Theological Roots of Gender
Reconciliation in 16" Century
Anabaptism: A Prolegomenon

Stephen B. Boyd, Wake Forest University, Winston-Salem NC

[ attended the “EnGendering the Past: Women and Men in Mennonite
History” conference as an historical theologian most recently concerned about:
1. various forms of oppression (e.g., sexism, racism, heterosexism) in the world
and their manifestations in the church; 2. the ways in which Christian theology
has been used and continues to be used to mystify us about those forms of
oppression and our participation in them; 3. the ways in which historical
constructions of masculinity inscribe oppressive habits of thought feeling and
behavior in men’s lives and bodies; and 4. the possibilities of recovering and re-
visioning aspects of the Christian tradition that have led and can lead us toward
justice and reconciliation.'! These concerns have been significantly influenced
by earlier work on sixteenth century South German Anabaptism.? Conse-
quently, a recently discovered reference to the unconventional ideas and
practices of a group related to that strain of Anabaptism led me to wonder
whether members might have been experimenting with the transformation of
marriage and sexuality by rejecting the patterns of male supremacy and female
subordination that characterized the prevailing sexist gender system.® The
invitation to the conference provided an opportunity to begin to explore that
possibility.

In 1531, a group of peasants near Erlangen were rounded up and arrested for
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officials thought undermined the institution of marriage. Under interrogation
often accompanied by torture, members of the group described how some of
them—both women and men—had left spouses and entered “new” marriages in
obedience to the Spirit. Some testified that they saw a great deal of quarreling,
anger, unfaithfulness, and discord among married people. Consequently they
concluded, according to one Michael Maier, that the kind of marriages that
produced such enmity must be the product of “fleshly lusts” and could not be
true marriages from God. Therefore, God led them to enter “new marriages, in
which there should be no quarreling and self-justifying wrangling.”* Some who
were already married engaged in a period of sexual renunciation.” Then,
listening to the voice of God (die Stein), they left former spouses and entered
spiritual marriages with new partners. Some unmarried believers were directed
to enter into spousal relationships for the first time.® At least one married couple
said that they were led to renew their relationship with one another.” In addition,
they testified that “the voice” told them when and how often to have sexual
relations.® Apparently, for many members of this group, “marriages which were
not of the spirit and sex which was not spiritual were not real unions at all, but
worldly, false marriages.”®

Of'the approximately 65 persons from thirteen towns and villages identified
with the group, nineteen can be identified as having been associated with
Anabaptist circles in the area, including Hans Schmid, whose house in Uttenreuth
was the center of the group. Among other group participants formerly jailed as
Anabaptists were Hans Strigel, Hans Hut’s host in Uttenreuth several years
earlier, Marx Maier of Altererlangen and the Kerns of Crainthal.'®

In this essay, T want to explore the possibility that these short-lived experi-
ments which Claus-Peter Clasen has characterized as irrational aberrations from
Anabaptist norms might be seen instead as nascent attempts to transform
marriage and sexuality based on an affirmation of gender equality consistent
with theological impulses within early South German Anabaptism."' My sug-
gestion is tentative and requires much more development than I can offer here.
However, as a prolegomenon to a fuller investigation, I want to locate this group
in a trajectory within western Christianity concerning women'’s full equality
with men, view Martin Luther’s innovative position in that trajectory from
perspectives developed in the “new men’s studies,” and relate the Erlangen
group to several notions and practices central to arelated strain of South German
Anabaptism.

Trajectory toward the
Theological Affirmation of Women’s Equality
In the history of biblical interpretation of the Genesis creation narratives and

other theological assessments of the status of women, one can identify three key
questions in the movement toward the affirmation of women’s full humanity:
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Stage One: Is woman made in the image of God?; Stage Two: Is subjugation of
woman to man to considered the intended order of God in creation or is it the
order of the Fall?; Stage Three: Is a full and equal participation of women in the
social, political, and religious life of society simply an eschatological hope or is
that God’s intention for this world?

