
used the opportunity to confer a bachelor’s degree upon Wilhelm Klebitz,
a deacon of Heshusius at the Heiliggeistkirche. Klebitz defended distinctly
Reformed theses on the nature of the Eucharist.?”

Upon his return, Heshusius, incensed by the developments, sent copies
of Klebitz’s theses to Lutheran associates for their assessment. The contro-
versy escalated with both Heshusius and Klebitz using the pulpit to con-
demn the other’s position. At this juncture, Elector Frederick was away
at the Augsburg Reichstag, leaving Count Georg von Erbach as governor
in his stead. Georg admonished both parties to refrain from making the
controversy public. Georg also arranged for a dialogue between the two
disputants, but this only served to cement Heshusius’s conviction that his
opponent was an unrepentant Sacramentarian.*®

Heshusius attempted to settle the controversy by removing Klebitz
from his post and later excommunicating him. Since the elector would
not sanction Klebitz’s removal from his office, however, Heshusius’s ac-
tions had no practical effect. After both parties were ordered to offer a
written account of their positions to the elector, Klebitz again assaulted
Heshusius from the pulpit, which led to another excommunication by
Heshusius. Elector Frederick intervened in the controversy after Klebitz’s
excommunication and ordered him reinstated to communion. He also
forbade usage of the explicit Lutheran formulae “in the bread” and “under
the bread” that Frederick found divisive. That pronouncement proved to
be more than the proud Heshusius could bear, and he sealed his own
downfall when he denounced the elector’s decree. Frederick sought to
restore the peace by dismissing both Heshusius and Klebitz on Septem-
ber 16, 1559. In this act, Frederick eliminated both the leading Lutheran
authority as well as the most conspicuous Reformed agitator from the
Palatine scene.*

37 Regarding Klebitz, see Wim Janse, “Non-conformist Eucharistic Theology: The
Case of the alleged “Zwinglian Polemicist’ Wilhelm Klebitz (c. 1533-1568),” Neder-
lands Archief voor Kerkgeschiedenis/Dutch Review of Church History 81 (2001), 5-25;
idem, “Die Melanchthonrezeption des Nonkonformisten Wilhelm Klebitz (ca. 1533-
1568),” in Melanchthon und der Calvinismus, ed. Giinter Frank and Hermann Selder-
huis [Melanchthon-Schriften der Stadt Bretten 9] (Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: Frommann-
Holzboog, 2005), 257-290.

38 Barton, Um Luthers Erbe, 204. Heshusius also had the temerity to warn Georg of the
nobleman’s own error.

3 Barton, Um Luthers Erbe, 200-217; Chadwick, “Making of a Reforming Prince;” 62;
Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 227-228; Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 18-24;
Benrath, “Die Korrespondenz zwischen Bullinger und Thomas Erastus,” 9o.
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With the chief troublemakers out of the picture, Frederick sought
Melanchthon’s advice in bringing peace to the Palatine church.*® As
Luther’s successor and a Palatine native, Melanchthon possessed unri-
valed influence, a position strengthened by his associates and relatives in
Palatine service. By nature a peace-loving and tolerant man, Melanch-
thon had no sympathy for the agitators of the Heidelberg disturbance,
and he issued a strong rebuke to those involved that conveyed the sense
of a man already exasperated by the Gnesio-Lutheran party. Although he
had actually recommended him for the Heidelberg position, Melanch-
thon had little sympathy for Heshusius’s role in the controversy. Melanch-
thon responded to Frederick with a personal letter commending the elec-
tor’s action to silence both of the disputing parties.*! Melanchthon also
composed a Judgment on the controversy to accompany the letter. This
brief work not only condemned Heshusius’s actions, but also went out of
its way to denounce the positions of the Gnesio-Lutherans Joachim Mor-
lin and Erasmus Sarcerius. He condemned speculation concerning the
mode of Christ’s presence in the Eucharist and the recent formulations
that suggested that the bread was the “true body of Christ” or “the sub-
stantial body of Christ” Melanchthon, rather, recommended dropping
contentious formulae and emphasizing the Pauline formulation, that the
bread was the xoinonia (vowvwvia, fellowship) of the body of Christ.*?
Moreover, he pointedly rejected the Lutheran doctrine of ubiquity and
suggested that it was merely a “novel dogma” brought forward by mod-
ern scholars.* The irenic reformer was hardly temperate when he asked,
“What is the great authority of Heshusius, that we should agree with
him rather than with so many approved ancient writers....”** The old

40 CR, 9:960-963. For an English translation of Melanchthon’s letter, see Lowell C.
Green, Melanchthon in English (St. Louis: Center for Reformation Research: 1982),23-28.
FredericK’s private secretary, Stephan Cirler, who was something of a Reformed partisan,
hand delivered the request.

4 Melanchthon to Frederick, Nov. 1, 1559: “I therefore approve the plan of the Most
Mlustrious Elector because he commanded silence on the part of those quarreling on both
sides in order that there not be a distraction in the young church and its neighbors”
Translation, Green, Melanchthon in English, 25; CR, 9:961.

42 CR, 9:962: “Et in hac controversia optimum esset retinere verba Pauli: Panis quem
frangimus, xOLVWVLOL EGTL TOV OWOUATOG.

4 CR, 9:963: “Postea fingunt, quomodo includant pani: alii conversionem, alii tran-
substantiationem, alii ubiquitatem excogitarunt. Haec portentosa omnia ignota sunt eru-
ditae vetustati”

4 CR, 9:963: “Quae est igitur tanta auctoritas Heshusii, ut ipsi potius assentiamur,
quam tot probatis veteribus scriptoribus....” Translation from Green, Melanchthon in
English, 27.
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Melanchthon’s weariness with the theologians’ fury was clearly manifest
in his aside concerning the “men whose savagery I also know from expe-
rience”* Although Melanchthon recommended that both of the quarrel-
ing sides be silenced, it was abundantly clear that the Gnesio-Lutherans
were the prime object of his wrath.

The letter was generally well received in Heidelberg. Naturally, it had
to have been reassuring to the elector that Melanchthon had sanctioned
his decision to fire both Heshusius and Klebitz. The Reformed had every
reason to rejoice; their loss of Klebitz, a minor clergyman, was hardly
comparable to the loss of the superintendent and professor Heshusius.
Ironically, the Philippists in the university expressed the least enthusiasm
for Melanchthon’s Judgment; when Frederick sought to have the letter
printed, the university, utilizing its right to censor publications, refused
to grant its consent. This refusal suggests that the majority of the faculty
were not enthusiastic supporters of the emerging Reformed party and
that these Philippists were all too aware that Melanchthon’s letter could be
misused. The elector sought the letter’s publication anyway. Erastus sent
copies to Bullinger and tried to have him publish them in Zurich. Eras-
tus also arranged for the publication of the letters in Basel by Johannes
Oporinus. Many editions of Melanchthon’s Judgment flowed from the
presses of Germany and Switzerland in the ensuing months.*® Erastus
was interested in collecting more of Melanchthon’s later letters to demon-
strate that he had abandoned Luther’s position on the Lord’s Supper.?’
The Reformed eagerly capitalized on Melanchthon’s apparent rejection
of Lutheran orthodoxy.

45 CR, 9:963: “quorum saevitiam et ego experior.” Translation from Green, Melanch-
thon in English, 27.

46 Erastus to Bullinger, Oct. 8, [1560], StAZ, E 361, fol. 83* and Oct. 30, [1560],
StAZ, E 1I 361, fols. 85a"-85b". Erastus corresponded with Johannes Oporinus over
the publication of Melanchthon’s Judgment and sent copies of Melanchthon’s letters to
him. (See the letters from Oporinus to Bullinger, printed in CO, 18 (nos. 3275 and
3281.)) Melanchthon’s Judgment was printed at least twelve times in 1560 and 1561 (eight
Latin and four German editions; see VD 16, 13:418-420). From the discussion in the
letters of Erastus and Oporinus, it is clear that Erastus had a hand in Oporinus’s two
editions. For a discussion of the controversy regarding the publication of Melanchthon’s
letter in Heidelberg, see Erdmann K. Sturm, Der junge Zacharias Ursin: Sein Weg vom
Philippismus zum Calvinismus [BGLRK 33] (Neuenkirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag,
1972), 229-230, Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 29.

47 Erastus also sought a copy of the letter from Melanchthon to Johannes Crato von
Krafftheim, which contained a metaphorical explanation of the words of institution. Eras-
tus’s correspondence with Hardenberg also concerned Melanchthon’s opinions. Janse,
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In retrospect, the arrival of Melanchthon’s Judgment marked the zenith
of Philippist Lutheranism in the Palatinate. Melanchthon died less than
six months after writing the letter. Had he lived a few years longer, the
confessional history of the Palatinate would probably have evolved much
differently. Given the apparent Philippist majority, with the right com-
bination of advice and appointments, Melanchthon might have turned
Heidelberg into another Wittenberg. In the vacuum that had been left
by Philipp’s death, the Heidelbergers looked to Zurich and Geneva
for advice. Thus Melanchthon’s efforts proved to be a catalyst which
ultimately served to facilitate the Palatinate’s entry into the Reformed
camp.*®

With the exception of Frederick, and perhaps Melanchthon, none of
the principle players in this conflict distinguished themselves in their dis-
play of Christian charity. Heshusius’s overbearing style and stubbornness
created more difficulty for him than his theological position. His position
had once been nearly unassailable. He had possessed supporters at court,
influential friends abroad, and a broad Lutheran majority in the univer-
sity. Ehem, Boquin, and Erastus were the only manifestly Reformed fac-
ulty members. As general superintendent and holder of the first chair of
theology, Heshusius led both the church and university; the confessional
evolution of the Palatinate should have been clay in his hands. It is tempt-
ing to see Heshusius’s confessional zeal as his chief fault and thus cast him
as a prime example of an era increasingly characterized by confessional
strife. Although Heshusius was obviously eager to maintain the integrity
of the Lutheran Reformation, it was only when his zeal was paired with
an equally acute lack of political savvy that it undermined all that he held
dear.

While past historiography has sometimes portrayed Erastus as the wily
puppet master behind the scenes, it is doubtful that either Erastus or
Boquin would appear so cunning if Heshusius had not been so inept.*
Attempting to force Sylvius to defend inflammatory theses against his

Hardenberg, 401-403. For the letter from March 21, 1559, see CR, 9:784-786 (no. 6714).
Erastus would later come into personal contact with Crato and exchange letters of mostly
medical content. See chapter 8.

48 Melanchthon died April 19, 1560. See Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 228~
229.

4 For example, Barton relates, “Erastus hat wihrend des Heidelberger Abendmahls-
streites eine Schliisselposition bessesen, er hat freilich darbei stark vom Hintergrund aus
operiert” Barton, Um Luthers Erbe, 198-199. See also Press, Calvinismus und Territorial-
staat, 227; EKO, 14:38.
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will was not a plot hatched by Erastus or Boquin. Certainly, they dis-
played a measure of sleight of hand in holding Klebitz’s baccalaureate
disputation while Heshusius was away burying his mother, but the con-
fessional fate of a principality does not normally turn on a B.A. exam-
ination. Again, it was Heshusius’s conduct that escalated this episode
into a confessional shibboleth and state crisis.®® The fact that Heshu-
sius alienated both the Philippist-dominated university and his former
patron Melanchthon demonstrates his propensity to fail despite having
the deck stacked in his favor. In the final analysis, Heshusius’s inepti-
tude was a more important factor than the Reformed faction’s cunning
in the transition of the Palatinate from Lutheranism to Reformed Protes-
tantism.>!

The behind-the-scenes machinations of the controversy have also sul-
lied the reputations of Erastus and Boquin. The men have been faulted
for allowing Klebitz to go down with Heshusius, a complaint made vocif-
erously by Klebitz after his departure—with much of his animus directed
at Erastus.” The issue here is the extent to which Klebitz was an indepen-
dent player rather than merely a “tool” of the Reformed leaders, as he has
traditionally been seen.”® Beyond Klebitzs promotion at the university,
however, no one has produced evidence to suggest that Boquin or Erastus
fomented his every move. In fact, Klebitz’s public feud with Heshusius—
especially his assault from the pulpit—differed from Erastus’s more tact-
tul approach. Klebitz does not appear to have been his protégé, and Eras-
tus later communicated a certain disdain for him, alleging that he was

50 Barton, Um Luthers Erbe, 223. My reading of the events directly opposes the inter-
pretation advanced by Barton that “Heshusius had neither induced or hardly provoked
the confessional conflict of the Palatinate, rather he only made it manifest and public”

51 T take this to be the import of Cirler’s comment: “Wen geleich Doctor Tileman nicht
wer in die Pfaltz gekommen, so were daerumb die Pfaltz nicht undergegangen.” Quoted
in Wilhelm Klebitz, Victoria Veritatis, Ac Ruina Papatus Saxonici ... (Freiburg: Daniel
Delenus, 1561), F1".

52 From Klebitz’s account, one receives the impression that Erastus was a central
player in the controversy, alongside the clerics Michael Diller and Pantaleon Blasius.
Klebitz’s hard feelings toward Erastus were apparently more focused on the aftermath
of the controversy rather than any putative role Erastus might have had in instigating the
conflict. That said, Klebitz did heap scorn on Erastus for abandoning him and blamed
his inability to find a pastoral post in Germany on Erastus. Klebitz, Victoria Veritatis,
Fl4]"-G2".

5 E.g., Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 228: “Thr Werkzeug Klebitz liefSen sie
nach Heshusens Sturz fallen, ohne zu zorgern” Barton, Um Luthers Erbe, 202: “Clebitius
war in dem ganzen Handel kein Akteur, mochte er sich selbst auch dafiir halten, sondern
Werkzeug”
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as contentious and ambitious as Heshusius.>* In contrast, when another
Reformed colleague was dismissed in 1567, Erastus revealed much more
compassion and expended a considerable amount of energy to find him
a new position.”® Clearly, Erastus felt no such obligation to the belliger-
ent Klebitz. Rather than reading too much significance into the theo-
logical positions of the lead players, one can assert that this controversy
was actually a much less complicated affair. It was not quite the “Heidel-
berg Lord’s Supper Controversy” that historians have made it, but more
of an overblown row between two irascible clerics; an assessment also
expressed by Frederick and Melanchthon. Regardless of how significant
these events seemed in 1559, the removal of Heshusius and the begging of
the question of the meaning of the Lord’s Supper were to have significant
impact upon the Palatine church in the following years.

The Heidelberg Lord’s Supper
Disputation (1560) and its Aftermath

A distinct Reformed tendency surfaced in the Palatine Reformation dur-
ing the Heidelberg Disputation of June 1560. While the majority contin-
ued to favor a moderate form of Lutheranism, the Reformed were grow-
ing more influential both in the university and at court. To this point,
the only marked Reformed accomplishment had been the removal of
Heshusius, which at the time must have seemed much more of a victory
for Philippism than for Zwinglianism or Calvinism. German Lutherans
noticed the Palatine developments, and after his expulsion, Heshusius
became a vocal critic of confessional changes in the Palatinate. These
concerns found an influential champion in the person of the elector’s
wife Maria. Fearing that her husband was falling under the influence of

54 Frastus to Bullinger, Oct. 8, (1560), StAZ, E 361, fol. 83av: “Clebitzium hic habuit
adv[er]sarium, hominem non minus contentiosum simul et ambitios[um] ut nihil praete-
rea dicam, cum quo si litiget parum sibi gl[o]riae fore putat” Benrath suggested that
the candor of Erastus’s comments to Bullinger regarding Klebitz shows that he was not
fully aware of all the Zurichers’ plans. Bullinger still supported Klebitz and entreated
Frederick to have Klebitz reinstated, but to no avail. Benrath, “Die Korrespondenz
zwischen Bullinger und Thomas Erastus,” 9o; Hollweg, Heinrich Bullingers Hausbuch,
242-243. See also Erastus’s comments to Albert Hardenberg: “Ad omnes alios accessit
Klebitius, de quo nemo melius est meritus me, quem acerbissime tamen et improbissime
prosequitur. Ingratiorem hominem per omnem anteactam vitam non vidi” Erastus to
Hardenberg, Heidelberg, Nov. 11, 1560, SUB Bremen, 10, no. 49, fols. 87°-87".

> The person in question here was Johannes Brunner. See the discussion in chapter 5.
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Zwinglian heretics, Maria expressed alarm to members of the Saxon Wet-
tin court.”® Later, the marriage of the Palatine princess Dorothea Susanne
to Johann Wilhelm of Saxe-Weimar became the occasion to stage a dis-
putation over the mode of Christ’s presence in the Eucharist between the
Saxon court theologians and representatives of the Palatinate.

A most colorful report of this disputation from the Reformed side is
found in a letter from Caspar Olevianus to John Calvin. According to
Olevianus, the Saxons hoped to use the perceived leadership vacuum in
Heidelberg to place one of their own clerics in the church superintendent
office recently vacated by Heshusius. The duke desired to lead the lost
Palatine sheep back into the fold, and even before the debate the Saxon
court preacher Johann Stossel insinuated in a sermon that Frederick had
been seduced by his councilors.”” External pressure was mounting for
Frederick to eliminate the heretical forces at work in the Palatinate, which
ironically served as a catalyst for his definitive move to the Reformed
camp.

The ground rules of the disputation stipulated a one-on-one debate
between a Saxon theologian and a Palatine theologian. Stossel and
Boquin were the chief participants, though other theologians sat in on
different days. Olevianus’s account implies that the Lutherans placed no
small hope of victory in the fact that Boquin was ill-suited for the task,
and Olevianus even suggested that Frederick was tricked into agreeing
to the terms of debate. Once the event was proposed, however, Boquin
could hardly back out. Both sides were to have a moderator who sat at
the same table with the disputants as well as a scribe to record the debate.
The event, which was held June 3-7, 1560, was open to the general public,
and the princes were seated on a balcony above the disputants. Boquin
began the disputation by defending theses that set forth the Reformed
interpretation of the Lord’s Supper. These theses were very similar to the
ones Klebitz had defended in his bachelor’s exam.’® Boquin’s presenta-
tion pleased the elector but failed to win the sympathy of the audience.

56 Maria’s concerns were initially addressed to her son-in-law Duke Johann Friedrich
IT of Saxe-Gotha (son of Johann Friedrich the Magnanimous and grand nephew of
Frederick the Wise) who had married Elizabeth of the Palatinate. Wesel-Roth, Thomas
Erastus, 22. Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 226.

57 CO, 18:191-196 (no. 3250). See Sturm, Der junge Zacharias Ursin, 223.

58 D. Seisen, Geschichte der Reformation zu Heidelberg von ihren ersten Anfiingen bis
zur Abfassung des Heidelberger Catechismus (Heidelberg, 1846), 99. Although they are
often described as Klebitz’s theses, I consider it just as likely that they were actually theses
written by Boquin which he supplied for Klebitz’s promotion. Sources for the disputa-
tion are printed in Seisen, Geschichte der Reformation zu Heidelberg, 99—-106 and Carl



72 CHAPTER TWO

According to Olevianus, Boquin lacked the debating skill to ward off
Stossel’s heavy-handed tactics. More critically, most of the audience could
not understand him because of his thick French accent. Consequently,
the boisterous Stossel easily bettered Boquin.

In the midst of the debate, Frederick proposed a change that was
to fundamentally alter the psychological impact of the disputation. He
summoned Erastus and ordered him to sit with Boquin in order to clarify
his arguments. Olevianus suggests that Duke Johann Friedrich did not
originally resist this suggestion, which must have sounded more like an
innovation for the sake of linguistic clarity rather than a tactical move.
According to the account that a Swiss student sent to Bullinger, Frederick
first publicly addressed Erastus before he took part in the debate:

We have already often heard that you have been accused of error in the
Sacrament. We desire today that you defend your theses, in order that your
opinion in this controversy will be clearly understood. My son-in-law has
consented and desires to hear your opinion with me.>®

The Saxons, however, quickly lamented their decision to allow Erastus to
enter the debate. Erastus both expressed the Reformed case eloquently
and deftly eluded Stossel’s rhetorical ploys. Olevianus relates, “When
[Erastus] had attended Boquin for about half an hour, and had summa-
rized and elucidated some [of the Reformed] arguments, it was amaz-
ing how the empty confidence of the adversary was lowered.”®® Erastus’s
theological preparation in Switzerland apparently served him well. Ole-
vianus marveled at the speed with which Erastus reeled off his arguments.
Stossel protested that according to the original conditions of debate he
was only supposed to be facing Boquin. He refused to continue the
debate if Erastus actively participated. Stossel supposedly pledged that he

Bittinghausen, Ergozlichkeiten aus der Pfilzischen und Schweizerichen Geschichte und Li-
teratur (Ziirich bey Drell, 1766-1768), 31-36. Accounts of the disputation are included
in Kluckhohn, “Wie ist Kurfiirst Friedrich III,” 40-44; idem, Friedrich der Fromme, Kur-
fiirst von der Pfalz, der Schiitzer der reformirten Kirche, 1559-1576 (Nordlingen, 1879),
69-73 (which largely repeats Kluckhohn’s earlier work verbatim); Wesel-Roth, Thomas
Erastus, 23-24; and Sturm, Der junge Zacharias Ursin, 222-229.

