The Swiss Reformation (Zwingli)
Introduction

The geography of the Swiss Confederation has remained largely unchanged since its inception in 1291. It became practically independent within the Holy Roman Empire by 1499 and was known for developing quality mercenaries. During the sixteenth century Reformation it was comprised of Independent States, Affiliated States and Common Lordships.

The Swiss possessed a humanist spirit that was more nationalistic than universal in thought. Early in Huldrych Zwingli’s span of influence the Confederation was on the side of the pope but the term “fatherland” (patria) was more associated with the Swiss Confederation than the Holy Church. And as Zwingli took the stage Zurich had already become more of a guild city than an aristocratic system where a council of 212 men made decisions “about alliances, exceptional taxes, war and peace, buying and selling of districts, new appointments”, etc. 
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For hundreds of years the spiritual life of Zurich was under the influence of the bishop of Constance. During these pivotal Zurich was becoming a pillar state in the Confederation years but Bishop Hugo von Hohenlandenberg ran a very large diocese of churches, monasteries and other institutions in the northeastern portion of the Confederation. The area that “encompassed about 1,800 parishes and 350 monasteries, with over 15,000 priests” of which only two hundred of which lived in Zurich. And most priests in that day were not trained teachers in expert matters, but appointees.
“In a pastoral letter dated May 3, 1516 (on the eve of the Reformation), Bishop Hugo himself complained about the deteriorated condition of the clergy: concubinage, gambling, quarrelsomeness, worldly behavior, setting a bad example. Despite his threats of punishment, the head shepherd failed to achieve any success at all in reforming either the secular priests or the monks or the monasteries.”

After 1518 the bishop was aided by Dr. John Fabri, a vicar general, who pursued reform from within the Catholic system. However, four years later, when the Swiss Reformation was beginning to mushroom in Fabri was in Rome pursuing actions against Luther. By that time the priest Huldrych Zwingli had come to be a consultant in the Zurich government and was coming to convictions similar to Luthers. This appointment was partly based on his acumen and partly based on his previous support for the papacy but the window between 1518 and 1522 formed Zwingli’s reformation thinking. By 1525 it was all out war with Rome and its institutions, at least in the realm of ideas.
Huldrych Zwingli

Not much is known of Zwingli’s youth. He was born on New Year’s Day in 1484 into a family above middle class. He studied at the University of Vienna twice between 1498 and 1502 and Basel University from 1502 to 1506, resulting in a Masters of Liberal Arts.  He made a living teaching Latin and became a pastor in the mountain district of Glarus from 1506-1516. During the last two years of this period he became acquainted with great scholar Desiderius Erasmus Roterodamus, the famous humanist and advisor to leaders all throughout Europe. From there he went to Maria Einsiedein until 1518 to work as a priest. 
In those days pastorates were owned and transferred in “ecclesiastical office peddling” so Zwingli found himself making a payment to the collector of offices out of how own pocket. Not much time had passed before Zwingli was forced to decide on whether Glarus should be aligned with one of three parties—“the French, the Hapsburgs, or the pope”. By choosing to throw in with Rome he received an annual pension of fifty gulden, five times the amount he paid for the pastorate. For some time Zwingli persuaded the Confederates to stay loyal to the pope.

Eventually this alliance to Rome was politically unfavorable as Glarus began and alliance with the French. So Zwingli left Glarus and took a post in 1516 at the Benedictine abbey in Einsiedeln. For two years he became less politically involved and thought about ecclesiastical matters. By 1518 he was well versed in classical writings, the church fathers and scholastic writings. Ever-changing, Zwingli began reading and writing Greek and was moving towards Pacifism in the vein of Erasmus.
In 1519 he would move to Zurich for the post called “the peoples priest” but not before rumors surfaced that Zwingli had been immoral.  On December 5, 1518 he admitted as much and provided some details in a letter to Canon Heinrich Utinger and took the helm on January 1, 1519.  Even as the future reformer entered prestigious Zurich the tide of events was turning so that it was now favorable to be openly against the French and for the pope. And very soon, Zwingli, the nationalist Swiss, was beginning to form his own thoughts of reform.
It is difficult to be precise as to the source of Zwingli’s thoughts of reform. When did he first contemplate Luther’s reform?  To what degree did he accept and reject the positions of Erasmus? Apparently Zwingli did not seriously read or consider Luther’s thoughts until sometime in 1520. It appears that his ideals moved from Erasmusman Christianity towards Reformation through news of Luther’s activities, his congregation’s excitement, his Bible study, other reading and a serious near death bout with the plague in late 1519.