Stage One: Woman Created in the Image of God

Discussions about whether women were created in the image of God have
tended to focus on the various things Paul said about women in the Corinthian
correspondence and on the interpretation of the Genesis accounts of creation.'?
Early Christian traditions of interpretation (e.g., Ambrosiaster) explicitly de-
nied that women were created in the image of God, citing I Corinthians 11:7 “For
a man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God; but
woman is the glory of man.” In addition, Christian interpreters, following
Jewish predecessors, tended to relate Genesis 1:27b “male and female he [God]
created them” to 1:28 “And God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful
and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it;"” In other words, the sexual
differentiation of 1:27b was related to God’s plan, articulated in the next verse,
for sexual reproduction among human beings. In this tradition, sexual differen-
tiation was simply God’s way of providing for reproduction; women were, then,
necessary for reproduction, but did not have, as did men, the image of God as a
part of their nature.

However, Clement of Alexandria introduced an exegetical innovation and
initiated an alternative trajectory in western Christian thinking concerning the
nature and status of women and their relation to men. He interpreted Genesis
1:27b in light of Genesis 1:27a : “So God created humankind in his [God’s] own
image, in the image of God he created them.” In contrast to the earlier exegetical
tradition, Clement, by relating Gen. 1:27b to 1:27a, argued that women were
created in the image of God and interpreted I Corinthians 11:7 not literally, but
as an allegory with “man” representing higher reason and “woman” represent-
ing lower reason. By spiritualizing the image of God, Clement can then claim
that women share it insofar as they possess higher reason. Augustine, building
on Clement’s innovation, also asserted that women, insofar as they possess
higher reason, are in the image of God, but, insofar as they play an inferior role in
procreation (i.e., that of receptacles) and are subject to men they are not in the
image of God. Those who followed Clement and Augustine (e.g., Gregory of
Nyssa, Peter Lombard, Bonaventure, and Thomas Aquinas) in this new interpre-
tation advanced similar qualifications and also presumed that Adam, even in
Paradise, had an inherent ability, right, and responsibility to rule in the physical,
temporal world."?

In this trajectory, then, there was the affirmation that women were created in
the image of God. However, in many of the figures constituting this tradition,
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that affirmation was so qualified that the affirmation was nearly negated. This
was probably due to the fact that most of the figures, even in this tradition,
believed that men’s rule and women’s subjection was of the order intended by
God in creation.

Stage Two: Male Dominance as Order of the Fall

Martin Luther, however, introduced a further exegetical innovation arguing
that the Genesis narratives reveal that patriarchy—the rule of men over women—
was not God’s intention in creation, but a consequence of the fall into sin.
Holding a view of contemporary married life similar to that of Marx Maier,
Luther’s explanation for why marriages were so full of enmity and strife was
that the original equality of women and men had been disrupted by human sin."
The Fall had profound consequences for both sexes.

In the original creation the woman had mental gifts “in the same degree”
as did the man; she partook of both “the divine image and similitude” and of
the “rule over everything.”!® Luther says that if Eve had not sinned, she
would not have been subject to the rule of her husband and would have been
a partner in the ruling functions that are now entirely the responsibility of
males. However, because of her sin woman was “deprived of the ability of
administering those affairs that are outside... she does not go beyond her
most personal duties.” She is like a “nail driven into the wall; she sits at
home... as the snail carries its house with it, so the wife should stay at home
and look after the affairs of the household.” She unwillingly bears the
punishment of having been placed “under the power of her husband.” Luther
says, “women are generally disinclined to put up with this burden, and they
naturally seek to gain what they have lost through sin.”!¢ So, a power
struggle ensues in the family. While the husband attempts to do his duty by
ruling, directing and instructing the wife often tries to wrest whatever power
she can from him. If she is unable to accomplish much of this, she “at least
indicates [her] impatience by grumbling.” As the man tries to carry out his
responsibility to rule the family he is met with, at worst, guerilla warfare
and, at best, grumbling resentment.