%9 Letter of Thuring Ruost (Turingus Rustius) to Bullinger. “Audivimus iam saepe te
accusari erroris Sacramentarii, cupimus igitur, ut tu publice hodie theses illas vestras
defendas, ut quae tua sit hac de controversia sententia perspicue intelligatur. Assensit
filius meus, idemque mecum audire cupit” Quoted in Sturm, Der junge Zacharias Ursin,
227.

% CO, 18:192-193: “Is quum hora fere dimidia assedisset D. Boquino, atque argu-
menta aliquot collegisset et explicasset, mirum quam deiiceretur adversarii inanis confi-
dentia, adeo perspicue apte et graviter negotium velut in transcursu explicabat.”
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would first debate Boquin and later have a second debate with Erastus.
When it came time for Stossel to debate Erastus individually, however,
he declined, saying that the duke did not desire a second debate. More-
over, he added the weak objection that he did not wish to debate with a
physician but with a theologian.®!

Even from Olevianus’s rather one-sided account, one receives a clear
impression that it was exactly the sort of debate in which either side
could claim unequivocal victory. No doubt Stossel had gotten the better
of Boquin, but Erastus had embarrassed Stossel, as Erastus himself rem-
inisced years after the debate.5? From the perspective of the Heidelberg
Reformed, the debate proved to be an unparalleled success. Frederick was
impressed by the simplicity of the Reformed arguments to such an extent
that it apparently confirmed his doubts concerning the Lutheran doc-
trine of Christ’s physical presence in the sacrament. Whether or not they
had actually won the debate, Boquin and Erastus had expressed the heart
of the Reformed argument in a manner that the elector found persua-
sive. From this point forward, the elector could no longer be considered
an orthodox Lutheran in terms of his view of the Lord’s Supper.5® Eras-
tus remarked that prior to the disputation “the prince still wavered” with
regard to the Lord’s Supper, but at the disputation “he learned more cor-
rectly. Thus little by little the Reformation had begun”®* Frederick would
convincingly display this new commitment by his decisive actions over
the coming months.

Before continuing with Erastus’s role in the confessional develop-
ments, it is fitting to reflect on the nature of Frederick’s conversion. Even
if one accepts Press’s conclusion that the elector’s move to the Reformed
camp can be dated from the Heidelberg disputation, we might still ask
to what the prince had actually been converted.%® Though Frederick is

6l Tbid, 193.

62 Frastus to Abraham Musculus, Nov. 23, (15)77, Zofingen, no. 1.53: “Venit res ad
disputationem, ubi Stoesselium obiter pudefacio.”

¢ Chadwick, “The Making of a Reforming Prince,” 65-66.

64 Erastus to Abraham Musculus, Nov. 23, (15)77, Zofingen, no. 1.53: “Princeps tunc
nutans adhuc rem, discit rectius. Ita paulatim coepta est reformatio”

 Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 229. August Kluckhohn actually marked the
elector’s conversion with the appearance of Erastus’s Grundtlicher Bericht and asserted,
“Es war eine weitldufige Darstellung der calvinischen Abendmabhlslehre, so dafy mit Recht
gesagt worden ist, mit dem Erscheinen jener Schrift sei der Uebertritt Friedrichs zum
Calvinismus im Grunde schon entschieden gewesen.” Kluckhohn, Friedrich der Fromme,
131. See also Derk Visser, Zacharias Ursinus: The Reluctant Reformer (New York: United
Church Press, 1983), 107.
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frequently labeled a “Calvinist” from this point, there was little that was
per se Calvinistic about the early Reformed developments in the Palati-
nate; the early Palatine Reformed movement lacked a specifically Calvin-
ist understanding of the Lord’s Supper or church discipline. In fact, the
elector always eschewed the term “Calvinist” Rather, he was converted to
a more amorphous understanding of the Reformed faith, which included
the elimination of images and the acceptance of the tenet that Christ
was not physically present in the Lord’s Supper—the two issues Bullinger
defined as essential to a Reformed perspective.® The first Reformed
marker, iconoclasm, had already largely been accomplished by Otthein-
rich, highlighting the continuity of the Reformed movement with the ear-
lier Palatine religious developments. The second Reformed distinctive, a
memorial understanding of the Eucharist, grew stronger after the Hei-
delberg disputation.

Reflecting on the prince’s conversion does not answer the question of
what was attractive to him about the Reformed standpoint. In one of
the few English-language attempts to grapple with this issue, Chadwick
offered a psychological interpretation of Frederick’s conversion in which
FredericK’s disenchantment with his fellow Lutheran princes, due to their
abandonment of his relative Albert Alcibiades, opened the door for his
departure from the Lutheran fold.®” Frederick was an avid Bible reader,
and the Reformed vision of a more thorough Reformation appealed to
him. One cannot overlook the fact that laymen like Erastus, Christoph
Ehem, and the Counts of Erbach played a critical role in his conversion.
While it may have seemed that Erastus was at a tremendous disadvantage
in having to match swords with men of superior theological pedigrees
in the Heidelberg disputation, Erastus was able to seize the advantage
through his ability to speak directly to the commonsense concerns of the
elector.

To fully understand the nature of Frederick’s conversion, we must
depart from the finer theological points and assess how the theological
transformation may have reflected larger issues in his Weltanschauung.
For the Gnesio-Lutheran perspective to have remained cogent, Frederick
had to accept the proposition that as “Sacramentarians” the Reformed
were heretics. The notion that the Reformed were anything less than

6 See Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of
Doctrine, vol. 4, Reformation of Church and Dogma (1300-1700) (Chicago: University of
Chicago, 1984).

7 Chadwick, “The Making of a Reforming Prince,” 56.



REFORMED PROTESTANTISM’S ARRIVAL IN THE PALATINATE 75

committed brethren became exceedingly difficult to maintain in light of
the spread of the Reformed teaching in Western Europe. Many people in
France, Spain, and the Netherlands, in Melanchthon’s words, “who share
our faith, but yet have the opinion that Christ is not physically eaten
with the mouth and teeth in the Lord’s Supper,” were being martyred
by the Catholic authorities.%® If a theologian like Melanchthon could
not maintain the intellectual distinction that the Reformed were false
brethren inspired by the devil, how much harder must it have been
for Frederick, who had been deeply disenchanted by the duplicity that
the Lutheran princes had displayed in the Schmalkaldic Wars. In the
end, all three factors—the Lutheran princes’ placement of politics above
piety, the Reformed self-representation as a more thorough, Biblical
form of Reformation, and the manifest devotion and courage of the
Reformed Christians in France and the Netherlands—likely played a
role in bringing the elector to the Reformed faith. Likewise, once the
momentum had shifted in the direction of a Reformed understanding
of the Eucharist in the Palatinate, well-meaning attempts by Lutheran
princes and theologians to retard these developments came to be seen as
unfriendly meddling in internal Palatine affairs.*

The period between the Heidelberg disputation (June, 1560) and the
publication of the Heidelberg Catechism (January, 1563) marked the era
of Erastus’s greatest influence on the Palatine church. Erastus was made a
member of the church council that undertook the further reform of the
church. Unfortunately, the early history of this commission is shrouded
in obscurity. According to Press’s reconstruction, the council consisted
of Erastus, Ehem, Boquin, the court preacher Michael Diller, and Fred-
ericK’s private secretary Stephan Cirler.”’ Soon afterwards, Olevianus and
Wenzel Zuleger, both of whom had studied in Geneva, joined the council.
The decisively Reformed orientation of the church council was unmis-
takable, offering further proof of Frederick’s new resolve to move the

% CR, 9:759 (no. 6704): “... die unsers Glaubens sind, doch die Opinion haben, daf§
Christus wesentlich nicht also im Nachtmahl mit dem Munde und Ziahnen gegessen
werde” Melanchthon offered these reflections in a letter to Philip of Hesse and Johann
Friedrich of Saxony on March 7, 1559.

% See, for example, Elector Frederick’s annoyance at the Strasbourg theologians’ sup-
port for Heshusius after his dismissal. C. Schmidt, Der Antheil der Strassburger an der
Reformation in Churpfalz, 47-53.

70 Regarding Stephan Cirler, see Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 240. Cirler
was early on assailed as a Zwinglian and can fairly be considered a partisan of Erastus.
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Palatine church in a Reformed direction.”’ Frederick also began to lay
the basis for the successful defense of his new religious outlook. At the
Naumburg Fiirstentag (princes’ assembly), the leading Lutheran princes
recognized the Invariata of the Augsburg Confession as the official evan-
gelical confession of the empire. However, Frederick won the conces-
sion of the acceptance of the Variata, with its more open language on
the Lord’s Supper, as an acceptable interpretation of the Invariata.”* This
would give Frederick the opportunity to claim that he had not broken the
religious peace after the publication of the Heidelberg Catechism (1563).
On his return journey from Naumburg, Frederick read Luther’s “Short
Confession on the Holy Sacrament” and was unimpressed with Luther’s
intemperate anti-Zwinglian polemic. Ironically, Frederick’s conversion to
the Reformed faith seems to have been confirmed by his displeasure in
reading Luther.”

Among this church council, two figures began to rise to a position
of dominance: Erastus and Olevianus. The measure of leadership they
displayed led Erdmann Sturm to conclude that “the driving forces of

7L Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 239-240. Erastus joined the body either
in late 1559 or early 1560—most likely before the disputation. Barton offers a list with
Cirler, Erastus, Ehem, Diller, Boquin, and Pantaleon Blasius, although he notes that
Pantaleon Blasius was soon removed. Heinrich Alting suggested that Erastus had been
on the first constituted church council during the reign of Ottheinrich, though Wesel-
Roth and Press have rejected this notion. Alting, Historia de ecclesiis Palatinis, 49 (ch. 27);
Barton, Um Luthers Erbe, 224; Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 17; Press, Calvinismus und
Territorialstaat, 218 (in note). For the general role of the church council, see Press,
Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 114-129.

72 The Naumburg Fiirstentag of 1561 revealed the confusion regarding the document.
The princes were unable to find the original Latin version of 1530. The Variata (1540) had
such a wide currency that it was actually the document used at the Peace of Augsburg in
1555. The exact language of the Naumburg agreement recognized the Variata as an “etwas
stattlichere und ausfiihrlichere Wiederholung” of the Invariata. Quoted in J.E. Gerhard
Goeters, “Die Rolle der Confessio Helvetica Posterior in Deutschland,” in Glauben und
Bekennen: Vierhundert Jahre Confessio Helvetica Posterior, ed. Joachim Staedtke (Ziirich:
Zwingli Verlag, 1966), 81. See Robert Calinich, Der Naumburger Fiirstentag 1561 (Gotha,
1870); Chadwick, “The Making of a Reforming Prince,” 66-67; Gunnoe, “The Reforma-
tion of the Palatinate and the Origins of the Heidelberg Catechism,” 42-44; Karl Schorn-
baum, “Zum Tage von Naumburg,” ARG (1911): 181-214; Walter Henss, Der Heidelberger
Katechismus im konfessionspolitischen Kriftespiel seiner Friihzeit (Zirich: Theolgischer
Verlag, 1983), 46; Cf. Bard Thompson, “An Historical Reconstruction of Melanchtho-
nianism in the German Reformed Church based on Liturgical Evidence” (Ph.D. diss.,
Columbia University, 1953), 340-345; Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 27. Erastus regarded
the outcome of the colloquy as tolerable. Erastus to Hardenberg, Heidelberg, Sept. 11,
1561, SUB Bremen, 10, no. 54, fol. 95.

73 Chadwick, “The Making of a Reforming Prince,” 66-68.
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the reconfiguration of the Palatine church were not the elector and the
church council as a whole, but Olevianus and Erastus”’4 A native of
Trier, Olevianus was to become the leading administrator of the Pala-
tine church. Though originally trained in law, Olevianus became an avid
student of Reformed theology, learning at the feet of Calvin, Beza, Mar-
tyr, and Bullinger.”> Olevianus demonstrated the strength of his convic-
tions in his courageous if foolhardy attempt, at the encouragement of
Guillaume Farel, to introduce the Reformed faith to his hometown. For
his audacity in holding Protestant sermons in Trier—one of the leading
ecclesiastical territories of the empire—he was rewarded with a sojourn
in the city hall jail. The advocacy of Frederick III and other Protestant
powers won Olevianus’s release after two months of incarceration.”® Ole-
vianus then followed Frederick’s envoys back to Heidelberg and quickly
joined in the work of reforming the Palatine church, though mostly
behind the scenes at first. Although at first favored more by the elec-
tor than respected as a theologian, in time Olevianus would become the
chief organizing force behind the Palatine church. Initially Olevianus
and Erastus worked closely to establish the Reformed faith in Heidel-
berg. After 1564, they became increasingly alienated from one another
until eventually they were arch-enemies in the conflict over church dis-
cipline. Olevianus became the primary advocate of instituting a Genevan
style consistory of elders in the Palatinate and rightly saw Erastus as his
primary obstacle. After winning the controversy over church discipline,
Olevianus hounded Erastus’s partisans mercilessly and was the driving
force behind Erastus’s exclusion from church life in the mid-1570s. His
feud with Erastus aside, Olevianus was the most significant proponent

74 Sturm, Der junge Zacharias Ursin, 233: “Aus den gennanten Briefen gewinnt man
den Eindruck, daf§ die treibenden Krifte bei der Umgestaltung der Pfilzer Kirche nicht
der Kurfiirst und der Kirchenrat als ganzer, sondern Erast und Olevianus waren.”

7> He does not seem to have made much of an impression on Bullinger, however,
as Bullinger referred to him as “Olivetanus” after he had been in Ziirich some months.
Goeters has nevertheless argued that Olevianus did not travel to Ziirich so much to study
with Bullinger as with Peter Martyr Vermigli. J.E. Gerhard Goeters, “Caspar Olevianus als
Theologe,” Monatshefte fiir Evangelische Kirchengeshichte des Rheinlandes, 37-38 (1988
1989): 293-294.

76 See Giinther Franz, “Piscators Kurzer Bericht vom Leben und Sterben Herrn D.
Gasparis Oleviani,” in Caspar Olevianus, Der Gnadenbund Gottes 1590: Faksimile-Edition
mit einem Kommentar, ed. Gunther Franz, ].E. Gerhard Goeters, and Wilhelm Holtmann
(Cologne: Rheinland-Verlag, 1994), 450-466. Piscator’s Kurzer Bericht itself is printed on
pp- 19-36. See also Lyle Bierma, German Calvinism in the Confessional Age: The Covenant
Theology of Caspar Olevianus (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997).
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of genuine Calvinism in Germany and one of the first covenant theolo-
gians. Both he and Erastus played crucial roles in the foundation of the
Reformed Church in Germany.

Although Olevianus’s influence was growing, Erastus remained the
leader of the reform effort. Even Ursinuss biographer Sturm has con-
cluded: “Without a doubt Erastus had the greatest influence, due to his
good relations with the Zurichers, and due to his theological education
and his skilled argumentation””” Not only did the powers of persuasion
that he demonstrated in the disputation of 1560 endear Erastus to Freder-
ick, he also enjoyed the elector’s respect as a physician. Though he would
later boast that he had always rendered medical service to the princely
family free of charge, he was not forgotten in the university’s allocation
of “extraordinary” income. His medical service no doubt increased his
opportunity to advise the elector personally.”® Erastus’s relationship with
Frederick grew quite intimate, as evidenced in a comment that Erastus
related to the Zurich theologian Rudolf Gwalther regarding his lord:

You know how much princes fear and how slowly they ponder these things.
I estimate that I have said things to the prince, which he has never heard
from any preacher or councilor, and that in council and not just once. The
most pious prince is in no way offended by my liberty but declares [that]
my eagerness is welcome to him. If only he were not so cautious, everything
would progress better.”

Erastus had the elector’s ear, and through his position at the university, his
seat on the church council, and his international connections, he played
a leading role in reorganizing the Palatine church in a Swiss-Reformed
manner.

77 Sturm, Der junge Zacharias Ursin, 233: “Den grofiten Einflufl hatte wegen seiner
guten Beziehungen zu den Ziirchern, wegen seiner theologischen Bildung und seiner
geschickten Argumentation zweifellos Thomas Erast” Note the similar assessment of
Curt Horn: “So trat der Fithrer der reformierten Partei ins Vordertreffen, der Arzt Thomas
Erast” Curt Horn, “Johann Sylvan und die Anfinge des Heidelberger Antitrinitaris-
mus,” NHJ 17 (1913): 238. See also J.G. Hautz, Geschichte der Universitit Heidelberg
(Mannheim, 1864), 2:73.

78 See also Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 240; Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus,
24.
79 Erastus to Gwalther, Oct. 31, [1560], Zurich, Zentralbibliothek (Thesaurus Hottin-
gerianus), MS F 38, fol. 271. “Nosti quam principes multa metuant, quamque tarde de
hisce rebus cogitent. Ego me ea dixisse principi puto, quae a nullo unquam puto con-
cionatore aut consiliario audivit, idque in consilio et non semel. Nihil est mea libertate
piisimus princeps offensus sed gratum sibi meum esse studium ostendit. Nisi esset paulo
tardior, melius omnia procederent” For a German translation of this passage, see Sturm,
Der junge Zacharias Ursin, 233-234.
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Of course, Erastus was not alone in pushing the Heidelberg church in
the Reformed direction. Although the decision of the elector was deci-
sive, Press has clearly demonstrated that the high council, some of whose
members had served since the reign of Frederick II and represented the
earlier school of Upper German Protestantism, supported the territory’s
transition from Philippism to the Reformed standpoint.?’ In the wake of
the Lord’s Supper controversy, Gnesio-Lutheran councilors and theolo-
gians were released. The reconstituted church council faced the task of
filling the parishes with qualified preachers. Erastus lamented the poor
state of the church and at one point reckoned that it only possessed four
qualified pastors.8! That at least some of the Palatine clergy were recep-
tive to the Reformed faith can be observed in a comment that Erastus
made to Bullinger: “How God marvelously helps us. The Lord has com-
pletely provided our church with the best men, who had lain hidden like
Nicodemus .... Who would have believed before, that such men lie hid-
den among us?”% This comment provides anecdotal evidence to sup-
port the notion that vestiges of the former tradition of Upper German
Protestantism lived on in the Palatinate and cooperated in the transition
to Reformed worship.

From being an obscure physician whose only notable contacts had
been with other Swiss intellectuals like Konrad Pellikan and Oswald
Myconius, Erastus became an important contact for the German-
speaking Reformed movement. Erastus’s correspondence blossomed at
that time, most notably with Bullinger, with whom Erastus stayed in
close communication until the latter’s death in 1575.8% Erastus turned to
Bullinger for all manner of assistance in the Heidelberg reform, much
as Olevianus did with Calvin. In time, Erastus acted as a de facto agent
of Zurich in Heidelberg. Swiss students and pastors came to Heidelberg
to study and labor, and Erastus was normally the chief contact for these
individuals, especially at the university.

80 Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 225-227, 233.

81 Just who made the grade is unknown, though Erastus must have included Johannes
Willing. Erastus to Wolf, Heidelberg, Sept. 29, (15)61, ZBZ (Hot.) F 38, fol. 272.

82 Erastus to Bullinger, Heidelberg, Jan. 1, [1561], StAZ, E II 361, fols. 63-63° “Deus
mirabiliter nos iuvat. Ecclesiae nostrae pené optimis viris prospexit dominus, qui latebant
quasi Nicodemi. Adversarii nostri fatentur, nunquam fuisse melioribus viris exornatam,
aut melius institutam, et ad huc non est, ut speramus nos facere posse, constituta tamen.
Quis credidisset, tales apud nos viros latere ante?”

85 See the Correspondence Register.
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Although no longer rector after 1559, Erastus took an active part in
reconstituting the university after the departure of the Lutheran the-
ologians Heshusius and Paul Einhorn.®* Even before the Lord’s Supper
debates, Erastus had invited the prominent Reformed theologian Wolf-
gang Musculus to assume the top spot at the Heidelberg church and
academy in the name of the church council. Erastus’s letter gushes with
praise for Musculus, whom the committee saw as the most qualified per-
son to take the post. It would have been a fitting end to Musculus’s career
if this dynamic former leader of the Augsburg Reformation, and later
steady hand in the state-dominated Bernese church, had been able to fos-
ter the growth of the native tradition of Upper German Protestantism in
the Palatinate after the Schmalkaldic Wars had nearly eliminated it from
the empire. However, Musculus cited a number of reasons, chief among
them his age, for declining the offer.®®

As Boquin was the lone remaining theologian, he was given the first
chair as professor of New Testament. Needing at least two more quali-
fied theologians, the University of Heidelberg attempted to win the ser-
vices of Peter Martyr Vermigli, but, even with the prodding of Calvin,
the much-traveled Vermigli, as Musculus, declined on account of his
age.8® As an alternative, Vermigli recommended John Immanuel Tremel-
lius (Giovanni Emanuele Tremellio), an Italian of Jewish origin who con-
verted to Christianity through the encouragement of Reginald Pole. A
renowned Hebraist, Tremellius had been the king’s reader of Hebrew at
Cambridge before the accession of Mary Tudor. Tremellius accepted the

84 The noted humanist Wilhelm Xylander (Holtzman) was also recruited in 1558 at
Erastus’s suggestion. Daniel Ludwig Wundt, Magazin fiir die Kirchen- und Gelehrten-
Geschichte des Kurfiirstenthums Pfalz (Heidelberg, 1789) 1:171; Sturm, Der junge Zacha-
rias Ursin, 237.