Renewal Begins

By 1520 he was speaking openly of a renewal of Christianity, rejecting the veneration of dead saints, saying that unbaptized babies were not damned, questioned Medieval versions of hell. He also attacked the tithe practice of the day which granted the tithe as revenue to secular institutions, not what was intended in Scripture. These were gradual and tempered corrections and it was not until 1522 that there is record of public reactions or repercussions. For the most part he was supported by the canons and he had even been appointed as a canon in 1521. 

During this period he was beginning to multitask, to use a modern word, between “preacher, exegetical teacher, theological author, church leader, and political consultant.”
 His developing and ever-changing thoughts from 1523 to 1531 can found in five of his works.
 Some of his peers and future Anabaptists recorded their discussions with him while he was under the tutelage of Erasmus.

Zwingli did not receive serious opposition until he preached against the excessive rules of Lenten fasting. He did not attack their uses but their abuse, “If you like to fast, do it; if you don’t like to eat meat, don’t eat it, but do not touch a Christian’s freedom”. His short works, Regarding the Choice and Freedom of Foods and The Freedom of a Christian reveals his new found conviction—the Scriptures, not the popes and councils have authority on one’s conscience.
Some his followers were impatient and sought more aggressive measures, either by joining the radicals (later called Anabaptists) or interrupting the sermons of traditional religious orders. Even Zwingli did this with good effect. The leaders of Zurich commanded monks to preach Scriptural sermons in the manner of Zwingli. By the summer of 1522 Zwingli and his associates openly preached against celibacy. They delivered a letter to the bishop demanding its abolition. What came out later is that Zwingli had secretly married a widow at the beginning of that year. Two years later he married Anna Reinhard in a public ceremony. They would have four children together.
The Contest

By August of 1522 there was a triangle between the bishop who maintained papal order and Zwingli’s movement with the Confederate simultaneously being told both to protect the church (from the clergy) and protect the clergy (from the bishop). At this time there was such peace in the diocese that Zwingli sensed his strong base of support and argued this point to bishop Hugo.  He stepped up his rhetoric and took the bishop to task, placing him on the side of man whereas the reformers were on the side of Christ. Erasmus was horrified by Zwingli’s attitude for the humanists repudiate ideas whereas the new reformer was repudiating the hierarchy.

A new understanding of the use of Scripture was being set forth.  As his biographer explained, 

“God’s Word is spiritual and is transmitted not through the text of the Bible, nor through the sermon, nor through the church fathers or councils. God the father himself speaks through his Spirit to a human being … No other authority can substitute for the authority of one’s own feelings and one’s conscience, for the Word of God, as Spirit, has no other point of contact.”