As for the man, Luther observes, Adam’s position is burdened with a
definite punishment, since it is the husband’s duty to support his family, to rule,
to direct, and to instruct; and these things cannot be done without extraordinary
trouble and very great effort.”!” So, Adam’s dominance brings with it “extraor-
dinary trouble and very great effort” that Luther construes to be a kind of
punishment. These troubles and effort come externally as he attempts “to rule
the home, the family, cities, [and] kingdoms...,” as well as internally as he
attempts to control impulses unleashed within himself. In his body, Adam and
his successors have “a raging lust kindled by the poison of Satan in his body...”
Everything else in his body is “almost dead and without sensation.” This raging
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lust is passionate not only “in its desire,” but also “in its disgust after it has
acquired what it wanted.”'® Men, impelled by “raging lust” were, according to
Luther, “compelled to make use of intercourse with their wives to avoid sin”—a
use that could and often did lead to abuse—physical, emotional, and sexual.
Faced with chaos from without and within, a man’s duty, then, is to exercise a
tight discipline externally and internally:
In this life he must control his own body and have dealings with men. Here the
works begin; here a man cannot enjoy leisure; here he must indeed take care to
discipline his body by fastings, watchings, labors, and other reasonable disci-
pline...""

And, as Luther said, it is extraordinarily difficult. In fact, he believed that
these extra burdens were the reason why men in his day died younger than these
in the age of the biblical patriarchs.

So, according to Luther, many of the difficulties in men’s and women’s lives
and in their relationships to one another stem from the unjust domination of men
over women, which is a manifestation, or result, of human sin. It is unjust in the
sense that it is contrary to the intentions of God for humanity.? One of the
interesting things about Luther’s perspective is that he acknowledges that the
injustice of a sexist gender system causes pain for both women and men—
though in different ways. He notes some of the ways he believes women react to
that pain—covert power struggles or grumbling resentment. He says less about
men’s responses.

A Men’s Studies Perspective on Men’s Condition

Luther’s view of men’s difficulties is remarkably similar to that of some
contemporary practitioners of men’s studies who do examine the effecis of
patterns of male dominance on men.?! For example, social psychologists, Joseph
Pleck and James O’Neill, have identified domination, or control, as a core aspect
of the masculine sex-role and argue that it causes a great deal of psychological,
emotional and physical strain in the lives of men.?? Their research indicates that
a person is considered masculine if he is “in control, powerful, and competi-
tive.”? Further, men associate masculinity with achievement and success, so
that work becomes the primary arena for the validation of their masculinity; task
completion takes prominence over relationship maintenance. Masculine
socialization, then, shapes men to be externally focused and to strive for success,
which is understood to be the management, or control, of the people and things
around them. Masculine norms also tend to be femiphobic and homophobic and
to produce restrictive emotionality and sexual compulsivity in men. Due to the
ridicule, humiliation or physical abuse boys routinely experience for displays of
emotion as unmanly, many men come to associate emotional expressiveness
with the feminine, repudiate it, and demonstrate a stunted capacity to recognize
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feelings and express them. Men are also violently conditioned to view as
feminine touching, sensuality, the expression of sexual need or passive sexual
behavior, and any attraction to another male. Sex, then, is separated from
intimate reciprocity and turns into another arena of achievement, performance,
or control.

One might say that men’s success at work, or in the public sphere, depends
on their ability to control their bodies, emotionality and sexuality, and to
channel them into a very narrow, often compulsive set of behaviors. And the
cost of such success is high. Because this kind of success is situational and
externally conferred, it must be continuously repeated, leading to workaholism.
Low emotional self-disclosure often means that men’s emotional needs go
unmet, resulting in intrapersonal and interpersonal conflicts, frustrations, and
disappointments. The inhibition from expressing needs for sensual and sexual
contact causes many men to suffer from touch deprivation and accompanying
psychological distress. In sum, the male role requires men to be tireless, self-
sufficient, invincible “machines.” The result for many men is a state of
physical, sexual, emotional, and psychological isolation. Unexpressed emo-
tions and ill-cared for bodies lead to pain and stress, causing acute and chronic
illnesses and lowered life expectancies.