85 UAH, A-160/7, fol. 398". See the letters to and from Musculus from March of
1560 printed in Reinhard Bodenmann, Wolfgang Musculus (1497-1563): Destin dun
autodidacte lorrain au siécle des réformes [THR 343] (Geneva: Droz, 2000), 444-449. See
the Correspondence Register.

8 FErastus to Bullinger, Oct. 8, [1560]. StAZ, E II 361, fol. 8: [from the postscript]
“Caremus adhuc professore in Schola, et in ecclesia concionatore. Unicornum princeps
arbitror dimittet. [am cum Emanuele Tremelio, qui D. Martyri notus est, agitur. Spero
eum nobiscum futurum, quofacto .2. habebimus. Deest tertius, si nos iuvare poteris, rogo
te plurimum, ut iuvare velis. Boquino dabimus primum locum. Emanueli secundum,
et Tertium ei, quem nobis Deus offeret. Concionatore bono et pio valde indigemus.
Cupimus in hac quoque parte a te consilium et auxilium. D. Martyrem plurimum cupio,
meis verbis salutari. Voluimus Zanchium nuper ad nos vocare, sed nimium bene aiunt ei
cum Marpachio convenire iam, De doctrina coenae non puto eos consentire” Regarding
the various machinations, see Sturm, Der junge Zacharias Ursin, 232-233.
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university’s offer and was given the second chair in theology.®” The uni-
versity still lacked a third theologian. Its leaders considered calling Giro-
lamo Zanchi from Strasbourg—who eventually would succeed Ursinus
in the third chair in 1568—but at this point it was rumored that he held
an excessively Lutheran conception of the Lord’s Supper.

Given his later fame as a Reformed theologian, it appears curious in
hindsight that Olevianus was not immediately appointed to fill the third
chair, as he had already been in Heidelberg for some months. However, it
took some time for Olevianus to emerge as a theologian and preacher.®®
Initially, either he was unwilling to join the faculty or the university
considered him an unacceptable candidate. Later, the university senate
debated calling either Olevianus or Adam Neuser (c. 1530-1576) to the
third chair of theology. Neuser was a south German native of the territory
of Brandenburg-Ansbach who had apparently studied with Musculus in
Bern. Later a cleric at the Peterskirche and the Heiliggeistkirche, Neuser
would cause no end of scandal with his Antitrinitarian opinions in the
early 1570s.% Though the faculty favored Neuser, Olevianus was awarded
the position at the behest of the elector.”

Not long after Olevianus’s appointment was arranged, however, the
Protestant diplomat Hubert Languet recommended the Silesian theolo-
gian Zacharias Ursinus to the Palatine representatives at the princes’
colloquy at Naumburg.”! Ursinus was a student of Melanchthon who
increasingly moved in Reformed circles after Melanchthon’s death. When
he received the call to Heidelberg, Ursinus was studying with Bullinger
and Vermigli in Zurich. Erastus wrote Bullinger and sought his
counsel regarding the suitability of Ursinus. From the sources that
survive, one gets the impression that Erastus took the leading role in

87 John Tedeschi, “The Cultural Contributions of Italian Protestant Reformers in the
Late Renaissance,” in Schifanoia: notizie dellIstituto di studi rinascimentali de Ferrara
(Modena: Panini, 1986), 127-151.

88 For instance, Erastus remarked to Bullinger that Olevianus was reluctant to preach.
Erastus to Bullinger, Oct. 30, [1560], StAZ, E II 361, fol. 85% “Oleviani opera uti nequea-
mus in concionibus in causa qui concionari non vult”

8 Christopher J. Burchill, The Heidelberg Antitrinitarians [Bibliotheca Dissidentium
11], ed. André Séguenny (Baden-Baden: Editions Valentin Koerner, 1989), 107-111.

0 Burchill, The Heidelberg Antitrinitarians, 113. Erastus to Bullinger, Heidelberg, Jan.
1, [1561], StAZ, E I 361, fols. 63-63* “Dominus Olevianus uxorem Argentinae duxit, et
hic tertium in Schola inter theologos locum est habiturus” UAH, A-160/8, fol. 32. See
Goeters, “Caspar Olevianus als Theologe,” 295.

°1 On Jan. 25, 1561, Lanquet mentioned in a letter to Caspar Peucer that he had
recommended that Ursinus be called to Heidelberg. Sturm, Der junge Zacharias Ursin,
237.
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recruiting Ursinus for Heidelberg and that Bullinger’s advice on the deci-
sion was considered critical.”? By July of 1561, Ursinus had accepted the
call to Heidelberg.” This strategic recruitment had an enduring impact
on the development of the Heidelberg theology and served to forge a
closer link between Reformed Protestantism and Philippist Lutheranism.
After the university secured Ursinus, Olevianus transferred to a post at
the Heiliggeistkirche to make room for Ursinus on the university faculty.”*
Olevianus’s transfer had a large impact on future confessional struggles.
When Olevianus later emerged as the leading cleric of the Palatinate,
he did not possess a direct role in the university. No future cleric ever
wielded the combined powers of Heshusius, who had been both the gen-
eral superintendent of the church and the holder of the first chair of the-
ology. In the later struggle over church discipline, Olevianus’s authority
was limited to the ecclesiastical realm. The clergy had a tough time imple-
menting their will in the university, and the university thus remained a
haven of intellectual dissent.

Also at the university, Erastus acted to secure a position on the faculty
for his Swiss countryman Johannes Brunner. With Brunner it seems that
the Swiss influence had reached such a high level that it had engendered
something of a backlash. Erastus and his associates found it prudent to
send Brunner to a nearby parish for a few months to help soften his Swiss
accent. He was eventually recalled to the university, but even then his
posting was opposed by some members of the arts faculty.”

2 Erastus to Bullinger, May 19, [1561], Zurich, Staatsarchiv des Kantons Ziirich,
MS E II 345, fol. 736. “Audivimus etiam apud vos istic esse virum bonum et doctum
Zachariam Ursinum a Huberto Lanqueto nobis commendatum; eum valde cuperemus, si
minister ecclesiae esse vellet ac nobiscum esse, de conditione ei non mala prospiceremus.
Si putaveris eum usui nobis esse posse, vehementer te oramus, ut cum eo colloquaris et,
quid animi habeat, nobis, quamprimum poteris, significes; erit id nobis omnibus quam
gratissimum.”

93 Sturm, Der junge Zacharias Ursin, 237.

% While most pro-Olevianus historiography has not seen his resignation from the
theological faculty as a slight, it is possible that this change, as well as the earlier reluctance
to appoint Olevianus to the faculty, offers a clue regarding Olevianus’s reputation as a
theologian among his contemporaries. See also Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat,
242.

> Brunner, like Zwingli himself, was from the lordship of Toggenburg in eastern
Switzerland. Brunner matriculated in Heidelberg as Professor of Ethics on Oct. 3, 1561
(Toepke, Die Matrikel der Universitit Heidelberg, 2:26). Brunner’s arrival and various
postings (pastor in Weinheim, Collegium Sapientiae, university arts faculty) can be
tracked in Frastus’s letters to the leaders of the Zurich church. Erastus to Gwalther,
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Investigation of Erastus’s correspondence leaves little doubt that he
played a significant role in acquiring these future leaders of the Heidel-
berg church. Beyond Erastus’s personal influence, one should not over-
look the fact that both of the new theologians (Tremellius and Ursinus)
were recruited with the assistance of Zurich.

Erastus’s influence on Palatine religious developments mirrored the
unrivaled status that Bullinger and the Zurich church possessed as out-
side theological authorities in the early days of the Palatine Reformed
movement. The emerging Palatine church was nourished by Bucerian,
Melanchthonian, Calvinist, and Zwinglian streams. While the Zwinglian
party was perhaps the most influential group in the early days of the “Sec-
ond Reformation,” the Calvinist faction enjoyed immense influence at
court, which would increase with the flood of French and Dutch refugees
into the Palatinate in the mid-1560s.

Heidelberg, Dec. 5, [1560], ZBZ (Hot.) F 38, fol. 269; Erastus to Bullinger, Heidelberg,
Jan. 1, [1561], StAZ, E II 361, fols. 63-63% Erastus to Bullinger, Sept. 18, (15)61, StAZ,
E1II 345, fol. 491; Erastus to Bullinger, Heidelberg, Nov. 21, [1561], StAZ, EII 361, fol. 29.
See also Benrath, “Die Korrespondenz zwischen Bullinger und Thomas Erastus,” 93-94.






CHAPTER THREE

THE LORD’S SUPPER IN THEORY AND PRACTICE

And further my gracious prince and lord, I have left your
grace a text together with a booklet, and I humbly beseech
you, as I have asked before, that if you will, you might read it
with diligence, and consider whether it be my word or if it be
that of Christ and the Holy Spirit.

Erastus to Count Georg Ernst, April 28, [ca. 1562]

The Grundtlicher Bericht

In the early 1560s, Erastus headed the cadre of academics, preachers, and
court officials who prodded Elector Frederick ITI, the Pious, towards the
Reformed camp. While Erastus had previously worked behind the scenes,
the Heidelberg Lord’s Supper disputation of 1560 pushed him into the
spotlight. Now recognized for his theological expertise, he endeavored
to write theological works for a popular audience. His first work was
a Reformed interpretation of Eucharistic proof texts entitled Thorough
Account, Regarding How the Words of Christ, “This is my body, etc.,’ Should
be Understood (Grindtlicher Bericht).! After writing the tract in 1561
and circulating it among friends, he published it anonymously in 1562.
He intended the work to serve as an apology for the Reformed interpre-
tation of the Lord’s Supper. Erastus sought to win over the vernacular

! Thomas Erastus, Griindtlicher bericht/ wie die wort Christi/ Das ist mein leib/ etc.
zuverstehen seien (Heidelberg: Ludwig Liick, 1562). Though the work was published
anonymously, there is no doubt regarding Erastus’s authorship of the tract. Not only is
the authorship attested in Erastus’s letters (referenced below), but the French transla-
tions of the tract bore his name. He also defended the work in a response to Johann
Marbach. See Henss, Der Heidelberger Katechismus, 18. Note that another anonymous
work (this time by Ursinus) was published under a similar title: Griindtlicher bericht
Vom heiligen Abendmal unsers Herren Jesu Christi/ aus einhelliger Lere/ der heiligen
Schrifft/ der alten rechtglaubigen Christlichen kirchen/ und auch der Augspurgischen Con-
fession. Gestellt Durch der Universitet Heydelberg Theologen (Heidelberg: Johann Meyer,

1564).
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reading public and to defuse Lutheran criticism by stressing both the
Scriptural authenticity and soteriological heart of the Reformed under-
standing of the Eucharist.> As an apologetic text, the treatise possessed
both educational and ecumenical purposes. His primary audience was
the pastors of the Palatinate, as he commented in a letter to Bullinger:

I have written crudely for unlearned ones, but in such a manner that
[Caspar] Olevianus, Petrus Colonius, [Wilhelm] Xylander, our council,
and others have asserted that they have never read anything more clear
or equally frank on the topic. I have written for certain of our quite
uneducated preachers; but they are also pious and think rightly, [and] since
having received a certain foundation they desire to relate to the people the
same thing more successfully, having set aside all [their] questions.?

Beyond discerning the tract’s intended audience from this quote, one can
see that Erastus was quite pleased with his tract and with the reception
that it had received from his theological associates. Erastus likely also
had men like Frederick and his own former lord Georg Ernst von Hen-
neberg in mind in composing his tract and, in fact, he apparently sent
Georg Ernst a copy of the treatise.* Such literate laymen had likely only
heard of the doctrine of Zwingli from the mouths of his enemies. One
cannot overvalue how Erastus’s experience as a Zwinglian serving in a
Lutheran court in Henneberg affected both his personality and his work.
Having lived with Lutherans, he was surely well-informed of the misrep-
resentations of Zwinglian theology as well as of popular prejudice against
Zwinglians. A poignant example of this prejudice can be seen in the need
for Bullinger’s son Christoph’s need to pass under an assumed name at
the Lutheran Henneberg court lest he reveal his close connections to the
leaders of the Zurich Reformation.”

2 Griindtlicher Bericht, 3. Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 32—33.

% Erastus to Bullinger, March 18 and 25, (1561), ZBZ (Hot.) F 38, fol. 264. “Meum
de coena domini Scriptum ei legendum tradidi, cuius exemplum ad te mittam, ubi
Heidelb[ergam] rediero. Scripsi rudibus ruditer, sed ita ut Olevianus, Petrus Colonius,
Xylander, noster Senatus, atque alii nihil se unquam legisse asseverent magis explicate
aut aequé aperté hac de re scriptum. Propter concionatores nostros quosdam rudes
admodum, sed pios tamen et recté sentientes, scripsi, ut accepto certo fundamento
felicius populo proponere quirent ipsam rem quaestionibus omnibus omissis.”

4 Erastus to Georg Ernst, Heidelberg, April 28, [ca. 1562], GHA, Sekt. I, 5810. See
chapter 1.

> Erastus had secured Christoph a place at the Henneberg court and suggested he
call himself “Christoph Adlisweiler” rather than be known as “Christoph Bullinger.” After
explaining the hostility to those called Zwingilians, Erastus explained to Bullinger: “Sed et
illic arte opus fuit, et nomen mutandum. Itaque pro Bullingero sese appellat Adlisweiler.”
Erastus to Bullinger, Oct. 8, (1560), StAZ, E1I 361, fols. 7 and 83. “Adlischwyler” was the
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His time at the Henneberg court had also made Erastus something of
an apologist, if a clandestine one, for the Reformed cause. He avoided
waving flags that might alert his Lutheran associates of a Zwinglian mes-
sage. Rather than directly confronting the Lutherans, Erastus proceeded
with a strategy that made the rejection of Christ’s physical presence in
the Lord’s Supper appear only natural corollary to justification by faith;
he attempted to sound a tone that was more evangelical than that of the
Lutherans themselves.

He sent the tract to Bullinger to learn his opinion of the work and to
seek a printer for it in Zurich. Erastus made the curious suggestion that
if the tract pleased Bullinger, and if he could improve the text, Erastus
would be happy for it to be published under Bullinger’s name; Erastus
claimed that he had no desire to see it published as his own work.®
Although on the surface Erastus appeared to lack confidence in his own
work, this suggestion may also betray a touch of hubris. Erastus may have
felt that he had communicated the Reformed understanding of the Lord’s
Supper so successfully that it was likely to find wide appeal. In this light, it
would be fitting that the work should bear the official stamp of the Zurich
church, so that all could see that this was the actual teaching of the Swiss.
Whether one interprets his comments to Bullinger as a mark of humility
or pride, it is clear that Erastus did not doubt that the work conformed
to the Zurich conception of the Lord’s Supper.

As the title suggests, the work focused on Christ’s words of institu-
tion of the Lord’s Supper: “This is my body.” This simple phrase had been
the stumbling block to pan-Protestant confessional unity since the 1529
Marburg colloquy. According to reports of the colloquy, Luther dramat-
ically demonstrated his reliance on the words Hoc est corpus meum by
writing them in chalk on a tabletop in the Marburg castle. Thus, Eras-
tus was not avoiding controversy but addressing the problem directly
with his tract. According to Erastus, the key question to the meaning of
“This is my body” focused solely on the meaning of the word “this.” Eras-
tus conceded that many believe that it means what it literally expressed;
i.e., that the bread that Christ offered the disciples was literally Christ’s

maiden name of Heinrich Bullinger’s wife Anna. See also Benrath, “Die Korrespondenz
zwischen Bullinger und Thomas Erastus,” 89.

¢ Erastus to Bullinger, March 18 and 25, (1561), ZBZ (Hot.) F 38, fol. 264: “Non iudi-
cium modo, sed si edendum putes, id quod omnes hucusque & me improbe flagitarunt,
tuo nomine edas, ubi pro arbitrio tuo cuncta in eo mutaveris. Nomen meum hac ratione
legi neque volo neque velle debeo.”
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body. Erastus contended, however, that this literal reading was indefen-
sible when one interpreted the passage in the light of other scriptural
texts, and, thus, that the passage could not be understood “according to
the letter””

Erastus organized his argument in three sections to prove his point.
First, he endeavored to show that Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians excluded
a literal interpretation. He then argued that other statements by Christ
in the Gospels suggested a symbolic rather than literal understanding
of “This is my body” Finally, Erastus assembled a brief list of Patristic
witnesses to bolster the orthodox heritage of the Reformed Eucharistic
theology.

In the treatise’s first section, Erastus began his discussion of the Eucha-
ristic teaching of Paul by taking up 1 Corinthians 10:16: “The cup of
blessing which we bless, is it not the communion of the blood of Christ?
The bread which we break, is it not the communion with the body
of Christ?”® Although this was a common proof text for Eucharistic
theology which had also been referred to by Zwingli, it is likely that the
prominent place Melanchthon had given the passage in his Judgment
alerted Erastus to its rhetorical potential.” Here was a text that offered an
amplification of that ever-troublesome phrase “This is my body.” Erastus
argued that Christ’s words of institution recorded in the Gospel accounts
needed to be reinterpreted in light of Paul’s text. Erastus confidently
asserted that Paul had the same understanding of the Lord’s Supper as
Christ and the apostles. The Holy Spirit, however, had inspired Paul to
communicate a more complete explanation of the Lord’s Supper than
was present in the Gospel accounts. Thus, in this passage, Paul fleshed
out the truth that had been latent in the Gospels; namely, that “is my
body” actually meant “is the communion of the body of Christ”!° Erastus
asserted that Christ’s words should be taken to mean: “This bread which
I break with thanksgiving and give or offer you is the communion of my
»11

body which is given for you.

7 Griindtlicher Bericht, 4. “Wie der biichstab lautet”
8 KJV.
° Goeters has also noted Erastus’s dependence on Melanchthon in the piece. [Goeters]
in EKO, 14:39.
10 Griindtlicher Bericht, 6.
11 Tbid.: “Das brot das ich mit dancksagung gebrochen/ eiich zuessen iibergebe oder
darbiete/ ist die Gemeinschafft meines leibs/ der fiir etich geben wird””
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From this Pauline perspective, Erastus suggested that anyone who
knew the meaning of the German word Gemeinschaft'? could easily
understand what the Lord’s Supper was originally intended to symbol-
ize. The “communion” that Christians have with the body of Christ was
analogous to a citizen’s enjoyment of full right of citizenship in a village or
town community."* Zwingli had made a very similar point, though he had
used slightly different vocabulary. Regarding the meaning of “commu-
nion” in 1 Corinthians 10:16, Zwingli related: “Once we see this point it is
easy to understand the word communion [gemeinsame], for we have sim-
ply to give it the sense of community [gemeind]”!* Erastus used Gemein-
schaft instead of Zwingli’s Gemainsame but developed a similar anal-
ogy of comparing communion with Christ to the civic community. In
the case of a village, Gemeinschaft meant two or more people having
power or right to possess and use the same water or field with others.
These individuals were thus fellow members in the Gemeinschaft of the
same resource. Erastus argued that Biirgerrecht (citizenship) was also a
fitting analogy to a Christian’s communion with Christ. When individ-
uals acquired the right of citizenship, they became joint members of the
city and enjoyed the freedom and privileges of citizenship.!> Likewise,
Erastus argued, to have communion with Christ meant to have authority
and right with all believers to receive the merits and benefits of Christ’s
death.!® It simply meant that Christians were joint heirs and fellow par-
takers of all heavenly benefits in Christ. Here Erastus could almost be
writing at the cue of twentieth-century historians who emphasized the
appeal of the Reformation to the late medieval Gemeinde in that he takes
the metaphor of membership in the civic community to be function-
ally identical to a Christian’s communion with Christ.!” Erastus’s equa-
tion of civic communion and spiritual communion was reminiscent of

12 Tbid. Spelled Gemainschafft in Erastus’s text.

13 The Greek range of xowwvia would not exclude this interpretation, though it more
commonly denoted association or partnership among individuals. Walter Bauer et al., A
Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 2nd ed.
(Chicago: University of Chicago, 1979), 438-439.

14 7, 4:860. “Demnach verstat sich das wort ‘gemeinsame’ wol, doch das du es fiir
‘die Gemeind’ verstandist” Translation from G.W. Bromiley, ed., Zwingli and Bullinger
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1953), 236.

15 Griindtlicher Bericht, 7.

16 Tbid., 8, “Vollmacht und Gerectigkeit”

17 E.g., Bernd Moeller, Imperial Cities and the Reformation, trans. H.C.E. Midelfort and
M.U. Edwards (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1972) and Peter Blickle, Gemeindereformation: die
Menschen des 16. Jahrhunderts auf dem Weg zum Heil (Munich: Oldenbourg, 1985).



90 CHAPTER THREE

the “miniature corpus christianum” which Bernd Moeller has suggested
characterized late medieval south German and Swiss towns.!® In Erastus’s
thought, however, the communal themes have a different effect. Rather
than encouraging the town council to usurp formerly ecclesiastical func-
tions for the community’s salvation, which had been the case in the
communal Reformation, in his discussion of the sacrament, communal
relations had become normative for Christian experience. Worldly com-
munion defined a Christian’s communion with Christ, and this commu-
nion was as much a shared quality with other Christians as it was a par-
ticipation in Christ’s sacrifice.!’