There were at least two important Diets of 1522 and the latter instructed the Confederation to supervise the printing of books in Basel and Zurich. The Diets comprised of vicar generals, bishops, etc. would continually punish those who violated church law. If the Confederation did not support them they could be accused of treason. The monasteries were in upheaval, which consumed the energies of the advocates for Rome. One reason is that many monks wanted to leave and enjoy the fruit of Reformation Christianity. The Diet of December 15, 1522 changed the mood in Zurich.  Zwingli could no longer openly argue that there was peace and order in the diocese.
Two Zurich Council meetings in January raised the stakes. On January 3, 1523 a notice was put out to the clergy for a meeting in the Zurich courthouse on January 29. With the bishop of Constance present, was to discuss the idea of dissension in the ranks of preachers and Zwingli’s sermons. The city Council reserved the right to use Scripture to judge Zwingli’s sermons. In any event, Zwingli offered to account orally for his preaching and activity and he provided a list of sixty-seven articles or summary statements of his sermons. This is where the two slogans come into the fore “Christ alone” (solus Christus) and “by Scriptures alone” (sola scriptura).
The much anticipated Disputation meeting in Zurich on January 29 brought the Council, the bishop and his delegation and six hundred attendees. Among the delegation was Johannes Fabri who had already participated in efforts at Rome to squash Luther’s influence throughout Europe.  Fabri was brought in to spin the drama in Zurich as “a disputation of Ulrich Zwingli in the Luther affair.” According to reports, the meeting immediately moved to a discussion between Zwingli and Fabri about the authority for the meeting itself. Fabri argued that a properly ecumenical council should be deciding the issues and Zwingli appealed to the example of the early church, where congregations made decisions on their own. In a few hours the reformer had won the debate for the Council ruled in hi favor during a noon break. And Fabri’s miscalculations actually weakened the bishopric. The figures representing the Roman position was simply not ready for Zwingli’s summary statements, which were now going to be made public.

The Council of Zurich, in the first meeting of its kind during the Reformation. It not only cleared Zwingli, it boldly supported the reformer and urged all preachers to teach only in accordance with Scripture. This meant that Medieval Church themes of relics, veneration of dead saints, and the like would be absent or condemned from that point onward.

Politics and Contradictions

One thing is quite unique and apparent in this inventive measure against Rome. The church was embedded in the community and the political structure. So once unanimity or near consensus was achieved it would be impossible for Rome to do anything about their loss without military action. On the other side, if Zwingli was wrong then this model is flawed. Considering how many theologically ignorant civil servants weighed in on this matter there would be no hope at penetrating the civil shield by those who felt that Zwingli’s reforms didn’t go far enough or that the new reform movement was as morally bankrupt as former Roman version of Swiss Christianity.

Huldrych Zwingli now had the attention and mandate of Zurich and word was spreading.  He took steps to boil down his theology into forms for mass consumption, illuminating unique views on Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, typically reformed views on the atonement, etc.  Worship was being simplified throughout the region and the trappings of images (icons) and paintings were being abandoned. These items did not go away without a fight.
A second Disputation in Zurich occurred during the days of October 26-28 of 1523. These meetings are more adequately documented than the earlier disputation and they included lay people, a larger Roman delegation, and representatives from all Twelve Confederate States. This much was clear—the Confederation sought solidarity, if not conformity in support of Zwingli’s reforms and against Rome’s interference. About nine hundred people were present of which about one-third were priests.
Zwingli was more prepared against his opponents but may not have been as ready for his followers. He encountered sympathizers were argued for some of the traditional means of teaching and worship, such as biblically focused pictorial presentations. From the perspective of evolving thought and developments, there were many interesting this that occurred over these three days but none more significant than his blind spot.

Some of his more radical disciples turned the authority argument that he used against Rome’s hierarchy against his own new hierarchy. What biblical authority does the Council have?  Konrad Grebel, an Anabaptist, was one who denied the governments jurisdiction and demanded that the Council stop holding such meetings to rule on practices of the local believers.
Zwingli defending the government’s right to proceed in issues that related to order and Komtur Schmid of Kusnact helped the reformer at this point. By triangulating towards the issues of religious “pictures” the discussion moved away from the authority question.
The second disputation resulted in five things: 1) strengthening Zwingli’s reformation, 2) marginalizing the voice of sympathetic radicals, 3) upholding the role of government in affairs of the state, 4) placing clergy under the directions of the Council, 5) establishing examinations of clergy according to Zwingli’s standards. It may be argued that the Roman Catholicism was switched for a Swiss Catholicism, albeit some vital reforms but a switch in governments from Roman to Confederation along with a new “papa”, Huldrych Zwingli.

The traditionalists did not go away but they galvanized under Canon Hofmann. The radicals broke away from Zwingli, a step towards distinct Anabaptism. The Zurich Council was united with Zwingli but the Confederation was distressed over Zurich’s stances, not so much religiously but because of the social impact of the upheaval. More Diets followed which revealed that there was not unanimity for or against Zurich.
The years of 1524 to 1525 the national church of the Swiss was being organized.  Less than a dozen men, mostly guild leaders who were favorable for the Reform and they advised the Small and Large Councils for the Confederation. These mayors and advisors were more comprised of the upper class portions of society while the larger opposition belonged to the poorer class.