Although they do not, as did Luther, describe them as a “punishment for sin,”
Pleck and O’Neill would agree that the requirements of masculinity involve men
in “extraordinary trouble and very great effort.” Doing one’s duty as a man
(read: Luther’s vocation), involves internal repression (Luther’s self-control)
for the purpose of external domination, leading to internal alienation and
external isolation and an early death. Along with Luther, these social psycholo-
gists do not see these masculine requirements as somehow derived from the
essence or nature of men. Rather, they are a consequence of human arrange-
ments. While Pleck and O’Neill might call them dysfunctional, unhealthy, or
even unjust, Luther calls them “sinful”—a consequence of human alienation
from God.

It seems, then, that one could argue that at the core of men’s difficulties and
the difficulties they cause for others are dominative habits of thought, emotion,
and behavior shaped by the conditioning of a sexist social order.

Stage 3: Christ’s Restoration of Gender Equality:
Luther and Gender Equality in the Next World

If, as Luther believed, male supremacy—and the difficulties it causes for
women and men—was not God’s intention in creation, one might anticipate that
he would argue that Christ’s redemption restored the original equality of women
and men in the world. Does he, then, affirm the full and equal participation of
women in the social, political, religious life of society?” In short, the answer is
no.”
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Luther believed that original sin and its consequences—unbelief and raging
lust—are

so deeply implanted in our flesh, and this poison has been so widely spread through
the flesh, body, mind, muscles, and blood; through the bones and the very marrow;
in the will, in the intellect, and in the reason, that they cannot be fully removed....*’

Therefore, although we are set free by Christ’s death, acquire his merits
through faith, and are reborn for righteousness, that righteousness “merely has
its beginning in this life and it cannot attain perfection in this flesh.” Christians,
through baptism are restored not so much to the life lost by Adam and Eve, but to
the hope of that life.?® That hope would be fulfilled in the eschaton, which Luther
expected imminently. So, until then, Luther believed that the three estates.(i.e.,
the state, the church and the family) God had ordained to restrain the destructive
consequences of unbelief and raging lust (caused by original sin) remained a
tragic necessity. These estates, including the family, provided that restraint
through the use of force exercised by hierarchically ordered male officers,
whose exclusive responsibility it was to administer that dominating power.

South German Anabaptism
and Gender Equality in This World

This leads to a final question: Were there others in the sixteenth century who
believed not only that women were created fully in the image of God and that
male domination was an order of the Fall not of Creation, but also that Christ’s
redemption restores equality and mutuality between women and men in this
world, as well as in the next? I believe there might have been. [ want to advance
the thesis that there were some early South German Anabaptists who moved
farther in the direction of women’s equality and gender reconciliation than did
Luther. In the rest of this paper I provide evidence of a movement toward a third
stage of Christian thinking and practice concerning male/female relations and
gender reconciliation in the thought and actions of representatives of two strains
emerging from the Hans Hut mission—Pilgram Marpeck and members of the
Erlangen group.

Pilgram Marpeck (1495-1556) was somewhat more critical than Luther
about the role of dominating, or coercive, power to the redeeming work of Christ
in this world. In his view, Christ, through his suffering, death and the outpouring
of the Spirit, initiated a new realm (reich Christi) which Marpeck carefully
contrasts to the realm of the world (weltliches reich).” The world is character-
ized by what he terms variously: coercion, physical force, external authority,
fleshly compulsion and force, or the power of domination and mastery (gewalt
der herrschung/oder meisterschaft). However, in the realm of Christ, things are
different, “Here there is no coercion, but spontaneous spirit in Christ Jesus our
Lord.” External power (ausserliche gewalf) may not “dominate, be used or
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rule.” When speaking of power in Christ’s realm, Marpeck tends to use the term
kraft; while he tends to use gewalt when referring to the kind of power exercised
in the worldly realm. Kraft, then, denotes a strength that empowers and elicits
the response of another, while gewalt denotes an external force and implies an
unwilling coercion or domination of one over another. Rather than coercing or
dominating the human being, the Spirit empowers one to participate in the
divine life through a new being (neues wesen). In this new being or nature,
“They are no longer born into slavery but as free children without humiliation,
compulsion, or a guardian, as lords over all things.” The divine Spirit, imposing
itself on no one, recognizes and respects the sovereignty of each person.