Communal metaphors were an important resource for Erastus in his
effort to explain the symbolic nature of the Lord’s Supper. He main-
tained the traditional distinction between the symbol and the reality
symbolized, which characterized early Swiss Reformed theology. The
strength of Erastus’s presentation was that in emphasizing the Gemein-
schaft metaphor, he employed an analogy that could not bear a literal
interpretation. Erastus argued that a Christian’s Gemeinschaft with Christ
was analogous to a burgher’s citizenship rights. Therefore, the Lord’s Sup-
per was a tangible sign of that Gemeinschaft in the same way that a let-
ter of citizenship or (legal) seal was a tangible sign of citizenship. One
protected this letter of citizenship assiduously, since it guaranteed one’s
civic rights. However, the letter could never be identified with citizenship
itself; it was only a legal witness of citizenship. Likewise, the Lord’s Sup-
per was a sign of a Christian’s Gemeinschaft with Christ. It was a tangible
symbol that guaranteed the underlying spiritual reality. The bread and
the wine were authentic signs, Wahrzeichen, of a Christian’s communion
with Christ. Christians called the communal elements Christ’s “body”
and “blood.” Nevertheless, as in the case of citizenship, this Gemeinschaft
with Christ that the communal elements symbolize remained invisible
and intangible.?’ The direct analogy that Erastus made between Gemein-
schaft with Christ and Gemeinschaft with a civic community gave a pow-
erful example of how the Lord’s Supper could be conceived as a symbol

18 Moeller, Imperial Cities and the Reformation, 49.

19 Unlike Zwingli, Erastus does not emphasize the communion of the body of Christ
as the “transubstantiation” of the congregation into Christ’s body, as some scholars have
characterized Zwingli’s Eucharistic thought. Erastus’s focus is on a Christian’s communal
right to enjoy Christ’s benefits. See W.P. Stephens, The Theology of Huldrych Zwingli
(Oxford: Oxford UP, 1986) 230.

20 Griindtlicher Bericht, 10: “unsichtbar und ungreifflich”
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of a spiritual or forensic reality rather than a physical reality.?! Erastus
put forward a theology of the Lord’s Supper in which participation in the
rite objectively conveyed Christ’s benefits to the believer. Any notion of
Christ’s physical presence in the elements, however, would seem quite
beside the point in Erastus’s theory. The Heidelberg Catechism later
employed the identical theme of objective participation in Christs bene-
fits in the Lord’s Supper without affirmation of Christ’s physical presence
in the Eucharistic elements.

In the second and longest section of the Griindtlicher Bericht, Erastus
sought to prove the Reformed understanding of the Eucharist from the
Gospel accounts. He first focused on Christ’s words: “Take, eat; this is my
body which is given for you” Erastus suggested that, even in the words
of Christ, the focus was not on the direct physical correlation between
bread and body. Rather, in Christ’s presentation, the Eucharistic elements
inherently point to the crucifixion. That is to say, the object of Christ’s
teaching was not his body and blood in the elements, but rather his
sacrifice on the cross. Thus, when Christ said, “This is my body,” Erastus
suggested he was clearly alluding to the sacrifice of his human flesh on the
cross.?* Like Zwingli, Erastus here made the concluding phrase “which
was given for you” the key to understanding the passage. Humans do not
partake in Christ’s body in a physical eating and drinking of his flesh and
blood, but partake of Christ’s body only “in so far as” he has died and
shed his blood to save them. The bread and the wine were symbols of
Christ’s sacrificial death; the true object of the Lord’s Supper remains the
crucifixion.

Next Erastus considered Christs commendation to “Do this in my
remembrance.” He argued that the Holy Spirit also clarified this com-
mand in the writings of Paul by adding, “You shall proclaim the death of
the Lord until he returns”?® The Lord’s Supper was therefore a symbolic
proclamation of the crucifixion. Erastus deduced from this that Chris-
tians partake in the body and blood of Christ only “in so far as” Christ
surrendered himself on the cross. The phrase “in so far as” was a continual
refrain in the work, and he used it to forge a symbolic parallelism between
the reception of the elements and Christ’s death on the cross. Erastus sug-
gested that, properly understood, the passage might read, “You ought to
eat and drink this bread and wine, so that you remember and are assured,

21 Tbid., 9-10.
22 Ibid., 16-18. See Stephens, The Theology of Huldrych Zwingli, 247.
2 1Cor. 11:25.
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that the surrender of my body and the shedding of my blood are food and
drink for you for eternal life”** Thus, Christians only eat and drink the
body and blood of Christ to the extent that he has died for them. The
Lord’s Supper can only be understood from the perspective of the cross.
The point of eating and drinking was to assure Christians that the cruci-
fixion of Christ secured their entrance to heaven.

Erastus expanded his list of texts of Christ’s teaching on the Lord’s
Supper by including the sixth chapter of John in which Jesus said, “Very
truly I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink
his blood, you have no life in you”? The early leaders of the Reformed
movement such as Zwingli and Oecolampadius had argued that John
6 pertained to the Eucharist, whereas Luther rejected the notion that
Christ was here speaking of the Lord’s Supper.?® Erastus naturally joined
his Swiss spiritual forebears and argued that since John 6 is the only
place in the scriptures where Christ speaks of eating and drinking his
flesh and blood, our understanding of the words of institution must
conform to the teaching of this passage. He bolstered that assertion by
citing the application of this text to the Eucharist teaching by Augustine
and Chrysostom and contended that from the early church to his day
there had been no debate on whether John 6 pertained to the Eucharist.?’
He also noted the similarity between the texts of the Synoptic accounts
of Christ’s institution of the Lord’s Supper and John 6 to stress that
Eucharistic theology must take the passage into account.

In Erastus’s vision, the clear absurdity of Christ’s words in John 6, if
interpreted literally, proved that the Lord’s Supper must be understood
spiritually. Here Christ explicitly taught that “I am the living bread that
came down from heaven. Whoever eats this bread will live forever; and
the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.”?® Indeed, the
gospel writer recorded that the disciples themselves murmured over this
difficult saying. Erastus maintained that the point of Christ’s difficult say-
ing, however, was to direct them away from “fleshly eating.” Christ taught

24 Griindtlicher Bericht, 19—20: “Ir sollet dif$ brot und wein essen und trincken/ auff
dafd ir erinnert und versichert werden/ daf3 etich die hinngebung meines leibs und
vergeissung meines bluts speise und trencke zum ewigen leben?”

25 John 6: 53, New Revised Standard Version (NRSV).

26 Pelikan, The Christian Tradition, 4:195-196; David Steinmetz, “Scripture and the
Lord’s Supper in Luther’s Theology,” in Luther in Context (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana
UP, 1986), 76.

27 Griindtlicher Bericht, 21-26.

28 John 6:51, NRSV.
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“that he did not desire that they should eat and drink the substance or
being of his body and blood in a fleshly manner,” but rather that his words
should be understood spiritually.?® Furthermore, the favorite Zwinglian
proof text John 6:63, “the flesh is of no use to life,” clearly implied that
the fleshly eating could provide no benefit.* Erastus concluded that only
spiritual consumption can deliver the fruit of life and that John 6 ruled
out a literal interpretation of “This is my body”

In his last section on Christ’s teaching on the Eucharist, Erastus ad-
dressed the passage from the book of Luke: “This drinking vessel or cup
is the new testament in my blood, which is shed for you! The signif-
icance of this passage for Erastus lay in the fact that Christ did not say
that the wine “is my blood.” A literal reading of Luke did not suggest
that the wine is actually transformed into Christ’s blood, and thus Eras-
tus argued that the other Gospel accounts should be understood in the
light of Luke. To explicate the passage, Erastus first engaged the mean-
ing of a testament. A testament could be either one’s final wishes or the
document that recorded these last wishes. Erastus suggested that Christ
used the latter sense and spoke of “testament” in the sense of a docu-
ment or a sign, but that this naturally referred back to his last wishes.
Since Christ’s final wishes were that Christians should receive forgive-
ness of sins through his death, the “new testament” which the symbol of
the Lord’s Supper was designed to communicate was nothing other than
the forgiveness of sins. The passage could just as well read, “this wine is
the new testament or the forgiveness of sins in my blood.”** To explain
the meaning of “testament,” Erastus turned to its equivalent in the Greek
N.T. text, drodnun (diatheke). Although diadnun was translated Testa-
ment in Luther’s translation, Erastus suggested that the word was more
commonly understood to mean a Bund or covenant in Scripture. This
covenant is nothing other than the divine promise “that for the sake of

29 Griindtlicher Bericht, 27.

30 Ibid., 27: “Das flaisch sei kain nutz zuom Leben”

31 Ibid., 28-29: “Dif8 trinkgeschir oder kelch ist das neiiwe Testament in meinem blut/
das fiir euch vergossen wird.” Luke 22:20. There is some ambiguity in the Greek text as to
whether the phrase “which is shed [or: poured out] for you” modifies “cup” or “blood”
The vulgate translated: “hic est calicem novum testamentum in sanguine meo quod pro
vocis funditur” In this rendering, “which is shed for you” actually refers to “testament”
rather than “blood” or “cup” The translators of the NRSV render the passage: “This cup
that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood”” Erastus’s reading of the text
is consistent with the wording of the modern Luther Bibel (Stuttgart: 1984) and the KJV
and can be considered the traditional reading.

32 Griindltlicher Bericht, 38.
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Christ he will account us righteous.”** Erastus’s explication of the Lord’s
Supper as new testament or covenant supported his contention that the
words of institution must be understood symbolically.

In the last section of the tract, Erastus cursorily dealt with the Patristic
support for a symbolic interpretation of “This is my body.” Since the early
days of the controversy over the Lord’s Supper, the Reformed had claimed
that the early church Fathers were on their side. Erastus did not display
an extensive knowledge of the Fathers, and his citations of Augustine and
Chrysostom could have been culled from Zwingli or Oecolampadius.>*
Such Patristic knowledge would have been common in Erastus’s human-
ist intellectual circle at the University of Basel. Erastus emphasized that
the opinion of the early church was not decisive in itself, since Christians
were obliged to follow the scriptures rather than the opinions of men.
Nevertheless, the testimony of the Fathers was useful to Erastus since he
found it to be in total agreement with his interpretation of scripture on
this point. He also argued that their opinion was important since they
wrote in a time when there was no controversy on the issue.>® Erastus
emphasized the Patristic notion of what a sign or sacrament was intended
to communicate. He suggested that the Fathers possessed a clear under-
standing that signs were meant to represent something beyond them-
selves.’ Likewise, to Erastus’s mind, they understood figures of speech,
and so that even if the communion elements were referred to as the
“body” and “blood” of Christ, the Fathers realized that the elements were
holy signs or sacraments rather than Christ’s actual flesh and blood.

Erastus did all that he could, from his basically Zwinglian position
regarding the mode of Christs presence in the Eucharist, to construct a
theology that highlighted the efficacy of the sacraments. For instance, he
described the sacraments as Wahrzeichen, literally “real signs,” a term that
had been used by Johann Brenz and which would be later employed in the
Heidelberg Catechism.?” Nevertheless, he maintained the fundamental
distinction, so often stressed by the Reformed, between symbols and

33 Ibid., 44.

3 In the five-page section, Erastus cites Augustine and Chrysostom repeatedly, Cypri-
an once, and includes [Pseudo-]Dionysius and Theodoret in a list. Augustine was clearly
Erastus’s favorite, and he calls him the “fiirnemsten Vatter und Lehrer.”

35 Griindtlicher Bericht, 54.

36 Tbid., 54-58.

37 Cf. Bard Thompson, “An Historical Reconstruction of Melanchthonianism,” 273.
The term had already been used in the First Helvetic Confession. Schaff, The Creeds of
Christendom, 3:225.
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the spiritual reality they represented. The Lord’s Supper was a tangible
symbol of forgiveness of sins through Christ, since actual forgiveness
“cannot be grasped, seen, or taken with the human mouth”® In fact,
even Christs body and blood were not actually the forgiveness of sins,
rather they were the treasures by which forgiveness of sins was acquired.
Since the body and blood were not themselves the forgiveness of sins,
Erastus suggested that it was clear that the words of institution must
not be understood literally. Like all symbols, whether Biblical ones like
circumcision or baptism, or worldly examples like an IOU or a diplomat’s
credentials, there remained a distinction between the symbol itself and
the reality it represented.®

In line with the Reformed interpretation of baptism as being analogous
to circumcision as a symbol that marks entrance into the faith commu-
nity, Erastus saw the Lord’s Supper as the New Testament analogy of the
Passover. Like the Old Testament practices, these New Testament sacra-
ments were nothing more or less than signs of God’s covenant with his
people, his promise to deal with them under certain terms.*’ Although
this may seem like a further argument for a low memorial understanding
of the sacrament, Erastus turned it around to argue for the efficacy of the
Lord’s Supper. As eating food offered to idols made one a partaker in the
idol, participation in the Lord’s Supper made one a member of the body
of Christ.*! Erastus used the analogy of Old Testament symbols to suggest
that the Lord’s Supper was a sacrament that had the effect of constituting
the Christian community. The Lord’s Supper was a sacrament, true sign,
deposit, seal, and undoubted witness, in which communion with Christ
is “promised, assured, empowered, and sealed.”*?

Erastus’s understanding of the Lord’s Supper was inherently tied to
his conception of faith and, in turn, to his notion that the Eucharistic
elements only had meaning to the extent that they referred to the cross.
As with Zwingli, the believer’s faith was a prerequisite for communion in
Erastus’s scheme. Individuals who commune truly were the ones “who
do not doubt that he was nailed to the cross for their sins’** Another

38 Griindtlicher Bericht, 41.

3 1bid., 41-47.

40 Tbid., 45.

41 Ibid., 12-14. Erastus obviously does not push this motif to its logical conclusion,
which would tend to suggest the reality of manducatio infidelium.

2 1bid., 10. “Sacrament;” “wahrzeichen,” “sigel,” “pfand,” “ungezweifelt zetignuf3,” pp.
42-43.

43 Tbid., 18.
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motif that Erastus takes from Zwingli was his insistence that the object
of the communicant’s faith must be in Christ’s sacrificial death on the
cross and not in the communion elements themselves. At one point,
Erastus approached Augustine’s dictum, “Believe and you have already
eaten,” when he suggested that to eat and drink means “to believe firmly
in one’s heart without doubt** Concomitantly, Erastus clearly rejected
the notion of manducatio infidelium, that is, an actual consumption of
the flesh of Christ by an unbeliever. Erastus came close to espousing
the doctrine of limited atonement when he contended that “Christ has
neither promised nor given this food and drink for anyone other than
those for whom he gave his life and shed his blood”*

For all his debt to Zwingli, Erastus did make thematic as well as theo-
logical choices that distinguished his theology of the Eucharist from the
father of the Swiss Reformation. Unlike Zwingli’s classic A Clear Instruc-
tion on the Lord’s Supper,*® which throughout was focused on scriptural
arguments bearing on the meaning of “This is my body,” the force of
Erastus’s presentation was more soteriological than hermeneutical. For
instance, Erastus did not belabor the meaning of the “is” in “This is
my body” and never suggested that it would be better understood as
meaning “this ‘signifies’ my body.” Perhaps Erastus sought to avoid com-
monplaces that would identify him as a blatant Zwinglian. He simply
said that the text cannot be understood “according to the letter” and
denied “fleshly eating” Rather than relying on hermeneutical necessity,
Erastus argued that the idea of the physical presence of Christ in the
Eucharist was erroneous, since it reflected a misreading of Christ’s pas-
sion and a lack of appreciation for his central purpose. That soteriologi-
cal theme was also present in Zwingli, but since many of his Eucharistic
works were controversial pieces designed to undermine his opponents’
hermeneutical arguments, that cross-centered mandate for a symbolic
interpretation was more plainly visible in Erastus’s tract than in Zwingli’s
work.

The difference between Erastus’s and Zwingli’s theology of the Lord’s
Supper went beyond a mere difference in emphasis. Erastus offered an
alternative opinion of how the sacrament influenced faith. As previously

“ Griindtlicher Bericht, 20: “essen ... und trincken haisse: naemmlich in seinem
herzten vestiglich on alles zweiflen glauben....”

4 1bid., 18: “dafl Christus dise speis und tranck niemand verhaissen hab und gebe/
denn den jenigen/ fur die sein leib gegeben/ und sein bliit vergossen ist.”

46 Zwingli, Eine klare Unterrichtung von Nachtmal Christi, in Z [CR 91], 4:773-862.
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mentioned, both agreed that faith remained an absolute precondition
for participation in the Lord’s Supper. In Zwingli’s thought, faith was a
rather static quality that was not enhanced or strengthened by taking part
in the Eucharist.*” The Lord’s Supper imparted no grace nor inherently
strengthened faith; it was simply a memorial. Erastus broke with Zwingli
on this point in that he conceived of the sacrament as a faith builder.
The purpose of the sacrament was that all believers may be “powerfully
convinced that they are in the communion and society of the body of
Christ”*® The Lord’s Supper offered great assurance to the Christian in
order that “we should no longer doubt that we are children of God, and
fellow heirs with Christ in eternal life”*® This faith-enhancing aspect of
the Lord’s Supper possessed an objective quality in that communicants
were as assured of their acceptance into Christ’s kingdom “as certainly
as we receive the bread and the wine*® This was an internal, spiritual
process which required faith to participate. Nevertheless, the agent in
this strengthening of faith was the Holy Spirit, not the individual’s will
or intellect. Erastus asserted that it was wrong to say that the bread and
the wine were “empty signs which have no effect,”! because through the
agency of the Holy Spirit, the sacraments brought a real transformation
in the heart of the believer.

In the Griindtlicher Bericht, Erastus explicated a late Zwinglian®? under-
standing of Christ’s presence in the Lord’s Supper; Christ was not physi-
cally present in the sacrament nor did communicants consume the flesh
of Christ. Erastus suggested that the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper could
have meaning only in Christ’s sacrifice of his body and blood on the cross.
Only that sacrifice obtained the Christian’s salvation. However, the Lord’s
Supper was no empty symbol. Although the Lord’s Supper required faith
for participation, it also inspired faith. Understood as a parallel of the Old
Testament practices of circumcision and the Passover, the Lord’s Supper

Stephens, Theology of Huldrych Zwingli, 249.
48 Griindtlicher Bericht, 11.

1bid., 44-45.

Ibid., 49. The emphasis is mine.

31 Tbid., 5o0.

52 “Late Zwinglian” is an expression that has been coined to describe the Eucharistic
theology of Swiss German theologians after Zwingli. Late Zwinglians moved beyond
Zwingli’s strict memorial understanding of the Lord’s Supper. Heinrich Bullinger is the
classic example of a “late Zwinglian” and his Second Helvetic Confession perhaps the finest
expression of late Zwinglianism. Erastus should also be considered a prime example of
late Zwinglianism. Discussed more fully in chapter 4.



98 CHAPTER THREE

established and sealed the faith community; it was a holy “true-sign” of
Christ’s sacrifice. Though Erastus had a rather “high” view of the sacra-
ment’s efficacy for a Zwinglian, one should also note what he did not say
in the work. Erastus never addressed the issue of whether grace was tan-
gibly received as a result of participation in the sacrament. At minimum,
however, his characterizations of the Lord’s Supper assumed a distinct
parallelism between the participation in the sacrament and the reception
of grace.

Befitting the work’s apologetic purpose, it was quite non-polemical
for its time, with the exception of a few barbs tossed in the direction
of Roman Catholicism. Erastus did not use party labels in the tract
and never mentioned Zwingli by name. He appeared to be attempting a
measure of accommodation with Lutherans by maintaining the “realist”
language of eating and drinking the body and blood of Christ, even
though he explained that this did not occur in a fleshly manner.

The work proved a moderate success in Reformed circles. It was well
received by Erastus’s Reformed friends—both of the Calvinist and Zwing-
lian persuasion—and printed at least six times in German. Petrus Colo-
nius (Pieter van Keulen, Pierre de Cologne), a Netherlandish theologian
ministering in Heidelberg, translated it into French, and this translation
was also reprinted at least twice.” There is also evidence that the trea-
tise was translated and printed in English, though there are no known
surviving copies.>*

Not surprisingly, the tract was less successful in convincing Lutheran
theologians of the authenticity of Reformed Eucharistic theology. Any
attempt at accommodation would be difficult in an age when theologians
had become experts in accentuating their differences and misrepresent-
ing the opinions of their opponents. Even though Erastus had expressed
his thoughts in as inoffensive a language as possible, many elements in
the work rightfully alarmed orthodox Lutherans; for example, his rejec-
tion of the ubiquity of Christ’s human nature and manducatio infidelium.
Johann Marbach refuted Erastus’s tract in a polemical work published in
1565, which led Erastus to write his Resolute Rejection of the Unfounded
Accusation, in which Dr. Johann Marbach has Attempted to Impugn the

53 Vraye & droite intelligence de ces paroles de la Saincte Cene de lesus Christ, CECY
EST MON CORPS, ¢-c. (Metz, 1564). Henss, Der Heidelberger Katechismus, 45. See the
bibliography.