While asserting the sovereignty of each person in matters of faith, Marpeck
also believed that intrinsic to human nature, as created by God, was an embodied
dependency that required just relationships with others for the actualization of
the full potential of that nature. He asserts, “The health of the soul consists ofthe
love of the neighbor. Whoever does not love him, does not love his own soul and
seeks with ignorance, his own advantage to his own greatest disadvantage.”
This fundamental embodied interdependence, then, requires the believer to turn
his or her attention to the quality of justice that obtains in the social relationships
in which men or women find themselves. Through the Spirit of Christ, “believ-
ers are set in the freedom of the spirit,” by which they are “resolved to be diligent
inall things (II Corinthians 2 [: 9]) unto the fulfillment of all justice [gerechtigkeit]
Matthew 3: [: 15]), not only internally before God, but also externally before
humanity (2 Corinthians 8[: 21], Titus 2 [: 8]).”

When it comes to gender relations, a question that can be raised with regard to
Marpeck’s perspective is, “What does ‘the fulfillment of all justice’ mean in the
relationships between men and women.” As we have seen, the dominant view of
the western churches defined divine justice as a hierarchically ordered relation-
ship where, as St. Augustine puts it, there is “a certain friendly and true union of the
one [the man] ruling, and the other [the woman] obeying.”* Focused on biblical
traditions such as the household codes made use of by the authors of the pastoral
gpistles, this view has assumed that the subordination of women to men is an
expression of God’s intention for right relations between the sexes. From this
perspective, the problems between men and women could usually be traced to
women’s sinful, rebeliious rejection of their “natural,” subordinate place ormen’s
irresponsible refusal to exercise their “natural” leadership roles. This view
fundamentally contradicts the affirmation of the sovereignty of each human
person—in this case, that of women. As we have seen, Luther disagrees, in theory,
with this view, but, his belief that the renewal 0f God’s intended equal and mutual
relationships between men and women will be postponed to the next dispensation
or the next world has the same practical effect as those who see male supremacy as
God’s intention in creation. And that effect on men is to reinforce the inscription of
destructive dominative habits of thought, feeling and behavior by a sexist gender
system. Luther agreed that they were destructive; he just thought that more
destruction would be caused if men weren’t so inscribed.
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To put the question in Marpeck’s terms, “Did he or members of other related
groups, including the Erlangen group, see male domination as a species of
gewali that should be repudiated in the family, the church, and other arenas in
which men and women relate?” Marpeck refused to spiritualize completely the
“realm of Christ” and rejected the magisterial reformers’ use of gewalt in it as
either God’s intention or as a tragic necessity. It seems reasonable, then, to
assume that he or others, among the South German Anabaptists, might have also
rejected gewalt, in the form of male domination, in the gathered church and in
the family. Let’s put it another way. Marpeck asserted, “The health of the soul
consists of the love of the neighbor. Whoever does not love him, does not love
his own soul and seeks with ignorance, his own advantage to his own greatest
disadvantage.” Did he or others ever come to believe that, for men, “love of the
neighbor [i.e., women]” meant an acceptance of women’s equal sovereignty and
authority? Did “the fulfillment of all justice” come to mean the rejection of
relations characterized by the unilateral control or power of men over women
and a recognition of women’s status as full partners in the body of Christ, along
with an insistence on relationships between the sexes characterized by mutual-
ity? Answers to these questions require more development than this essay can
offer and will be the focus of future exploration. However, [ want to offer some
evidence that there was movement in these directions in the early Marpeck
circles and in the Erlangen group.

Here, I will follow the methodological suggestions of Merry Wiesner-Hanks
on the application of gender as a category of analysis and of Linda Huebert
Hecht concerning the assessment of the status of women in Anabaptism.
Wiesner-Hanks argues that one needs to go beyond women’s and family history
to gender history. Among the tasks she identifies as necessary are:

1. a reexamination of women-identified categories (i.e., marital status,

number of children, etc.) to determine how “they determine men’s
experiences as well” as women’s and

2. attention to male sexuality, familial roles, and gender restrictions on
men.*!
On the basis of her own and others’ work, Huebert Hecht proposes that one go
beyond the analysis of prescriptive statements in the writings of leaders to case
histories of particular women and their relation to regionally specific forms of
Anabaptism on the basis of court records, correspondence, and other archival
materials.’?

Early Tirolean Anabaptism and Marpeck’s Circles

In at least some of the circles that influenced and were influenced by
Marpeck, there are indications that women were: 1. integrally involved in the
gathered communities, some making contributions equivalent to those of men,
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and 2. may have been viewed by some as peers and partners in marital
relationships. In a later manuscript version of the paper she gave at the
EnGendering Mennonite History Conference, Huebert Hecht, argues that,
“There is convincing evidence that for abrief moment in time at the beginning of
the Anabaptist movement women took the opportunity to share authority with
men in various forms of mutual, alternate and interdependent leadership.”
While she focuses on that opportunity in the gathered community of faith (the
church), I am asking whether that opportunity was extended to marital relation-
ships (the family).»

Among the 455 Anabaptist members of Tirolean congregations from which
Marpeck sprang 210 were women, including 15 lay leaders and missioners, and
49 martyrs.* In the early period (1526-1529) women appear, in some areas, to
have been as active as the men in proselytizing, hosting congregations in their
homes, and otherwise leading Anabaptist groups. In fact, women were viewed
by civil authorities as among the “principal baptizers and seducers” and targeted
for arrest, torture, and execution.”” There is some indication that women, in this
early period, may have baptized, as one woman reported that she “made six new
Christians in a short time.” Consequently, the extent to which there were limits
on the roles of and on the formal functions performed by women in this early
period is uncertain and requires more research into archival sources either not
yet published or not completely reproduced in published editions. '

Marpeck, significantly shaped by Tirolean Anabaptism, never addressed the
status of women in congregational life explicitly. However, he comes very close
in one passage in “A Clear and Usefil Instruction,” 1531 where Marpeck speaks
of women, as a group, and echoes the language of Paul (I Corinthians 12:22).3
Against Christian Entfelder and other spiritualists, Marpeck joins Paul’s asser-
tion that the weakest members of the body are the most necessary with the
resurrection narratives (John 20:17; Matthew 28:10; Mark 16:7; and Luke
24:9,10) in which the women “were asked to announce the resurrection of Christ
to the apostles.” Because of the division caused in the late 1520°s by disagree-
ments over the proper mode and function of baptism and the Lord’s Supper,
Entfelder contended that they should be suspended (a stillstandt observed) until
an external, miraculous command from God through a new prophet restored
these and other ceremonies, including perhaps the election of a Vorsteher.¥®
Marpeck retorts that following this logic, the apostles should never have
believed the “weak and poor” women and should have waited for “higher and
greater prophets” who could “dispel their unbelief with signs and miracles.”
Earlier in the same treatise, Marpeck affirmed,

For God the Father is not completely in any one member of Christ’s body (which body

endures until the end of the world) or in the single member alone; rather, He is all in all
when the members are knit together under the Head and united through His Spirit...”*

For Marpeck God is available in Christ, not spiritually apart from the
physical acts and ceremonies, but physically through and only through members
of the concrete, gathered community of believers. Further, he argues, “Regard-
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less of how much the false prophets may exalt the preaching office, this
testimony is evidently, even today, not forbidden to any of the true believers,”
including women in 1531, one must assume, as in apostolic times.*' Finally,
Marpeck asserts that “reason and thought and almost all conceited spirits
strongly resist... they must all come under the physical feet of Christ,” by which
he means, “such mundane things as outward teaching received by faith” and
witnessed to “by simple water.”*?

The thrust of Marpeck’s argument, along with underlining the centrality for
Christian faith of the material aspects of Christ’s presence in the congregation,
makes a strong case against Entfelder and, perhaps, others for women’s right,
even obligation, to preach, teach and, apparently, baptize. For him, the saving
power of Christ is present in the whole body, that is, in the congregation
composed of everyone who believes and is baptized. The body of Christ, then,
includes women who are not forbidden to preach, teach, or baptize. They, like
Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome had done in apostolic
times, bear testimony to the power of Christ’s resurrection. Acknowledging that
women were regarded by the world, in the first century and evidently by
Entfelder in his own, as “weak and poor,” Marpeck, relying on Paul, reverses
that judgment and implies that they and their preaching and teaching are
necessary. In fact, anyone who wants to enter the body of Christ must “come
under the physical feet of Christ”—that is, anyone, including women, who
preaches, teaches, and baptizes.