* See the bibliography. [Thomas Erastus, The true Understanding of those Words: This
is my Bodie (London, 1578).]
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Booklet of the Physician Thomas Erastus, concerning the Understanding of
the Words of Christ ‘This Is My Body, etc.”> Martin Chemnitz also con-
templated refuting Erastus but was apparently satisfied with Marbach’s
retort.>® Naturally, the book was not appreciated in Catholic circles and
may have been the work that landed Erastus on the Index of Prohibited
Books as early as 1569.”7

The Griindtlicher Bericht illuminates the character of the emerging Hei-
delberg theology from the perspective of its most important early activist.
Though Erastus maintained Zwingli’s chief insights, he modified the
Zwinglian legacy to include a faith-strengthening vision of the Lord’s
Supper and a notion of assurance that was not dependant on the mood
of the participant. He reinterpreted the sacrament of Christ’s body and
blood not as a simple memorial meal but as a powerful event in which
the divine promise was spoken. He conceptualized the Lord’s Supper as
a dynamic, transforming event. His emphasis on the transforming pur-
pose of the Lord’s Supper remained a consistent theme in his Eucharis-
tic writings as well as in his later works on church discipline. As Erastus
would later conclude, to debar someone from participation in the Lord’s
Supper was fundamentally wrongheaded, since the prohibition subverted
the chief purpose of these “provocations and allurements to religion and
piety”*® Struggling Christians in particular needed this medicine. The
impression that one receives of the purpose of the sacrament was quite
unlike Zwingli’s straightforward memorial approach in which the pri-
mary communion that the believers entered into was a fellowship or

5> Thomas Erastus, Bestendige Ableinung der ungegriindten beschuldigung/ damit D.
Johann Marbach/ das biichlein Thomae Erasti Medici, vom verstand der wort CHRisti/
Das ist mein Leib/ etc. unterstehet verdechtig zu machen (Heidelberg: Johann Mayer,
1565).

56 Martin Chemitz to unknown [Johann Marbach ?], Braunschweig, Aug. 5, 1565,
printed in Johannes Fecht, ed., Historiae Ecclesiasticae a.n.c. XVI. Supplementum (Frank-
furt and Speyer, Christoph Olffen, 1684), 203: “Illud, quod omninod necessarium fuit,
valde probo, quod Heidelbergensis Sacramentarios nominatim taxas & refutas. Nam ego
rei dignitate permotus aliquoties mihi proposueram, Erasti Medici scripto responsionem
aliquam opponere, sed existimavi, per alios in vicinia rectius hoc fieri posse. Et illud iam
a te factum esse gaudeo.”

57 Franz Heinrich Reusch, Die Indices librorum prohibitorum des sechzehnten Jahrhun-
derts (Stuttgart, 1886), 284, etc.

58 Thomas Erastus, Explicatio Gravissimae Quaestionis utrtum Excommunicatio, quate-
niis Religionem intelligentes & amplexantes, a Sacramentorum usu, propter admissum
facinus arcet; mandato nitatur Divino, an excogitata sit ab hominibus ([London: John
Wolfe], 1589), thesis 19. Discussed more fully below in chapter 6.
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communion with one another. Put another way, Erastus maintained the
central insight of his great countryman (the lack of physical presence in
the sacrament), but reinterpreted Zwingli’s theology of the Lord’s Sup-
per by infusing it with a certain Lutheran quality. Erastus was not origi-
nal in this inclination to add evangelical cogency to Reformed Eucharis-
tic doctrine. This “Lutheranizing” trend had been evident in the First
Helvetic Confession of 1536.%° Reformed theologians like Peter Martyr
Vermigli and John Calvin had likewise sought to enrich the Reformed
doctrine of the sacrament, understanding it as a faith-inspiring event in
which the sacrament represented the “visible words of Christ” Schol-
ars are generally aware of Calvin’s own attempt to move the Reformed
understanding of the Lord’s Supper away from Zwingli “memorialism”
and towards Luther, even if many Lutherans were likewise loath to recog-
nize the Reformed as their brethren.®® It is easy to lose sight of the degree
to which “late Zwinglians” like Bullinger and Erastus were pursuing a
similar path of accommodation.®! As discussed below, Erastus’s teach-
ing would resurface in the Heidelberg Catechism’s sacramental doctrine.
The irony here is that after scholars have argued for decades whether the
Palatine Reformation was essentially Calvinist or Melanchthonian, one
is surprised to discover that a late Zwinglian is perhaps the best exam-
ple of what many historical theologians have considered the movement’s
most appealing qualities. Indeed, the chief characteristics that have often
been hailed as the Melanchthonian spirit of the Heidelberg Catechism—
the clear message of assurance and consolation, use of accommodating
language, and judicious silence on divisive doctrines—were visible in the
work of the Palatinate’s most conspicuous Zwinglian representative.

% See Alfred C. Cochrane, ed., Reformed Confessions of the 16th Century (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1966), article 22, pp. 108-109.

60 Regarding the evolution of Calvin's thought, see Wim Janse, “Calvin’s Eucharis-
tic Theology: Three Dogma-Historical Observations,” in Calvinus sacrarum literarum
interpres: Papers of the International Congress on Calvin Research [Reformed Historical
Theology 5] ed. Herman J. Selderhuis (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2008) 37-
69.
¢! The modifications of the Zwinglian heritage are clearly appreciated in the work
of David Steinmetz, Paul Rorem, and B.A. Gerrish. See the bibliography. Bruening has
argued that the most promising path for mediation on the question of the Eucharist had
not been Bucer’s efforts but rather direct contact between Bullinger and Melanchthon.
Bruening, Calvinism’s First Battleground, 86.
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Das Biichlein von Brotbrechen

Erastus’s second theological work was a short treatise on the fractio panis
(breaking of bread, or simply “fraction”) entitled Account of Some of the
Reasons, why the Precious Sacrament of the Last Supper of Our Lord and
Savior Jesus Christ, Should Not Be Held without the Breaking of Bread.5> It
was of vital importance for the liturgical development of the Palatinate.
Though this work, commonly known as Das Biichlein von Brotbrechen,5
was not published until early 1563, Wesel-Roth uncovered evidence
which suggested that the rite of breaking bread had been introduced in
the Palatine church as early as 1561.% Other evidence suggests that it took
some time for the rite to be uniformly instituted throughout the territory,
and thus Erastus’s tract addressed a current concern.® The introduction
of bread breaking gave yet another evidence of the firm commitment
of the elector to the Reformed faith. The significance of this change in
cultic practice cannot be underestimated. As Bodo Nischan has argued,
such clear changes in ritual practice “came to symbolize basic theological
disagreements that otherwise were not readily apparent”®® The fractio
panis appealed to the Reformed both as a restoration of proper worship as
outlined in the Scriptures and as a manifest rejection of any notion of the
real presence of Christ’s body in the communion bread. It was an action

62 [Thomas Erastus], Erzelung Etlicher ursachen/ warumb das hochwirdig Sacrament
des Nachtmals unsers Herrn/ und Heylandts Jhesu Christi/ nicht solle ohne das brodbrechen
gehalten werden (Heidelberg: Johann Mayer, 1563; reprint, Heidelberg: Johann Mayer,
1565).

% Frastus’s Lutheran adversaries dubbed the tract “Das Biichlein von Brotbrechen”
This fact made it difficult for the first generation of modern Reformation scholarship to
concretely identify the work. Albrecht Wolters and J.I. Doedes rediscovered the tract in
the second half of the nineteenth century.

4 Stephan Cirler to Bullinger, Heidelberg, Dec. 11, 1561, StAZ, E II 363, fol. 79,
printed in Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 131: “Introducimus his diebus fractionem panis
explosis rotundis particulis. Deus nobis suam gratiam concedat, ut reliqua quoque emen-
dare liceat. Principis pietatem ac constantiam nolo encomiis elevare. Er sitzt firwar im
Sattel und soll noch einem groflen theologo, der sich etwas zu sein diinkt, zu schaffen
geben. Ipsemet legit perpendit examinat ... nec ab aliorum iudicio more reliquorum
principum pendet.” Klebitz’s description of the events leading to his dismissal in the fall
of 1559 makes it clear that the breaking of bread was already an issue of contention and
was being introduced by some ministers. Klebitz, Victoria Veritatis, D3".

6 Ursinus expressed the populace’s reluctance to accept the new practice in a letter to
Crato from August 1563, printed in August Kluckhohn, ed., Briefe Friedrich des Frommen
Kurfiirsten von der Pfalz mit verwandten Schriftstiicken, 2 vols. (Brunswick, 1868-1872)
1:443-448, see especially, 447.

6 Bodo Nischan, “The ‘Fractio Panis: A Reformed Communion Practice in Late
Reformation Germany;,” CH 53 (1984), 18.
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loaded with symbolic importance, and as such, became something of a
shibboleth in the confessional age. The Reformed insisted on breaking the
Eucharistic bread while the Lutherans rejected the practice and began to
suspect anyone who advocated the breaking of bread as being a Crypto-
Calvinist.

Over the last one hundred years there has been a fair amount of
interest in Erastus’s short pamphlet on the breaking of bread. Jakob
Isaac Doedes reprinted it in 1891 but did not know the identity of the
author. M.A. Gooszen made a tentative case for Erastus’s authorship by
comparing the text of the Biichlein von Brotbrechen with the Griindtlicher
Bericht and a manuscript defense of the Biichlein found in the Saxon state
archive in Dresden. Auguste Bonnard likewise theorized that Erastus was
the author of the Biichlein on the basis of comments made in Erastus’s
correspondence.®’” It was not until Wesel-Roth undertook a more careful
study of Erastus’s correspondence in the Zurich state archive that Erastus
was definitively identified as the author. The key piece of evidence comes
from a letter to Bullinger, in which Erastus related:

The catechism is now published, as you see it here sent to you. I have
added a pamphlet, which I have published for the unlearned concerning
the breaking of bread—without my name by will of the prince—because
they judged [it] thus better.®®

This letter also yields a clue regarding the semi-official status of Erastus’s
early publications. Erastus’s decision to publish the Biichlein was not an
individual action but a matter of state religious policy. Though its pri-
mary purpose was to give a Biblical rationale for the fractio panis to the
Palatine clergy, it seems to have played a secondary role in justifying the
transformation of ritual practice to the outside world. Pierre Boquin also
published a Latin tract defending fraction the same year.%® This pattern of

67 1.I. Doedes, Das Biichlein vom Brotbrechen (Utrecht: Kemink & Zoon, 1891), xii—xiii;
M.A. Gooszen, De Heidelbergsche Catechismus en Het Boekje van de Breking des Broods,
in het jaar 1563-1564 bestreden en verdedigd (Leiden: Brill, 1892), 238-242; Bonnard,
Thomas Eraste, 204-205.

% FErastus to Bullinger, Feb. 26, [1563], StAZ, E II 345, fol. 735; Wesel-Roth, Thomas
Erastus, 133: “Catechismus editus est, ut vides, hic tibi missus. Addidi libellum, quem de
fractione panis propter rudiores ex principis voluntate omisso nomine edidi quod melius
ita iudicarent”

 Pierre Boquin, Canones quibus defenditur AIANOIA in verbis Christi, hoc est cor-
pus meum: et controversiae de coena domini atque similium dijudicandae certissima ratio
demonstratur. Item assertio ritus frangendi, in manusque sumendi panis in celebratione
coenae Domini (Heidelberg: Michael Schirat, 1563). See Henss, Der Heidelberger Cate-
chismus, 18-19.
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simultaneous action by Erastus and Boquin suggests an intentional col-
laboration of the two which is not readily discernible in other surviving
sources from the era. The fact that the Biichlein was published simultane-
ously with the Catechism and is often found bound together with it has
led to the scholarly consensus that the Biichlein’s publication possessed
official sanction.”® This conclusion would seem to be more than justified,
especially considering the fact that the earliest opponents of the Heidel-
berg Catechism also attacked the Biichlein and noted its appearance with
the Catechism.”!

Das Biichlein von Brotbrechen was a primitivist work, harking back to the
early Zwinglian scripture principle that all church ceremonies had to be
expressly commended in scripture. It argued that because Christ him-
self had broken bread in the last supper and because he had enjoined
his disciples to do the same, there could be no imaginable grounds for
contemporary Christians to depart from Christ’s own practice.”” Erastus
asserted that the disciples themselves maintained the custom of breaking
bread (they had to, since Christ had commanded it). The practice contin-
ued into the early church “until Satan had twisted the holy Lord’s Supper
of Christ into the idolatrous Mass.””® Erastus contended that the contem-
porary Catholic misuse of fraction revealed that even Satan realized that
it would have been inconceivable to totally remove the practice. Erastus

70 Doedes, Das Biichlein vom Brotbrechen, xii-xiii; Wilhelm Port, “Johann Mayer, Ein
Reformierter Drucker des 16. Jahrhunderts,” Zentralblatt fiir Bibliothekswesen 59 (1942):
143-144; Walter Hollweg, Neue Untersuchungen zur Geschichte und Lehre des Heidel-
berger Katechismus [BGLRK 13 & 28] 2 vols. (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag
des Erziehungsvereins, 1961-1968), 1:183-184; J.E Gerhard Goeters, “Genesis, Formen
und Hauptthemen des reformierten Bekenntnisses in Deutschland. Eine Ubersicht,” in
Die reformierte Konfessionalisierung in Deutschland [SVRG 195], ed. Heinz Schilling, 44-
59 (Giitersloh: Gerd Mohn, 1986), 52. Even more closely related to the Catechism was
the tract Christliche Gebet/ die man daheim in heusern/ und in der Kirchen brauchen
mag, which is often found bound with the Catechism and is sometimes listed on the
Catechism’s title page. Ironically, the Wiirttembergische Landesbibliothek’s copies of the
Christliche Gebet and Erzelung Etlicher ursachen are not bound with the Catechism but
with each other.

71 For example, Duke Christoph, Margrave Karl, and Count Palatine Wolfgang sent a
joint letter of protest to Elector Frederick that included a refutation of the Biichlein von
Brotbrechen in addition to the “Verzeichnis der Mangel,” which was the Wiirttemberg
theologians’ refutation of the Heidelberg Catechism. Printed in Albrecht Wolters, Der
Heidelberger Katechismus in seiner urspriinglichen Gestalt (Bonn, 1864), 184-192 (“Ver-
zeichnis der Mangel,” pp. 164-184).

72 [Erastus], Erzelung Etlicher ursachen, 3.

73 Ibid., 7.
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argued for fraction based on the phrase “Do this in my remembrance” by
asserting that the breaking of bread engendered greater remembrance of
Christ’s death than either eating or drinking.” Erastus appreciated frac-
tion as a ritual memorial of Christ’s sufferings. In fact, any holding of
the Eucharist without the breaking of bread was something less than an
authentic Lord’s Supper.”® Erastus also asserted that Christians must use
one loaf of bread for true communion, rather than individual commu-
nion wafers.”® Without the one loaf, the church lost the image that they
were all members of one body. He concluded the work with the challenge
that all who considered themselves “evangelical” ought to conform to the
practice and asserted that he knew of no famous pious theologian who
had taken a position against the breaking of bread.””

Erastus’s treatise offered a persuasive and biblically grounded, if often
circular, justification for the necessity of breaking bread in the Lord’s Sup-
per. That his rationale for this definitive Reformed rite arrived precisely
at the historical juncture when the practice was taking root on German
soil has caused historians like ].F. Gerhard Goeters to recognize his signif-
icant contribution to the liturgical development of the German Reformed
church.” That this Zwinglian’s work has been labeled the “classic Calvin-
ist statement on the fraction”” offers yet another example of how the term
“Calvinism” is a rather arbitrary designation for the religious tradition
that emerged in the sixteenth-century Palatinate.

74 Tbid., 10-11.

7> 1bid., 6.

76 Tbid., 16-17.

77 1bid., 22.

78 Goeters, “Genesis, Formen und Hauptthemen,” 48, 52-53. The 1568 Synod of Wesel
declared fraction “absolutely necessary because it was obviously instituted by Christ”
Nischan, “The ‘Fractio Panis,” 20.

79 QOliver Olsen as quoted in Nischan, “The ‘Fractio Panis,” 20.



CHAPTER FOUR

THE EPIPHANY:
THE HEIDELBERG CATECHISM

We have composed a catechism, in which all the heads of
doctrine as well as the Sacraments are explained clearly and
in great detail ... For some time now I have been totally
absorbed in it. For I was always eager to make our doctrine
public.

Erastus to Bullinger, January 30, [1563]

The Heidelberg Catechism, composed in late 1562 and published in
January 1563, arguably became the most important confessional doc-
ument in the history of Reformed Christianity. It was the first mani-
festly Reformed confession adopted by a principality of the Holy Roman
Empire and, as such, stood as a direct challenge to the Religious Peace
of Augsburg. Its adoption signaled the beginning of the so-called “sec-
ond Reformation,” in which many principalities and cities of the Holy
Roman Empire moved from Lutheranism to the Reformed faith.! For no
reason other than this, the Heidelberg Catechism occupies a prominent
place in the history of the Reformation. Beyond its political importance,
the catechism became one of the most popular confessional documents
of the Reformation era. It has been translated into more than twenty
languages and retains confessional status in many Reformed denomi-
nations around the globe. It played a formative role in the histories of
German and Dutch immigrant communities in North America. It has
also been considered one of the most theologically cogent and appealing
confessions of the Reformation era. Since the catechism did not directly
affirm the most controversial tenets of Calvinism, it has also been con-
sidered one of the most irenic documents of the era. Theologians from
Heinrich Bullinger to Karl Barth have lauded its presentation of the

! Henry J. Cohn, “Territorial Princes in Germany’s Second Reformation, 1559-1622,
in International Calvinism 1541-1715, ed. Menna Preswich (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1985),
135-166; Press, “Die ‘Zweite Reformation’ in der Kurpfalz,” 104-129; Goeters, “Genesis,
Formen und Hauptthemen,” 44-59.
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Christian faith in a manner which is simultaneously theological and
devotional. Members of the Reformed communion have also hailed its
literary quality—a fondness no doubt enhanced by familiarity—and the
devotion shown it is akin to an Anglican’s love for the Book of Common
Prayer.?

Thus, when probing the origins of the Heidelberg Catechism, histo-
rians must be aware that they are standing on holy ground. Like other
celebrated texts, the story of its composition has become obscured over
the centuries in the haze of legend and hagiography. One could cite many
accounts of the Heidelberg Reformation which would be better suited for
a Sunday school room than the history seminar. The paean of the lead-
ing Mercersberg theologian John Nevin captures the pious enthusiasm
regarding the catechism’s origins:

It is something wonderful in the first place, that the catechism should be
in fact the production of two authors; for it appears to be certain, that the
double authorship was of the most real and positive character, involving
throughout not simply an outward, but a true inward codperation also,
which it is curious to note, and by no means easy to understand. The
catechism was not the work of Ursinus, approved by Olevianus, nor on
the other hand the work of Olevianus, approved by Ursinus; it was the
joint production of both; and it was this, not in the way of any mechanical
putting together of their different contributions to the work, but in the
way of an organic fusion, which refers the whole work to both authors,
and makes it impossible to know or say, what in it belongs to one and what
to the other.?

Were this account true, the composition of the catechism truly would
have been a sublime affair that would have been the exception rather than
the rule in this era of confessional strife. Research published around the
four hundredth anniversary of the publication of the catechism, however,
has demonstrated conclusively that this hagiographic depiction of the
writing of the catechism must be severely revised.

Since the traditional conception of the dual authorship of Caspar
Olevianus and Zacharias Ursinus has been set aside (more below), the
opportunity is ripe to investigate the roles of other likely members of
the authorship circle, such as Thomas Erastus. To orient this study, it is

2 See Lyle D. Bierma et al., An Introduction to the Heidelberg Catechism: Sources,
History, and Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005).

3 [John W. Nevin] in The Heidelberg Catechism, in German, Latin and English: with
an Historical Introduction (New York, 1863), 33.
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necessary to review the question of the authorship of the catechism both
in the historiographic tradition as well as what can be proven on the
basis of sixteenth-century sources. To investigate Erastus’s role, special
attention will be paid to the catechism’s Eucharistic theology and Erastus’s
probable influence upon it. Many sources link Erastus quite closely to the
composition of the catechism. Ultimately, I will argue that Erastus played
a much larger role in the composition of the catechism than is commonly
acknowledged and that he should be considered a co-author.

The Composition of the Heidelberg Catechism

The traditional image of Ursinus and Olevianus as the joint authors of
the catechism was based on the account found in Historia de Ecclesiis
Palatinis by the Emden theologian Heinrich Alting (1583-1644) that was
published in 1644.* According to Alting, Elector Frederick specifically
assigned the work of composing a new catechism to Olevianus and Ursi-
nus. Both theologians proceeded to write their own rough drafts: Ursi-
nus, two catechisms, and Olevianus, a treatise on the covenant. After-
wards, both writers worked together to produce a single text based
on each man’s preliminary efforts.’> Nevins rhapsody on this harmo-
nious cooperation, quoted above, was merely an elaboration of Alting’s
account.

This portrayal of the Heidelberg Catechism, with some modifications,
basically held the field until the four hundredth anniversary of the cate-
chism’s publication.® The only substantial change in the story dealt with
Olevianus’s draft, which Alting had described as a “popular declaration
of the convent of grace” Since no document was found that could be

* Alting’s account was written more than fifty years after the event. His first mention
of the joint authorship of Olevianus and Ursinus was written ca. 1619-1620—after he had
left the Palatinate following the invasion of the Bavarian Army in the Thirty Years’ War.
His classic version of the catechism’s composition was written even later, while he was in
the Netherlands, and not published until 1644. (See chapter 1, note 1.)

> Alting, Historia de ecclesiis Palatinis, 81-82 (ch. 43): “Id negotii datum duobus The-
ologis Doctoribus, Oleviano & D. Ursino 1562 tanquam Germanis & Germanice scribere
doctis. Et uterque in chartam conjecit ejus specimen. Olevianus populari declaratione
foederis gratiae: Ursinus scripto duplici Catechisimo; majore pro provectoribus, minore
pro junioribus. Ex utroque contracta est Catechesis Palatina, quae a loco natali Heidel-
bergensis appellari solet” (italics in the original).

¢ There were some, such as Arnout van Schelven, who doubted the large role ascribed
to Olevianus. Goeters, “Caspar Olevianus als Theologe,” 301.



108 CHAPTER FOUR

identified with that described by Alting, historians modified Olevianus’s
role in the composition and subsequently credited him as the redac-
tor of Ursinus’s preliminary efforts, the Catechesis minor and Catechesis
maior— works which manifestly served as sources for much of the Hei-
delberg Catechism.” In that role, Olevianus still received praise for turn-
ing the solid preliminary efforts of Ursinus into a stylistic and devotional
masterpiece. As August Lang, one of the leading scholars of the catechism
wrote, “The final German edition, with its popular, robust, faith-kindling
speech, should in all likelihood be credited to Olevianus, the author of the
church order®

In 1961, Walter Hollweg shattered this image with his groundbreaking
essay “Did Caspar Olevianus revise the German text of the Heidel-
berg Catechism?”® Hollweg demonstrated that contemporaneous evi-
dence was wanting for ascribing a large role to Olevianus in the com-
position of the catechism. First, he argued that the famous reputation as
a preacher that Olevianus had garnered over the centuries, whether or
not it was well deserved, did not prove that he was qualified to trans-
form Ursinus’s rough drafts into a work of literary excellence. In any

7 Both Ursinus’s Catechesis Maior (also known as Summa theologiae) and the Cate-
chesis Minor are reprinted in August Lang, Der Heidelberger Katechismus und vier ver-
wandte Katechismen (1907). English translations are available in Bierma, An Introduction
to the Heidelberg Catechism, 141-223. The Catechesis Maior has 323 questions and is writ-
ten in Latin. The Catechesis Minor, a German catechism with 109 questions, is clearly the
document upon which the Heidelberg Catechism has the most textual dependence. “Im
Autbau und weithin sogar in der Formulierung,” concluded Goeters, “steht dieser Ursinis-
che Katechismusentwurf dem spéter publizierten, unserem Heidelberger Katechsimus,
am nichsten” J.E Gerhard Goeters, “Entstehung und Frithgeschichte des Katechismus,”
in Handbuch zum Heidelberger Katechismus, ed. Lothar Coenen (Neukirch: Neukirch-
ener Verlag, 1963), 13. There is actually some debate whether or not this Catechism was
solely the work of Ursinus, although it has long been ascribed to him, since a manuscript
of it was found which was written in his own hand. See Wilhem Neuser, “Die Viter des
Heidelberger Katechismus,” Theologische Zeitschrift 35 (1979): 178-179.

8 “Die deutsche Endredaktion mit ihrer volkstiimlichen, kernigen, glaubenswarmen
Sprache ist aller Wahrscheinlichkeit nach Olevian, dem Verfasser der Kirchenordnung,
zu verdanken....” Lang, Der Heidelberger Katechismus, 77.

 Walter Hollweg, “Bearbeitete Caspar Olevianus den deutschen Text zum Heidel-
berger Katechismus,” in Neue Untersuchungen zur Geschichte und Lehre des Heidelberger
Katechismus (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1961), 1:124-152. Hollweg does
acknowledge the dissenters from the mainstream opinion that preceded him, especially
Johannes Brauer, who had maintained that there was no evidence for the role tradition-
ally ascribed to Olevianus (p. 126). Hollweg was later to issue a second volume of essays
on the Heidelberg Catechism: Neue Untersuchungen zur Geschichte und Lehre des Heidel-
berger Katechismus. Zweite Folge (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1968; here-
after these works will be cited as Neue Untersuchungen 1 [i.e., 1961] and 2, respectively).
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event, it was Ursinus, and not Olevianus, who that same year had trans-
lated Calvin’s Geneva Catechism into German, suggesting that Ursinus
felt himself more than competent to translate a Latin theological work
into German.!? Thus, if Ursinus translated the catechetical works of oth-
ers into German at this time, it would seem extremely unlikely that the
unpublished Olevianus would have been charged with the task of perfect-
ing the German text of Ursinus’s own work.!! The older historiography
had also frequently asserted the great similarity between the Heidelberg
Catechism and Olevianus’s other works as proof for his role in the redac-
tion of the catechism—though no one had demonstrated this similar-
ity conclusively.!? Regardless of whether or not such a similarity existed,
Hollweg maintained that this assumed affinity offered no proof for Ole-
vianus’s role. Since Olevianus published his entire theological corpus
after the Heidelberg Catechism, any likeness may have as easily reflected

19 Hollweg, “Zur Quellenfrage des Heidelberger Katechismus,” in Neue Untersuchun-
gen, 2:38-47. This point is especially telling in view of the fact that Olevianus had pre-
viously attempted to translate Calvin's Geneva Catechism before abandoning the task.
Hollweg documents Olevianus’s lack of self-confidence as a translator, based on a letter
of Olevianus to Beza from 1561 (pp. 40-42).

1 Hollweg, Neue Untersuchungen, 1:142. Hollweg here makes much of a comment
that Olevianus made to Calvin regarding Ursinus, “who supersedes me in the faculty
of language” (“qui me facultate linquae superat”). Hollweg suggests that Olevianus was
chiefly making a concession about his own literary abilities in this comment, rather than
his translating skills, since his knowledge of Latin had to be excellent and he was in all
likelihood far superior to Ursinus in his facility in French. Bierma is right to challenge
how much can be drawn from such a self-deprecating comment in which Olevianus’s
chief goal was to assure Calvin that the translation of his work has been handled with
care (Lyle Bierma, “Olevianus and the Authorship of The Heidelberg Catechism: Another
Look,” SCJ 13 (1982): 23). Bierma then argues that Olevianus was only speaking of
his translating skills and not his ability, as Hollweg had suggested, “gedanklich schwer
geladenen Schriften kongenial in einer anderen Sprache neue Gestalt und Form zu geben”
(Hollweg, Neue Untersuchungen, 1:145). I would argue that both Hollweg and Bierma
force the dichotomy between the technical proficiency in languages and stylistic capacity.
However, Bierma (himself an able translator) would likely concede that excellence in
translating goes far beyond knowledge of the language out of which one is translating,
and thus, even though Hollweg perhaps makes too much out of Olevianus’s comment to
Calvin, the simple fact that Ursinus had such recognized linguistic abilities undercuts
the traditional rationale for why Olevianus could putatively have been called upon
to rework Ursinus’s Latin drafts. However, Olevianus’s letter offers more of a positive
endorsement of Ursinus than it says anything per se negative about Olevianus’s verbal
skills. Nevertheless, Hollweg’s basic point holds, although Bierma is correct to add that
“the possibility that Olevianus had a hand in the final redaction has not at all been ruled
out” (p. 23).

12 Biermass translation of Olevianus’s Vester Grundt documents this case more fully.
Caspar Olevianus, A Firm Foundation, ed. and trans. Lyle D. Bierma (Grand Rapids,
Baker: 1995).
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the catechism’s influence on Olevianus rather than any influence he might
have exerted on the catechism.!® Another fact that argued against ascrib-
ing much credit to Olevianus for the catechism was his dissatisfaction
with question thirty-six concerning the benefit of the “holy conception
and birth of Christ,” which was revealed in a later controversy in Heidel-
berg. If Olevianus had theological reservations with part of the catechism,
this would at least beg the question of how influential he had been in its
composition.!* Finally, Hollweg also revealed some of the dark side of
Olevianus’s personality, and questioned whether he were the man from
whom such a warm and inspiring catechism might have been conceived.
Although one might argue that Hollweg’s critique of Olevianus’s person-
ality went beyond what was strictly relevant to the question of authorship
of the catechism,!” his basic arguments proved decisive and a new schol-
arly consensus has emerged in the wake of Hollweg’s essay. Though Ursi-
nus’s contribution remains unquestioned, most scholars now maintain
that there is little contemporaneous evidence to suggest that Olevianus
played a large part in the composition of the catechism.'® J.E. Gerhard
Goeters, the leading modern authority on Palatine church history, sum-

13 Hollweg, Neue Untersuchungen, 1:141. The late Fred Klooster should be added to
this list of skeptics regarding the supposed similarity between the works of Olevianus
and the Heidelberg Catechism. See Klooster, “Priority of Ursinus,” 87.

4 Hollweg, Neue Untersuchungen, 1:146-150. The row was basically between Ole-
vianus and his erstwhile ally in the church discipline controversy, Petrus Dathenus.
Goeters has furthered the discussion with Olevianus’s relative discontent with the origi-
nal form of the Heidelberg Catechism by noting his “enhancement” of the catechism by
the insertion of the infamous eightieth question, which condemned the idolatry of the
papal Mass. Of course, all of his colleagues would have no doubt agreed that the Mass
was idolatrous, but it was nevertheless a noteworthy departure from the irenic tone of
the catechism. Likewise, Olevianus also intimated some discontent with some passages
of the catechism that could not really be successfully translated from German into Latin.
Goeters has concluded that, “Dem Olevianus ist der Katechismus zu deutsch, das heif3t
zu melanchthonisch” Goeters, “Caspar Olevianus als Theologe,” 304-305.

15 Hollweg is rather uncharitable toward Olevianus in the article. Beyond attacking
his character, he questioned whether Olevianus was particularly talented in composing
catechisms. Bierma has censured what he termed the “unhelpful” comments of Hollweg,
particularly in view of the fact that Hollweg took some of the most damning evidence
from the lips of Olevianus’s enemies (namely Erastus). Bierma, “Olevianus and the
Authorship of The Heidelberg Catechism: Another Look,” 22.

16 E.g., Goeters, “Entstehung und Friihgeschichte des Katechismus,” 15: “Diese An-
sicht ist von Hollweg mit zumeist schliissigen Argumenten, die sich noch vermehren
liefSen, wiederlegt worden” Neuser, “Die Viter des Heidelberger Katechismus,” 177:
“Ein hervorragender Beitrag Olevians ist auszuschliessen.” See also Klooster, “Priority
of Ursinus,” 87 and 99; Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 230; Visser, Zacharias
Ursinus, 118-119; Ulrich Hutter, “Zacharias Ursinus und der Heidelberg Katechismus,”
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marized: “Olevianus was a member of the commission like the others.
He was personally not content with the final version of the catechism. He
had wanted it to be more Calvinist. As a senior church leader, however, he
took an active role in the ecclesiastical introduction of the catechism.”'”
In an essay in which he sought to counter Hollweg’s arguments and
reinvigorate Olevianus’s claim to authorship of the Heidelberg Cate-
chism, Lyle Bierma argued that “modern historians have too quickly dis-
missed the 1644 Alting account as erroneous.”!® Indeed, it is dishearten-
ing to undermine the authority of one of the chief narrative accounts of
Palatine history, especially since so many of the sources that he may have
consulted are no longer extant. To Reformed theologians this rejection
might seem a double blow, since it might be perceived equally as a knock
on Alting, a respected theologian who served as a delegate to the Synod of
Dort. It is not, however, that Alting’s account is blatantly false; his portrait
of events reflects a telescoping of the facts surrounding the composition
of the catechism and displays a measure of understandable confusion
regarding some of the catechism’s potential sources.!” Given that Ole-
vianus and Ursinus were to become the most well known Palatine theolo-
gians, the memory of whom was no doubt especially honored in Alting’s
circles, it is not unnatural that Alting would magnify the roles they played
in the composition of the catechism.?* One could submit that what Alt-
ing’s account supremely expresses is a reading of affairs backward in time,

in Martin Luther und die Reformation in Ostdeutschland und Stidosteuropa, ed. Ulrich
Hutter (Sigmaringen: Jan Thorbecke, 1991), 79-105, especially 82-87. See discussion of
Bierma below.

17 1. Gerhard Goeters, “Zur Geschichte des Katechismus,” in Heidelberger Katechis-
mus: Revidierte Ausgabe 1997, 3rd ed. (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 2006),
89.
18 Bierma, “Olevianus and the Authorship of the Heidelberg Catechism: Another
Look,” 17-27.

19 Tam referring here especially to his comment regarding the “populari declaratione
foederis gratiae,” a work which he credited to Olevianus. Neuser commented regarding
this text: “die letztgenannt ist unbekannt und gehort wohl ‘ins Reich des Mythos?” Neuser,
“Die Viter des Heidelberger Katechismus,” 177. Olevianus’s most important works have
been reprinted in Caspar Olevianus, Der Gnadenbund Gottes 1590: Faksimilie-Edition
mit einem Kommentar, ed. Gunther Franz, ].FE. Gerhard Goeters and Wilhelm Holtmann
(Cologne: Rheinland-Verlag, 1994). For the Vester Grundt, see pp. 37-203. See especially
J.E. Gerhard Goeter’s article “Olevians Fester Grundt: Entstehung, Geschichte, Inhalt”
(467-490) in the same. Note that this volume, which celebrates the work of Olevianus,
does not advance the argument that Olevianus had a major role in the composition of the
catechism.

20 T omit Girolamo Zanchi, who did not arrive in Heidelberg until 1567, from this
comparison.
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giving the men who were later recognized as the chief heroes of the tradi-
tion the greatest role in the authorship of the catechism. Since this view
has been agreeable both to those who would stress the Calvinist (here
Olevianus) or the Melanchthonian (there Ursinus) dimensions of the cat-
echism, we need not wonder that Alting’s depiction would have enjoyed
such alonglife. Its longevity was perhaps also sustained by the hope that it
reflected a basis in long-missing source materials of the church council in
Heidelberg. Alting’s account of Palatine church history is indispensable,
but it must be used with caution. Since Alting did not write the account
when he was in the Palatinate or before the probable destruction of source
materials due to the Thirty Years’ War, and likewise since the account is
not reliable on other details, historians can no longer give his narrative
the benefit of the doubt, much less assume that it is always based on bet-
ter sources than we now have at hand.?! In summation, given its late date
and the difficulty of reconciling its depiction with that of sources con-
temporaneous to the catechism’s composition, Alting’s account must be
set aside in order that our conception of the catechism’s composition can
be anchored on more reliable sources.?

While there is no contemporary evidence to argue for an especially
large role for Olevianus, the links between Ursinus and the catechism are
so strong that a consensus has emerged in which he is considered the pri-
mary author of the Heidelberg Catechism. Ursinus is recognized as the
author of two catechisms, the Catechesis minor and the Catechesis major,
which demonstrably influenced the Heidelberg Catechism. Beyond the
textual dependence of the Heidelberg Catechism on his earlier works,

2L For example, Alting has been demonstrated to be incorrect regarding his depiction
of the date of the composition of the church order of 1556 (Goeters, “Caspar Olevianus
als Theologe,” 299-300; EKO, 14:23). He also places Erastus on the church council
prematurely (Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 218). He gives the wrong year
for Erastus’s reconciliation with the church (Alting, Historia de ecclesiis Palatinis, 108;
also see chapter 7 below). His account of the treatment of Johann Sylvan and the
Heidelberg Antitrinitarians is biased (Burchill, The Heidelberg Antitrinitarians, 55, 66,
passim). Similarly, his narrative of the church discipline conflict is one-sided and murky
on the details. These reservations aside, it must be noted that Alting was not a blind
devotee of Olevianus; he implicitly criticizes him at points. See, for example, Olevianus’s
attempt to convert an elderly Lutheran minister to a Reformed view of the Lord’s Supper
(Alting, Historia de ecclesiis Palatinis, 112-113 (ch. 60)). Here Olevianus’s assertiveness
compares rather poorly to Elector Frederick’s moderation and sagacity.

22 More recently Bierma conceded, “There is indeed no solid evidence for the long-
standing claims that Olevianus was one of two main authors of the HC or that he was
responsible for the final German redaction.” Bierma, “The Purpose and Authorship of
the Heidelberg Catechism,” in An Introduction to the Heidelberg Catechism, 6.



THE EPIPHANY: THE HEIDELBERG CATECHISM 113

which absolutely assures his consideration as an author, is the fact that
after the catechism’s publication he became its chief defender and expos-
itor; he took up the pen on many occasions to defend the teachings of
the catechism against its Lutheran assailants.?* Furthermore, his copious
lectures on the catechism were transformed by his students into a com-
prehensive commentary on the catechism, which is still a standard refer-
ence work in the Reformed community.?* No one begrudges Ursinus pri-
mary credit for the catechism. Nevertheless, Ursinus never claimed sole
responsibility for the work. Likewise, the collector of his works, Quirinius
Reuter, while stressing the Heidelberg Catechism’s dependence on Ursi-
nus’s preliminary drafts, did not deny that the composition had been the
work of a committee.?® Since it has long been acknowledged that the cate-
chism was a group project, the search remains open regarding other pos-
sible contributors.

In seeking to make a list of likely contributors, the quest must begin
with Elector Frederick’s own introduction to the first printed edition of
the catechism. On January 19, 1563, he explained the rationale behind
the decision to commission a new catechism with these words:

And accordingly we have composed and authorized, with the counsel and
assistance of our entire theological faculty here, also with all the superin-
tendents and prominent servants of the church, a summary instruction
or catechism of our Christian religion from the word of God, in both
Latin and German, that henceforth not only should the youth be bless-
edly instructed and therewith unanimously maintained in the churches
and schools in such Christian doctrine but also [that] the preachers and
the schoolmasters themselves may have a certain and constant custom
and standard, how they ought to conduct the instruction of youth and not
undertake daily changes or introduce offensive teachings at their whim.2¢

2 See Klooster, “Priority of Ursinus,” 88.

24 The first edition was published posthumously without the permission of Ursinus’s
family. The work was refined and reprinted numerous times in the late sixteenth and
early seventeenth centuries and translated into English and Dutch. Zacharias Ursinus,
Doctrinae Christianae compendium; seu Commentarii catechetici ... (Geneva: Eustache
Vignon, 1584); The Commentary of Dr. Zacharias Ursinus on the Heidelberg Catechism,
trans. G.W. Willard (Columbus, 1852). See Christopher Burchill, “On the Consolation of
a Christian Scholar: Zacharias Ursinus (1534-1583) and the Reformation in Heidelberg,’
Journal of Ecclesiastical History 37 (1986): 578.

% Goeters, “Caspar Olevianus als Theologe,” 301-302.

26 Reprinted in EKO, 14:343: “Und demnach mit rhat und zuthun unserer gantzen
theologischen facultet allhie, auch allen superintendenten und fiirnemsten kirchendi-
enern einen summarischen underricht oder catechismum unserer christlichen religion
auf$ dem wort Gottes beides, in deutscher und lateinisher sprach, verfassen und stellen
lassen, damit fiirbaf} nicht allein die jugendt in kirchen und schulen in solcher christlicher
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That the catechism was actually a team project, and not the work of
one or two men alone, has long been an insight available to those who
would take the elector’s preface seriously.?” Two factors, however, have
encouraged historians to overlook Frederick’s testimony of team author-
ship. First, it is difficult to imagine how such an acknowledged master-
piece of catechetical literature could have been composed by committee.
The theological antecedents to the catechism have not been so elusive,
but its stylistic excellence seems to beg the question of the identity of
the literary genius that lay behind it. Second, in many works published
anonymously or with claimed joint authorship in Heidelberg, scholars
have since been able to establish the author. Not surprisingly, given the
Lutheran hostility toward works thought to have a Calvinist or Zwinglian
flavor, Heidelberg authors often omitted their names from publications in
an attempt to garner an audience instead of being summarily dismissed
as “Sacramentarians” Indeed, even Calvin’s Geneva Catechism was pub-
lished in a German translation in Heidelberg in 1563 without mention-
ing the reformer’s name on the title page.”® Likewise, as previously dis-
cussed, Erastus anonymously published his booklet on the breaking of
bread and the Griindtlicher Bericht, as well as later works. Sometimes
the Palatine theologians simply wanted to put forth a common front,
as in the case of the defense of the Heidelberg Catechism published in
1564, which, although composed by Ursinus, was published in the name
of the theological faculty.?® Considering this proclivity to hide behind
anonymity or group authorship, it is not strange that historians would
have ignored the preface’s claims and searched for the true author or
authors. While this tendency was perhaps understandable, none of these
reasons is compelling enough to force modern historians to discard the
elector’s account—or worse yet give it secondary billing to Alting’s nar-

lehre gottseliglichen underwiesen und darzu einhelliglichen angehalten, sonder auch die
prediger und schulmeister selbs ein gewisse und bestendige form und maf3 haben mégen,
wie sie sich in underweisung der jugendt verhalten sollen und nicht ires gefallens tegliche
enderungen fiirnemen oder widerwertige lehre einfiiren.”

27 Although reprints of the first edition of the catechism have been widely available
the last hundred years, few allowed Frederick’s words to take a preeminent place over
the account of Alting. M.A. Gooszen gave Frederick’s testimony credence but was also an
enthusiastic supporter of the idea that Olevianus was the primary redactor of the German
text of the Heidelberg Catechism. M.A. Gooszen, De Heidelbergsche Catechismus: Textus
Receptus met Toelichtende Teksten (Leiden: Brill, 1890).