Is Marpeck, in 1531, rejecting the exercise by men of a “gewalt der
herrschung” in the gathered congregation of the baptized and making, for his
time, an argument for women’s full participation in a “discipleship of equals™?*
Would he extend that rejection of male domination to another of Luther’s three
estates—the family and the relation between husbands and wives? A definitive
response to these questions would require: 1. a closer examination of Marpeck’s
writings and those emanating from the congregations related to him; 2. an
analysis, based on correspondence and archival material, of the kinds of
activities women pursued in these groups;* 3. attention to possible changes in
Marpeck’s position on the status and role of women over time.* There are,
however, some intriguing indications that there was movement toward a more
egalitarian view of the relationships between men and women. For example, the
figure of Helena von Freyberg looms large as a collaborator with Marpeck
throughout his life and ministry. As the head of one of the earliest Anabaptist
congregations in the Tirol, Helena may well have facilitated Marpeck’s intro-
duction to Anabaptist ideas.* After her expulsion from the Tirol, she left her
husband, Onophrius von Freyberg,*” and settled in Constance and may also have
mediated a relationship between Marpeck and Margaret Blaurer that was the
cause of much distress to the latter’s brother, Ambrosius, the magisterial
reformer of the same city and Martin Bucer, Marpeck’s nemesis in Strasbourg.*
After Marpeck’s expulsion from Strasbourg in 1531, Helena apparently stayed
in contact with him, as she sent a copy of Marpeck’s Admonition to Caspar
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Schwenckfeld and received a letter from Schwenckfeld to send on to Marpeck.*
Finally, Helena was probably instrumental in Marpeck’s settling in Augsburg,
where, according to Marpeck’s later colleague, Hans Jakob Schneider, she had
instructed him in fundamentals of the faith when he had served as her tailor in the
early 1540°s.”® Magdalena Marschalk von Pappenheim, a former Benedictine
nun and member of an aristocratic family, engaged Marpeck and Caspar
Schwenckfeld in theological debate, defended Marpeck’s position against
Helena Streicher, and corresponded with him until the end of her life.*' So, there
are indications that there were at least some women in Anabaptist circles who
presented the Gospel message and with whom Marpeck developed relationships
characterized by mutual respect, support, and intellectual exchange.

Are there any indications that recognition of women’s competence and
sovereignty extended into the marital relations of any of those Anabaptist
congregations affiliated with Marpeck? Again, more careful analysis of the
correspondence and archival material related to these groups will need to be
done. With regard to Marpeck, himself, he was apparently married twice. His
first wife, Sophia Harrer, with whom he had one daughter, Margareth, died
sometime before 1528 and he was married to an Anna by July of the same year.>
In his writings and correspondence, Marpeck discloses very little personal
information. However, in three letters dating from the period, 1545-1547,
Marpeck refers to Anna in ways that suggest that his relationship to her was
governed, in his mind, primarily by their mutual membership in the body of
Christ, where, as we have seen, there was, in some respects, a more egalitarian
notion of social roles than obtained in Luther’s view or in the wider culture. The
model he uses to express his understanding of the nature of that relationship is
that of a brother and sister. In 1547, Marpeck ends a letter to Magdalena von
Pappenheim by writing, “My sister, Anna, and I thank you kindly for your gifts
and contributions.”® In an earlier letter, he assures Leupold Scharnschlager,
“Know that, by the grace of Christ, [ and Anna and the other brothers and sisters
are spiritually and physically well.”** Finally, Marpeck sends greetings to
Cormnelius Veh and others in Austerlitz from “Jorg Stadler and his marital sister,
Anna... and my marital sister, Anna....”** Commenting on this passage, William
Klassen and Walter Klaassen note that Marpeck’s usage of “marital sister” is
unusual and “would seem to support the idea that, for the Anabaptists, marriage
was seen as a partnership for the purpose of more effective service in the
kingdom.”* The degree to which this usage is “unusual” will have to be further
explored. It is not unprecedented in South German/Moravian Anabaptist cir-
cles. In a 1535 testimony, Katharina Hutter refers to Jacob Hutter as her
“married brother,”*’

Erlangen Group

I return now to the Erlangen group, with which we began. Is there evidence
to suggest that members of this group shared similar impulses toward a more
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egalitarian view of women and men’s roles within the community of faith and
within marital relations? If so, did these impulses motivate their experiments
with the transformation of marriage?

There are indications of a democratization of religious authority within the
group. As Roper notes, “...until interrogated under torture, most [members of the
group] deliberately denied that the group had a leader, insisting that all were
equal before God.”*® Michael Mair testified that, since the preachers taught
conflicting things about the Scriptures, therefore the Holy Spirit is the only “true
teacher.”® Similarly, Fritz Stiegel insisted that there was no teacher other than
God through “the Voice.”® During his torture Striegel did acknowledge “no
other leader (haupt) than [Hans] Schmid.”®! So, though Schmid and Marx Maier
seem to have been prominent leaders, more than one member articulated a group
self-understanding that affirmed the equal access of each member to the divine
“Voice.”

This leveling of the hierarchical distinction between clergy and laity seems
also to have extended to at least some of the relationships between the women
and men in the new, spiritual marriages. While in some instances the men
claimed to have been spoken to by “the Voice” and, in turn, informed their new
female partners, several women “were at pains to insist, a against their own
interest of self-preservation, that they themselves had suggested the union at the
prompting of ‘the Voice,” even if they also admitted that the man had first
suggested the union....”*? Katharina Kern, however, clearly took the initiative,
traveling from Uttenreuth to Alt-Erlangen to inform Marx Maier that she was to
take him as her husband.®® Although some of the relationships “reflected a
patriarchal ordering in which the wife’s status was determined by the hus-
band’s,” there was, in some, an “inversion of expected feminine demeanor [that]
involved a claim of a kind of sexual equality which cannot simply be dismissed
as a mirage of male sexual fantasy.”® There is, then, an acknowledgment that
women, as well as men, receive the leading of “the Voice” and therefore, not
only can, but must exercise leadership in the marital relationship.5’

Is it possible that the spiritualizing tendencies of the Erlangen group,
focused on the purification of sexual relations, served as a means toward a third
stage of gender reconciliation in the history of Christianity? Emphasizing the
spiritualizing tendencies of the group, Lyndal Roper argues that its members
were trying “to create a new understanding of the relationship between the mind
and body,” in order to purify ‘marriage from sin and creat[e] a morally perfect
relationship.”® Whereas many in their world saw the will as the arbiter of sexual
expression, it could either curb “the anarchic, lustful flesh” or surrender to it.
The members of the Erlangen group

...made the division between flesh and the will even sharper. They rendered the

sexual act good by alienating it from the human will altogether and making it an act
of obedience to a divine, not a natural command.%’

One of the effects of this spiritualizing tendency was an opening of the group
members to a leveling of hierarchical gender relations, as both women and men
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could and did receive the promptings of the Spirit. Apparently none of the
members ever identified, as clearly as did Luther, that the source of much of the
enmity between women and men in marriage was an “unnatural,” or “ungodly,”
male domination and fernale subjection.%® However, their insistence on listening
to “the Voice” and to everyone who had heard it, regardless of whether they were
men or women, seems to have led them toward a stage of gender reconciliation
beyond Luther—equality of religious authority and mutuality in marital rela-
tionships in this world, not just the next. Further, it seems that this impulse
toward gender equality, the critique of marriage and the unconventional sexual
experiments of members of this group should not be distanced as far as some
have from Anabapiist thought and practice.®” These impulses and dynamics may
not have been prominent in all Anabaptist groups, but they were present in some,
though their extent and duration must be further investigated.
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