28 Hollweg, Neue Untersuchungen, 1:143.

29 [Zacharias Ursinus], Verantwortung Wider die ungegriindten aufflagen ... (Heidel-
berg: J. Meyer, 1564).
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rative, which was written more than fifty years later. A more prudent
approach is to take Fredericks account at face value and then deter-
mine if other sixteenth-century evidence complements or undermines
it.

FredericK’s preface even offers an explicit list of those involved: the the-
ological faculty, the superintendents, and the prominent servants of the
church. Along with Ursinus, Immanuel Tremellius and Pierre Boquin
were members of the theological faculty. Since neither Tremellius nor
Boquin was a native German speaker, they have not generally been con-
sidered serious candidates for a large role in composing the catechism—
especially not in influencing its German text.*® Little is presently known
about the nine district superintendents, which is a reflection of the rel-
ative dearth of Palatine archival records from the period. The office of
general superintendent was abandoned after the dismissal of Heshu-
sius. Since Olevianus was both a superintendent and a member of the
church council, he most certainly took an active part in the delibera-
tions. The other clerical members of the church council included Boquin
and the court preacher Michael Diller, who had already played a signifi-
cant role in the history of Protestantism as the first evangelical preacher
in Speyer and was probably a more important player in the conversion
of the Palatinate to the Reformed faith than is currently recognized.’!
The lay members of this body were Wenzel Zuleger and Stephan Cirler,
along with Erastus himself. Since even the bureaucrats Cirler and Zuleger
were quite theologically engaged, it would be premature to exclude any
of these church council members from the authorship circle without just
cause.’” The court preacher Johannes Willing, from whom a number of
printed sermons survive, may well have played a role in the catechism’s
production. Erastus reckoned Willing to be among the Palatinate’s most
able preachers.’® Likewise, Petrus Dathenus, leader of the Dutch refugee
community at Frankenthal and future court preacher to Frederick, also

30 Regarding Boquin’s role, see G.P. Hartvelt, “Petrus Boquinus,” 76-77.

31 NDB, 3: 719.

32 Regarding the composition of the church council, see Goeters, “Entstehung;” 15;
Goeters, “Caspar Olevianus als Theologe,” 298; Klooster, “Priority of Ursinus,” 79-80;
Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat und Territorialstaat, 238-243. We have already
had a glimpse of Cirler’s Reformed zeal in his role as messenger to Melanchthon in the
Heshusius affair.

3 Erastus to Wolf, Heidelberg, Sept. 29, (15)61. ZBZ (Hot.) F 38, fol. 272. From Eras-
tus’s correspondence it is clear that Willing was in the Palatinate as early as 1561, though
curiously he is generally left out of discussions of the composition of the catechism’s edito-
rial committee. For his biography, see Werner Seeling, Johannes Willing (1525-1572), ein
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likely took part in the sessions and is thought to have introduced Jan
Laski’s Emden Catechism of 1554 into the source milieu of the cate-
chism.** Other figures who possibly should be added to the authorship
circle include the ethics professor Johannes Brunner, who would later
convert to Catholicism, and Adam Neuser, the future Antitrinitarian and
alleged Muslim, both of whom were regarded at that point as theolo-
gians of roughly similar standing as Olevianus.*® It appears doubtful that
the other future Antitrinitarian, Johann Sylvan, took part in the com-
position of the catechism, as he apparently did not take up his posi-
tion of superintendent in Kaiserslautern until later in 1563—though it
is not clear when he arrived in the Palatinate.>® Beyond these individ-
uals, Goeters suggests local ministers Petrus Macheropoeus and Tile-
mann Mumius may have taken part in the proceedings, as well as Konrad
Marius, the leader of the Collegium Sapientiae.’” Likewise, one cannot
exclude the jurist, councilor, and Reformed partisan Christoph Ehem,
whom Volker Press has characterized as the lead agitator for Calvinism
in the territory.*® Finally, it was after all Elector Frederick’s catechism, and
he personally claimed to have enhanced it on a number of points.** While
Ursinus may well have been the theological leader of this brain trust, a

Schicksal zwischen Luthertum und Calvinismus: Versuch einer Biographie [Veroffentlich-
tungen des Vereins fiir pfilzische Kirchengeschichte 11] (Otterbach: Argobast, 1972).

3 Goeters, “Enstehung und Frithgeschichte des Katechismus,” 14. Thompson argued
the catechism’s famed comfort motif was in fact taken over from Jan Laski. Thompson,
“An Historical Reconstruction of Melanchthonianism,” 263-265.

% As discussed earlier, Neuser had actually competed with Olevianus for the theo-
logical chair at the University of Heidelberg. In fact, the faculty senate actually favored
Neuser, but Olevianus prevailed with the assistance of the elector. Burchill, The Heidel-
berg Antitrinitarians, 113. The Switzer Brunner was clearly Erastus’s protégé as discussed
in chapter 2 (note 95). He was first given a pastoral position in nearby Weinheim, then
moved to a post at the Collegium Sapientiae, and finally joined the university arts faculty
as professor of ethics in 1561.

% Both Seeling and Burchill can only affirm his presence in Kaiserslautern by mid-
year (certainly by March) 1563. Alternatively, Goeter’s discussion suggests that he was
already in place in Kaiserslautern by January 1563. Werner Seeling, “Johannes Sylvan,
Neue Erkenntnisse tiber die Hinrichtung eines kurpfalzischen Theologen im Jahr 1572,
Bldtter fiir pfilzische Kirchengeschichte und religiose Volkskunde 40 (1973): 91; Burchill,
The Heidelberg Antitrinitarians, 24 and 31; Goeters, “Enstehung und Frithgeschichte des
Katechismus,” 16.

37 Goeters, “Caspar Olevianus als Theologe,” 303.

38 Press, Calvinismus und Territorialstaat, 213, passim.

% Henss, Der Heidelberger Katechismus, 26.
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long list of potential collaborators for the project existed, any number of
whom may well have had a substantial impact on either the theological
content of the catechism or its literary style.

Before considering the actual evidence that points toward a large role
for Erastus in the composition of the catechism, it is fitting to reflect
on how relatively influential the likely contributors were at the time of
the composition. This exercise should correct the description of the cat-
echism’s composition offered by Alting, who apparently let the later rep-
utations of the participants color his account. Although Ursinus never
became a court insider during his long stay in the Palatinate, he was con-
sidered a rare theological talent from the moment Erastus and others
began to recruit him for the university. They sought qualities in Ursi-
nus that were apparently lacking in Boquin and Olevianus—specifically,
they sought a true systematic theologian who could also defend the
emerging Palatine theology with the pen and in public debate. Although
Olevianus’s dedication and organizational skills may have been appar-
ent, in late 1562 there was little evidence to suggest that his colleagues
regarded him as a budding theological talent. Furthermore, Olevianus
displayed a tendency to decline certain preaching assignments—espe-
cially those closely associated with the work of catechization.*® Alterna-
tively, Erastus was at his pinnacle of influence in church affairs. He had
just written two tracts that appear to have possessed the official sanction
of the elector. He was personally close to the elector and apparently in a
strong position on the church council. He had also been empowered to
recruit a theologian for the university—a task apparently not entrusted
to Boquin or Olevianus. Erastus possessed a certain auctoritas in Heidel-
berg intellectual life; he was ten years older than either Ursinus or Ole-
vianus and was manifestly confident of his own opinions. It is no exag-
geration to assert that Erastus’s theological works are the best witnesses
of the nascent Palatine theology before the Heidelberg Catechism. From
his relative influence alone, we have every reason to expect that Erastus

40 See above in chapter 2 (note 88) for Erastus’s comment to Bullinger regarding
Olevianus’s reluctance to preach. In August 1563, Ursinus disclosed that he had to
take over the Sunday afternoon catechetical lectures for Olevianus, despite his own
heavy work load, as the position “required a man who was a teacher and skilled, and
who might also succeed in connecting with the less educated people and the youth in
accommodating his speech” (“requirens hominem dtdaxtixov et exercitatum quique ad
captum rudioris populi et iuventutis accomodata dictione valeat”). Ursinus to Johannes
Crato von Krafftheim, August 1563, in Hans Rott, ed., “Briefe des Heidelberger Theologen
Zacharias Ursinus aus Heidelberg und Neustadt a.H,” NHJ 14 (1906): 59.
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would have played a prominent part in the composition of the catechism.
The question that remains is whether we can find corroborating sources
to support his role.

Although many records from the sixteenth-century Palatinate are no
longer extant—in particular, the actual minutes from the sessions in
which the catechism was approved—a modest quantity of letters from
Erastus, Olevianus, and Ursinus, has survived. These sources fail to iden-
tify any particular person as the author of the catechism; indeed, neither
Olevianus nor Ursinus—the two favorites of Reformed historians since
Alting—claimed an especially prominent role in the catechism’s compo-
sition.*! What follows is an investigation of the extant correspondence,
focusing particularly on sources that shed light on Erastus’s role in the
composition of the catechism.

While a good number of Ursinus’s letters survive, there are not many
surviving letters by Ursinus from the period of the catechism’s composi-
tion. One letter from 1562 to Konrad Gessner in Zurich documents his
involvement in the project but otherwise sheds little light on the com-
position itself. In discussing his role in reforming the Palatine church,
Ursinus related, “In this we are currently occupied that a type of cate-
chism may be written of our own making suitable for the populace and
youth”*? Here we learn, in line with the elector’s introduction, that the
catechism was a collective composition (thus the first person plural) and,
not surprisingly, that Ursinus was part of this group. What is equally
noteworthy here is what is not said; for example, no explicit mention
about any close collaboration with Olevianus, Erastus, or anyone else,
is included.®

The extant letters from Olevianus from this period also tend to sup-
port the group authorship thesis, and ironically turn our focus to Ole-
vianus’s future rival Erastus. A source which is particularly suggestive
regarding Erastus’s role in the catechism’s creation is a letter from Ole-
vianus to Bullinger. In it he praised the Swiss Germans, declaring, “If

41 Hollweg, Neue Untersuchungen, 1:135.

42 Gustav Adolf Benrath, ed., “Briefe des Heidelberger Theologen Zacharias Ursinus
(1534-1583),” NHJ 8 (1964): 100. Ursinus to Gessner, Frankfurt, March 22: “In eo iam
sumus, ut forma catechismi populo et iuventuti nostrae instituendae idonea conscribatur,
ministerii et disciplinae ratio constituatur”

# It can also be noted that while earlier scholarship nearly made Olevianus and
Ursinus to be the Lennon and McCartney of the sixteenth century, it does not seem
they were particularly close, and Olevianus’s name only appears infrequently in Ursinus’s
correspondence.
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there is any clarity in these [the Latin and German versions of the cate-
chism] we owe a good measure to you and the lucid abilities of the Swiss.”
He continued with a remark that sheds insight on the group authorship
of the catechism: “the pious thoughts have not been gathered from one
but from many.** The interpretation of this passage hangs on the word
cogitationes, which I have translated as “thoughts.” Though one could per-
haps make the case that Olevianus was speaking here of the cogitationes
in terms of the various sources reviewed in preparation of the catechism,
it is more likely that Olevianus meant to suggest the actual input of the
members of the catechism committee. This interpretation is buttressed
by Olevianus’s comment to Calvin concerning the composition of the
catechism: “Such is the difficulty of reconciling from many heads and
reducing them to one® It bears noting that Olevianus’s own words are
much more in line with the account given in the elector’s preface rather
than Alting’s later rendition of events. Another sentence in the letter to
Bullinger has proved even more difficult for modern historians to inter-
pret. Here Olevianus lamented,

Surely it was a careless mistake, that [the catechism] was not sent to you
sooner, but I was unwilling in haste and too quick in my liberality, to take
away praise from my most dear colleagues, chiefly Erastus. But, be that as
it may, I send these books to you in all of our names.*¢

Olevianus apologized for his delay in sending the catechism. This fact
seems strange on the surface, since Erastus had already sent Bullinger a

4 Qlevianus to Bullinger, April 14, 1563, printed in Sudhoff, C. Olevianus und Z. Ursi-
nus, 482-483: “Gratiam ac pacem. Gratias tibi ago, Venerande pater ac frater in Christo
pro libro ad me misso: et remitto Catechismos nostros latinos et Germanicos. Certe si
qua in iis est perspicuitas, eius bonam partem tibi et candidis ingeniis Helvetiorum debe-
mus. Gloria redeat ad solum Deum. Non unius sed multorum sunt collatae piae cogi-
tationes. Certe factum est negligenter, quod citius ad te non est missus, sed ego nolui
festinatione et praepropera liberalitate mea laudibus praeripere carissimis Collegis meis,
Erasto praecipue. Sed utut sit, communi nostro nomine hosce libellos ad te mitto. Iudi-
cium tuum valde desidero” Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus also prints most of this selection
with some variations (chiefly: “laudem praecipere” instead of “laudibus praeripere” and
“Sed ut id” instead of “sed utut”). Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 133. See also Hollweg,
Heinrich Bullingers Hausbuch, 238-239; Fred Klooster, “Calvin’s Attitude toward the Hei-
delberg Catechism,” in Later Calvinism [SCE&S 22], ed. W. Fred Graham (Kirksville, Mo.,
1992), 315; Visser, Zacharias Ursinus, 118-119; Neuser, “Die Viter des Heidelberger Kat-
echismus,” 181; and Bierma, “The Purpose and Authorship of the Heidelberg Catechism,”
54.
% CO0, 19:685: “Tanta est difficultas in conciliandis multis capitibus et redigendis in
unum?”

46 The emphasis is mine. See the Latin text above in note 44.
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copy of the catechism nearly two months earlier.*” However, rather than
interpreting this as a misunderstanding between Erastus and Olevianus,
it is perhaps best to understand this letter as Olevianus’ official commu-
niqué to Bullinger as the leading clerical member of the church coun-
cil. Olevianus sent both the German and Latin texts of the catechism,
including the infamous question eighty which declared the papal Mass
“accursed idolatry”*® It is also worth noting that Calvin received a copy
of the catechism a month after Bullinger. More germane to the question
of authorship of the catechism is Olevianus’s mention of Erastus. The text
appears to credit Erastus for the quality of the catechism.*® While he did
not directly name Erastus as an author, his comment implies Erastus’s
participation; otherwise, it would be difficult to understand how Ole-
vianus could steal praise from Erastus for the catechism if in fact Eras-
tus had had little to do with its composition. An alternative interpreta-
tion would be that Olevianus and Erastus were already on bad terms in
early 1563, and the letter’s reference to Erastus combined with Olevianus’s
ignorance of Erastus’s activities reflected a measure of hostility between
the two. Indeed, this estrangement would come, although we are fairly
well informed that it did not take place before 1564. In fact, in a later letter
from 1563, Olevianus calls Erastus his “brother and most dear friend.”>
Given that Erastus and Olevianus were on good terms in 1563, it is more
likely that the letter implies that Erastus merited praise as one of the indi-
viduals whose “pious thoughts” had contributed to the catechism.

Another source suggests in an even more definitive fashion that Eras-
tus played a role in the catechism’s composition. Erastus sent a letter to
Bullinger on January 30, 1563 announcing the completion of the cate-
chism, in which he declared:

47 Erastus reports sending Bullinger the catechism in a letter from Feb. 26, 1563. Cf.
Wesel-Roth, Thomas Erastus, 83, note, 84; Hollweg, Neue Untersuchungen, 1:135.

8 C0, 19:633-635 (no. 3925). See Goeters, “Caspar Olevianus als Theologe,” 304.
“Teufelswerk” was later added for good measure. This question would again become a
source of mischief in the early eighteenth century when the electors of the Palatinate
were again Catholic. See Schaab, Geschichte der Kurpfalz, 2:173-174.

4 Hollweg and Benrath have disagreed over the interpretation of the letter. Hollweg
found the letter quite clear and asserted that “Olevianus ... ausdrucklich die Mitarbeit des
Erast erwahnt” Hollweg, Neue Untersuchungen, 1:135. Benrath, alternatively, remarked
that he did not discern such an explicit confirmation of Erastus’s role in the catechism in
Olevianus’s letter. Benrath, “Die Eigenart der pfalzischen Reformation,” 25, note 37.

%0 QOlevianus to Bullinger, Oct. 25, 1563. Sudhoff, C. Olevianus und Z. Ursinus, 483~
485. Of course, we should take these formulaic niceties with a grain of salt. Never-
theless, after they had fallen out, their estrangement is readily apparent in Erastus’s
correspondence.
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We have composed a catechism, in which all the heads of doctrine as well
as the Sacraments are explained clearly and in great detail according to
the work’s intent, which the most illustrious prince desires to be taught in
schools and churches in general. It is now in press and should be complete
within a couple of days. I will send it to you soon. I suppose that no one
at all will say regarding us [that we] are hiding. For some time now I have
been totally absorbed in it. For I was always eager to make [our] doctrine
public.®

On the surface, the first line, “We have composed a catechism,” yields
an even more explicit testimonial to taking part in the composition of
the catechism than the above mentioned quotation from Ursinus. The
obvious question that arises is how to interpret Erastuss use of “we.
Does he mean this literally (i.e., that he was one of the composers of the
catechism) or is he only using “we” in an impersonal collective sense,
much like when a person remarks of her favorite sports team, “We won.”
The latter interpretation is certainly plausible; after all, the catechism was
not only the personal confession of a few theologians, but the guiding
rule of faith for the entire principality. This non-literal reading of Erastus’s
quotation seems so obvious that it probably explains why prior historians
have not used this text to argue for Erastus’s authorship.”? A close reading
of the remainder of this passage, however, suggests that Erastus meant the
literal sense, i.e., that he was intimately involved in writing the catechism.
This interpretation turns on Erastus’s statement, “For some time now
I have been totally absorbed in it” The context around this passage
leaves no doubt that the “it” he was talking about was the catechism.
Perhaps it could be argued that he was merely speaking of tasks not
directly related to the composition of the catechism such as monitoring
the committee, influencing opinion at court, and writing letters on behalf
of the Palatine cause. While Erastus may well have been involved in

51 Erastus to Bullinger, Jan. 30, [1563], StAZ, II 361 fol. 86: “Catechismum compo-
suimus, in quo cum alia Doctrinae capita, tum Sacramenta aperte et (fus)é pro ratione
propositi operis explicantur, quem illlustrissim[us] Princeps in Scholis et Ecclesiis vult
omnino doceri. Sub pressu est et intra biduum perficietur. Proxime ad te mittam. Nemo
arbitror, dicet aliquid a nobis dissimulari. Iam diu in eo totus fui. Cupivi enim semper
doctrinam publicam fieri”

52 For instance, Wesel-Roth reproduced this quotation in her text without pausing to
reflect upon the implications it might have regarding Erastus’s role in the composition of
the catechism (Thomas Erastus, 35). Wesel-Roth does not seem to have been especially
interested in the question of the composition of the catechism. More significantly, she
wrote in a time when the orthodoxy of the dual authorship of the catechism by Ursinus
and Olevianus had not been seriously questioned. Certainly Hollweg, among others, was
familiar with the quote, but again his purpose was to discredit the theory of Olevianus’s
authorship, not to prove that Erastus was an author.
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various campaigns on behalf of the catechism, it would be sidestepping
the most straightforward interpretation of the meaning of these passages
if we read them not to suggest that Erastus was an active participant in
the catechism’s composition. Especially considering Erastus’s reputation
at this juncture as a theological authority and his fervent desire to bring
the Palatinate to an explicitly Reformed stance, we are forced to accept
that Erastus is saying exactly what he appears to be saying, namely, that
he and others have composed a catechism and that his involvement was
so extensive that it had in fact absorbed much of his time.

The evidence from these sixteenth-century letters suggests that Erastus
had a significant role in the composition of the catechism. To engage this
possibility more thoroughly, it is fitting to take a closer look at the text
of the catechism to discern areas where Erastus’s influence might have
been felt. Since Erastus’s contemporaneous writings concern the Lord’s
Supper, the best place to test this hypothesis regarding Erastus’s role in
the catechism’s composition is the Eucharistic teaching of the Heidelberg
Catechism.

The Heidelberg Catechism’s Doctrine of the Lord’s Supper

The theologians of the Palatinate explicated their doctrine of the Eucha-
rist in questions 75 through 79 of the Heidelberg Catechism. The cate-
chism’s primary motif was to direct the believer toward receiving the ben-
efits of Christ’s crucifixion and away from contemplation of the elements
themselves. The catechism asserted with the precision of a mathematical
equation that those who truly received the elements in faith would receive
the benefit of forgiveness and eternal life, while rejecting the notion that
the benefit was achieved through a transformation of the elements them-
selves. In this line, participation in the symbol of communion guaran-
teed the partakers that Christ’s body and blood were sacrificed for them
and that Christ’s crucified body “nourishes my soul to eternal life” “Eat-
ing” was defined as embracing Christ’s sufferings and being united to his
“sacred body by the Holy Spirit.” The same passage that Melanchthon had
emphasized in his Judgment was brought forward for special notice in the
catechism’s proof texts for the doctrine. The authors rejected any notion
of the elements actually becoming the body and blood of Christ as in the
doctrine of transubstantiation; however, the catechism did not explicitly
refute the notion that the elements might contain the body of Christ as in
the doctrine of Consubstantiation. There was simply no explicit discus-
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sion of Christ’s presence in the Eucharist, affirmative or negative, in the
catechism. It maintained that according to traditional usage the elements
are called the body and blood of Christ, but explained that this was an
analogy to the spiritual truth that Christ's body and blood are believers’
“food and drink” for eternal life. Even more importantly, the reception
of the “true-signs” assures believers that Christ’s sacrifice benefits them
personally. Like the rest of the catechism, the emphasis of its Eucharistic
teaching was centered on the assurance and consolation of the believer.
The Eucharistic teaching of the Heidelberg Catechism was explicitly
anti-Catholic but only implicitly anti-Lutheran. There was no discussion
about Christ’s presence in the Eucharist. However, in its direct statement
that Christ’s body is in heaven, the catechism took a posture against the
Gnesio-Lutheran idea of the ubiquity of Christ's human flesh, and by
implication undermined the notion that Christ’s human flesh could be
present “in, with, and under” the elements, as most Lutherans held. The
Palatine theologians certainly could and did make the argument that
the Eucharistic teaching of their catechism was not at variance with the
Augsburg Confession (at least the Variata) and could therefore claim that
they had not broken the stipulations of the Religious Peace of Augsburg.
In sum, it was clearly not classic Lutheran theology, but it was not per
se anti-Lutheran. Although this assessment might appear strange, given
that the Palatinate is often held up as the prototype of “Calvinism” in
the Holy Roman Empire, the catechism’s teaching on this touchstone
doctrine was by no means distinctively Calvinist either. For example, it
lacked the specific Calvinist vocabulary of sursum corda, the notion that
believers’ hearts were lifted up to commune directly with the ascended
Christ.>* Even more strikingly, the catechism did not affirm that com-
municants take part in Christ’s body “substantially” Both Lutherans and
Calvinists included the term “substantially” in their confessions, whereas
Zwinglians adamantly rejected the use of the term. The lack of specific
Calvinist teaching in this section of the catechism led Wilhelm Neuser to

53 Sursum corda comes from the part of the Mass that many English prayer books
translate as, “lift up your hearts” Calvin’s notion was that Christ did not physically come
down from heaven to be present in the elements, but that by the agency of the Holy Spirit,
believers were tangibly joined with him in heaven. My contention here is in opposition to
the interpretation of Fred Klooster, who suggests the idea of sursum corda is expressed in
question 76 of the catechism. Though question 76 clearly emphasizes the Holy Spirit’s
agency in facilitating this communion with the ascended Christ, I do not discern an
explicit dependence on Calvin’s idea of sursum corda in the catechism. Klooster, “Calvin’s
Attitude toward the Heidelberg Catechism,” 328.
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describe its theology of the Lord’s Supper as “late-Zwinglian”>* While it
might be prudent to simply regard the catechism’s teaching as represent-
ing Heidelberg, as opposed to trying to force an association with Geneva,
Zurich, or Wittenberg, Neuser’s characterization has perhaps a modicum
of validity regarding the modesty of the doctrine that the catechism con-
firms. Looking at the glass “half empty,” as it were, one might character-
ize the catechism as a late Zwinglian document in its failure to explicitly
teach real participation in Christ’s body and blood in the sacrament or
concretely affirm that grace is bestowed in the sacrament. Nevertheless,
seeing the glass “half full,” in the sense that it strove to inspire faith in
an objective manner, regardless of the emotional state of the participant,
one could say that it still retained a Lutheran feel, if devoid of Lutheran
substance. Similarly, questions such as no. 76 seem to echo Calvin’s the-
ology of the Lord’s Supper without explicitly endorsing aspects of this
theology which would not be palatable—that is, no explicit affirmation
of communion with Christ’s substance—to those who held to a more
straight-forward memorial interpretation of the Eucharist. It surely was
not anti-Calvinist; the catechism was enthusiastically embraced by most
Calvinists other than Calvin himself, whose feelings toward it seem to
have been rather lukewarm (see below). The Heidelberg teaching on the
Eucharist was in essence a union of the late Zwinglian/Calvinist position
of the Zurich Consensus with a now fully “Sacramentarian” Philippist
understanding of the Lord’s Supper. It was analogous to the attempt to
move a Zwinglian understanding closer to a Melanchthonian Lutheran
interpretation, which was seen in the Eucharistic teaching of the First
Helvetic Confession. The catechism was thus more than a mere compro-
mise, but perhaps even had something of the quality of a magical mirror
in that a reasonably broad spectrum of Zwinglians, Calvinists, and mod-
erate Lutherans could see their own interpretations of the Lord’s Supper
reflected in the document.”® Unqualified confessional labels do not help

% Neuser, “Die Viter des Heidelberger Katechismus,” 185. Neuser is not alone in this
view that the Eucharistic theology of the Heidelberg Catechism is closer to Bullinger’s
thought than Calvin’s. For example, B.A. Gerrish has written: “Despite the contrary
judgments of Schaff and Miiller, it does not seem to me that the catechism teaches a
full Calvinistic doctrine of the sacraments.” Later he states, “And yet it is not so much
anti-Calvinistic as timidly Calvinistic” B.A. Gerrish, The Old Protestantism and the New:
Essays on the Reformation Heritage (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 125 and
129. See also Burchill, “On the Consolation of a Christian Scholar,” 570.

> Bierma thoroughly reviews this ground in The Doctrine of the Sacraments in the
Heidelberg Catechism: Melanchthonian, Calvinist, or Zwinglian? [Studies in Reformed
Theology and History, New Series, 4] (Princeton: Princeton Theological Seminary, 1999).
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us much here, as the catechism’s teachings are quite removed from the
impasse of Zwingli or Luther from 1529, and while its Eucharistic theol-
ogy is closer to Calvin than to Luther or Zwingli, it equally reflects the
efforts of Beza, Bucer, Bullinger, and Vermigli to find a workable middle
ground in the wake of Marburg.

It is instructive to review the opinions of Bullinger and Calvin on
the catechism, even if this task does not directly address the authorship
question. The degree to which the catechism’s view of the Lord’s Sup-
per was in complete agreement with Bullinger’s theology can be drawn
from his comment to Ambrosius Blarer on the Heidelberg Catechism:
“You will have never seen a more felicitous presentation of the entire
matter of the faith; likewise, as far as it concerns the Lord’s Supper; in
everything we agree wholeheartedly”>® As late as 1566, Frederick still
found the need to refute the rumor that Bullinger had written the cate-
chism himself: “The report that I have had my Catechism and Kirchenord-
nung prepared in Zurich by Bullinger and his associates is an open and
barefaced lie”®” Whereas Bullinger’s assessment of the catechism was
unequivocal, Calvin’s never gave his direct blessing to the catechism—
despite having been explicitly asked for an assessment by Olevianus.>®
Fred Klooster argued that Calvin possessed a favorable opinion of the
Heidelberg Catechism, which he indirectly communicated by dedicating
his Jeremiah commentary to Elector Frederick. In this he hails Freder-
ick for authorizing “sound doctrine” about the Lord’s Supper—but still
withholds any direct praise of the catechism. Reading between the lines,
one gets the sense that Calvin must have found the catechism palatable,
perhaps no more or less so than the preceding Consensus Tigurinus to
which he was a party, but that he was not enthusiastic about its sacra-
mental theology, which probably did not go far enough in his eyes. From
my perspective, rather than displaying manifest approval or disapproval

% Quoted in Walter Hollweg, Der Augsburger Reichstag von 1566 und seine Bedeu-
tung fiir die Entstehung der reformierten Kirche und ihres Bekenntnisses [BGLRK 17]
(Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1964), 168. See also idem, Heinrich Bullingers
Hausbuch, 238. Of course, the Palatines were alternatively derided as “Calvinists,”
“Zwinglians,” and “Sacramentarians” by their Lutheran critics.

57 Letter from Nov. 1, 1566, quoted in Thompson, “The Palatinate Church Order of
1563, 350.

58 Klooster, “Calvin’s Attitude toward the Heidelberg Catechism,” 311-331 (especially
318-320). It is also interesting to note that Calvin’s letter to Olevianus from October
1562, apparently the very time the catechism was being composed, says nothing about
the catechism but a great deal about church discipline. See below. CO, 19:563-565 (3869);
Sudhoft, C. Olevianus und Z. Ursinus, 482.
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of the catechism, Calvin used the opportunity of the introduction to the
Jeremiah commentary as a teachable moment both to praise the Palatines
for their accomplishment and to offer the elector and his theologians
an elevated view of sacramental efficacy and participation with the sub-
stance of Christ’s body and blood. In short, Calvin makes explicit in his
dedication what had only been implicit in the catechism, and in doing
so paved the way for succeeding Calvinists to read his theology into the
document. While Bullinger was more enthusiastic about the catechism’s
sacramental doctrine in the short run, perhaps Calvin’s views won out in
the long run, in that he provided the lenses through which succeeding
generations have most commonly read the catechism.>

However if we focus on the Heidelberg context in 1562-1563 rather
than looking abroad, the document that shared the greatest affinity with
the Lord’s Supper teaching of the Heidelberg Catechism was Erastus’s
Griindtlicher Bericht, which was published in 1562. Goeters and Neuser
previously suggested that the catechism’s doctrine of the Lord’s Supper
could likely be attributed to Erastus, and Irena Dingel called it the “cor-
nerstone” of confessional transformation leading to the Heidelberg Cat-
echism.® Even the Calvinist scholar Karl Sudhoff, the biographer of Ole-
vianus and Ursinus and a chief proponent of Olevianus’s authorship,
declared of the Griindtlicher Bericht: “We will encounter entirely the same
teaching in the Heidelberg Catechism.”®! In both works the driving motif
was to suggest that the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper can have meaning
only with reference to Christs passion. In both, the Lord’s Supper was
viewed as a faith-inspiring event. Indeed, this faith-enhancing aspect of
the Lord’s Supper has a certain objective quality in that communicants
are as assured of their acceptance into Christ’s kingdom “as certainly as
we receive the bread and the wine” In all of this there was no discus-

% Klooster, “Calvin’s Attitude toward the Heidelberg Catechism,” 326-328. For the
dedication of the Jeremiah commentary, see CO, 20:72-79. Partial translation in John
Calvin, Commentaries on the Book of the Prophet Jeremiah and the Lamentations, trans.
by John Owen, 5 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1950), 1:xvi-xxiv. See also Bierma, The
Doctrine of the Sacraments in the Heidelberg Catechism, 39.

0 Neuser, “Die Viter des Heidelberger Katechismus,” 185: “Thomas Erastus ... hat
sich aller Wahrscheinlichkeit nach in den Abendmahlsfragen 75 bis 79 durchgesetzt.”
Goeters, “Entstehung und Frithgeschichte des Katechismus,” 3-23. Irene Dingel states,
“wird bereits hier der Grundstein fiir die spitere Bekenntnisbildung im Heidelberger
Katechismus gelegt.” Bibliotheca Palatina [Textband] ed. Elmar Mittler (Heidelberg: Edi-
tions Braus, 1986), 169.

61 Sudhoft, C. Olevianus und Z. Ursinus, 87.

92 Griindtlicher Bericht, 49.
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sion of the presence of Christ in the Lord’s Supper in the Heidelberg
Catechism—whereas Erastus’s unwillingness to admit this in principle
was more explicit in the Griindtlicher Bericht. All in all, there is a fun-
damental harmony between the Eucharistic teaching of Heidelberg Cat-
echism and Erastus’s Griindtlicher Bericht, which adds further weight to
the presumption that Erastus was extensively involved in the catechism’s
preparation.

Complementing the theological agreement of the Griindtlicher Bericht
with the Heidelberg Catechism is a linguistic similarity between the
catechism and Erastus’s works. Both the Heidelberg Catechism and the
Griindltlicher Bericht speak of sacraments as Warzeichen (true-signs) and
as a Pfand (deposit). Another case of terminological similarity seems
to go right to the heart of the catechism’s faith-kindling quality. Ernst
Bizer found the use of “so certainly” and “as certainly as” language to
be the quintessential formulation of the catechism.®* An example of this
comes in question 75: “and further, that with his crucified body and
shed blood he himself feeds and nourishes my soul to everlasting life,
as certainly as I receive from the hand of the minister and taste with
my mouth, the bread and cup of the Lord, which are given to me as
true-signs of the body and blood of Christ” This phrasing is likewise
to be found in Erastus’s Griindtlicher Bericht, which sounded a similar
chord: “That we do not doubt that he feeds and refreshes us, so certainly
with the communion of his crucified body and shed blood for eternal
life, as certainly as we receive the bread and the wine”®* While this
vocabulary was not unprecedented in Reformation theology prior to
the catechism® and some of the terminology simply reflects the biblical
proof texts favored by the catechism’s authors, if we are going to postulate
how this language found its way into the catechism, we would have every
right to assume the influence of the person who was employing this
language in Heidelberg immediately prior to the catechism’s composition
and for whom we have firm evidence that puts him in the circle of its
composition. It would nevertheless be overstating the case to say the

63 Ernst Bizer, Studien zur Geschichte des Abendmahlsstreits im 16. Jahrhundert, 2nd
ed. (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftlicher Buchgesellschaft, 1962), 303. Bizer was quite taken
by this terminology and commented: “Diese Formulierung erscheint nun tiberaus gliick-
lich”?

% Griindlticher Bericht, 49: “dafl wir nit zweiflen er speise und trincke uns so gewifd mit
der gemainschaftt seines gekreutzigten leibs und vergofinen bliits zum ewigen leben/als
gewifd wir brot und wein empfahen?”

% Bierma, “The Purpose and Authorship of the Heidelberg Catechism,” 56.
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Eucharistic teaching of the Heidelberg Catechism belongs exclusively to
Erastus.®® The catechism’s Eucharistic doctrine had many fathers, and
there is a line of evolution that began with the debates of 1559-1560,
developed further in the printed works of Boquin and Erastus, and
which found definitive expression in the catechism. Erastus had been
the most effective exponent of this tradition in German both in debate
and in treatises prior to the catechism’s publication. The harmony of the
catechism’s language and teaching corresponds to what we would expect
to find, were Erastus to have had a prominent role in the catechism’s
composition, and it corroborates the circumstantial evidence that closely
associates Erastus with the catechism’s composition.

Conclusion: Erastus’s Role in the Catechism’s Creation

On balance, the evidence for ascribing a leading role to Erastus in the
composition of the catechism, or at bare minimum, of the portion of the
catechism dealing with the Lord’s Supper, is quite strong. To summarize
the arguments in Erastus’s behalf: first, Erastus was a person of unparal-
leled influence with the elector, at the university, and within the church
itself at the time of the catechism’s composition. Without any additional
evidence one would assume that he would have taken part in the commit-
tee’s activities. Second, statements from contemporary letters link Erastus
more closely to the catechism than either Ursinus or Olevianus and give
the distinct impression that he was deeply involved in the work of con-
structing the catechism. Third, the catechism’s Eucharistic doctrine was
in close agreement with Erastus’s Griindtlicher Bericht, a fact that has long
been recognized, and the catechism even deployed some of the charac-
teristic expressions and vocabulary also present in Erastus’s work.
Taken together, these points shed new light on the work of the commit-
tee that assembled the catechism. It is not my goal to refute the Ursinus-
Olevianus dual authorship thesis to replace it with an Ursinus-Erastus
thesis. The chief import of this analysis, rather than placing Erastus in
the role of the primary author of the catechism, is to suggest that the
elector’s preface must be taken seriously and to assert once again that the

% In fact, Erastus would later directly oppose the catechism’s firm authorization of
excommunication. However, as Erastus reported, at this point he supported the basic
notion of excommunication, so this section of the catechism (Q & A 81-85) apparently
matched Erastus’s opinions in 1562. See chapter 6.
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catechism was actually composed by a larger group than the dual author-
ship hypothesis allowed. While not refuting the notion that the dogmatic
clarity of the work should be credited to Ursinus, here we have a case
where the fingerprints of another agent can be seen on the work. Erastus
stands out as the one member of the committee besides Ursinus whose
participation is most explicitly confirmed by the sources.

If the dual authorship thesis is rejected (though it remains ubiquitous
and no doubt will enjoy “virtual” immortality as Internet reference works
cannibalize one another ad infinitum) and we accept Ursinus’s priority,
how should we weigh the relative influence of the other participants in
the process? Perhaps we might think of the catechism’s authorship team
as a three-stage pyramid, with Ursinus at the top as the leading spirit
of the catechism. Ursinus gave the catechism its structure, harmonized
theological motifs drawn from different sources—which he knew better
than anyone else in the circle—and likely influenced the German text of
the catechism, given his recognized linguistic talents. In the middle we
might place individuals like Erastus and Olevianus, who we know stood
out among the organizers of the Palatine church and regarding whom we
also possess corroborating evidence to associate with at least some stage
of the catechism’s production. While the current consensus is that Ole-
vianus does not deserve recognition as a full co-author of the catechism,
he was apparently the most prominent of the superintendents and the late
addition of question eighty has been ascribed to him. Both Olevianus and
Erastus certainly had the authority at this juncture to influence the text of
the catechism, if they had the inclination. Given the tenacity that both of
these men showed in later ecclesiastical developments in the Palatinate,
it is hard to imagine either taking an overly passive role when such an
important document was drafted. On the bottom tier of the pyramid we
would place the larger pool of individuals named in the elector’s preface
whose roles were probably limited to discussing the lead authors’ work
in committee. It is unlikely that the actual composition of the body of the
catechism was effected by the entire ten-to-fifteen person group. Above
the pyramid we naturally have the elector himself, who undoubtedly had
a free hand to steer the catechism according to his wishes, and below, the
Palatine clerics who accepted the catechism at the January “synod.” The
pyramid model accommodates the available evidence for the catechism’s
composition and takes into consideration the practical constraints of
composing a document that evidences an impressive consistency of style
and theological vision. Future research will likely continue to debate the
relative contributions of Ursinus as opposed to the rest of the committee
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and probe whether individuals such as Boquin might move up a level in
the authorship pyramid.

Placing Erastus in a prominent role in this authorship circle has not
been invented out of whole cloth, but follows up the leads suggested
by the last century of scholarship. One might call it a latent thesis; it
was rather obvious for anyone who would consider the possibility of a
larger role of Erastus as an author and compare the prior conclusions
of Hollweg, Goeters, Neuser, Sudhoff, and Auguste Bonnard. That it has
not been advanced earlier is due largely to the dominance of the old
thesis in the historiography. Since much of the prior debate has been
over the Calvinist vs. Philippist Lutheran quality of the catechism, it was
easy to overlook the contributions of someone conventionally labeled a
“Zwinglian” in their midst.

Perhaps it is most fitting to allow Erastus’s future rival Olevianus, the
man who has at times received too much credit for the catechism’s com-
position, to write our conclusion. Olevianus reveled in Erastus’s theolog-
ical gifts and exclaimed to Calvin that “Erastus is nearly unsurpassed in
Germany as a theologian.” The irony of this story was that although Ole-
vianus was unwilling to rob Erastus for the credit of the catechism, for
three hundred years his own promoters have done exactly that. If Ole-
vianus himself was unwilling to defraud Erastus of the honor due him
for his role in the composition of the catechism, I submit we must also
recognize Erastus as a prominent member of the committee which com-
posed the catechism.

Viewing the events in Heidelberg as they unfolded alters our view of
the significance of the shapers of the Heidelberg Reformation. The old
hagiography of “Three Men Came to Heidelberg”® must be severely
revised. Boquin and Erastus, with the political cover of Christoph Ehem
and the counts of Erbach, were the theological leaders who first swung
Heidelberg into the Reformed camp. Alternatively, Olevianus and Ursi-
nus consolidated, and, in the case of Olevianus, further transformed the
movement begun by Boquin and Erastus. The Heidelberg Catechism rep-
resented the genuine cooperation of all these men, and it was not merely
the work of Ursinus and Olevianus. However, the epiphany of 1562-
1563, when Philippists, Zwinglians, and Calvinists all worked together,
proved to be the exception for the Heidelberg Reformation. The cooper-

67 1.e., Frederick III, Olevianus, and Ursinus.
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ation of 1562-1563 represented the eye of the hurricane. The Reformed
had vanquished their Gnesio-Lutheran rivals but had not yet discovered
the issues that divided them from each other. The harmony would not be
long lived.
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE REFORMED CONEFESSION IN STORM AND STRESS

New Presbyter is but Old Priest writ large.
John Milton

The period of cooperation that went into winning the elector to the
Reformed faith and constructing a pluralistic Reformed confessional
accord came to an end in the mid-1560s. At that point dissension over
the proper form of church discipline split the Palatine church into hos-
tile camps. The leading cleric Caspar Olevianus, with the backing of
John Calvin and Theodore Beza in Geneva, steadfastly worked to erect
a consistory on a Genevan model that would have independent power
to excommunicate wayward believers. While the Palatine church had
made great strides in establishing clear Reformed teaching, this group,
which has been dubbed the “disciplinists,”! thought the fulfillment of the
Reformation awaited the creation of a consistory with effective oversight
over moral infractions. Many influential figures of the Palatine govern-
ment, church, and intellectual community resisted this effort, and thus
became an opposing “anti-disciplinist” party. Erastus would emerge as
the champion of the anti-disciplinist, and thus anti-Calvinis