The Council began acquiring and abolishing mendicant (begging) monasteries for the alleged purposes of supporting the truly poor. The monasteries would be converted into hospitals and welfare institutions. Monks and nuns were also pensioned from profits gained through the sale of religious properties to be used for secular purposes. 

In those days Zwingli held various talks with Conrad Grebel and secretly with his followers. Once the discussions reached an impasse, Zwingli published Wer Ursache gebe zu Aufruhr (Whoever Causes Unrest) clarifying the opposing points-of-view. On 17 January 1525 a public debate was held and the council decided in favor of Zwingli. Anyone refusing to baptism for their children were commanded to leave. Conrad and the other radicals ignored this request and met with others and practiced baptism. In February the Council stepped up the warnings resulting in arrests and fines.  Adult baptisms continued to spread to other parts of the Confederation.
The Expanding Reformation

Zwingli obtained permission to launch a Latin school, called the “Prophecy”, based on 1 Corinthians 14:26-33 in June of 1525 with Zwingli and Jud as teachers. Its mission was to retrain the clergy that were already in office. Zwingli completed the Old Testament exegesis and training prior to his death. 

Meanwhile, the Reformation was busting the seams of longstanding class tensions. Germany’s Peasant’s War of 1525 did not yet have an equivalent in Zurich. However, it required leadership to address the same things that eventually led to 100,000 deaths in Germany.  There were demands placed on the Council for an end to serfdom, allow for free hunting and fishing, to support the various rights related to pastorates and church property and transform the practice of tithes. Progress was made on some of these grievances. While it was Zwingli who initially called for a change in tithes, and later argued for a slow change to avoid chaos, was now arguing for these tithes on the basis of obeying Romans 13. This reinforced dependence of rural congregations on the state, thus keeping control.  Zwingli was part of the establishment and had done a turnabout.
Over the year the Zürich council realized that there was no compromising with those who rejected infant baptism. In March of 1526 the council posted a mandate that “no one shall rebaptize another under the penalty of death”. Felix Manz, present at the first adult baptism, defied the Council. He was arrested and later executed on 5 January 1527 by being drowned in the Limmat River.

A moral court was established in Zurich which involved legal procedures in 1525 dealing specifically with domestic relations. It was designed to deal with marriage and dissolution of marriages and gather wider mandate by 1530. This measure was designed, in part, to separate the bishop the guidelines from Rome away from government and family matters based on Scripture.
Of the thirteen States (called cantons), five stayed loyal to Rome—Lucerne, Uri, Schwyz, Unterwalden and Zug.  They sought the help of John Eck, famous opponent of Martin Luther.  This resulted in a disputation which began on May 19, 1526 in Baden and lasted four weeks. It merely underscored the rift of the confederation and established that the Reformers appealed to Scripture whereas the Roman Church was appealing to a variety of arguments. As expected, Zwingli was condemned by the Five minority States who put on the disputation. Zwingli was not present and the Reformation was defended by John Oecolampadius.  Zwingli sent his opinions in writings at intervals but, as expected, the disputation that was run by the five dissenting states had decided against Zwingli. His writings were banned in those regions.
The years 1526 to 1529 were about clarifying, expanding and warring. The Protestants “protested” moral corruption, the enlistment of mercenaries, the pension system and traditions of the Roman Catholic faith. One of the thirteen states, Schaffhausen, was split between Lutheran and Zwinglian loyalties. 
Bern was a state torn between the Reformation and its traditional ties and still condemned marriage in the clergy. However, the disputation in Baden led to an abandonment of the Catholics but they had not automatically turned to the reformation. But a new mood was taking hold.  For instance, a painter and poet, Nicholas Manuel (1484-1530) attacked the vices of the pope’s Christianity in his plays. It was a matter of time. The guild leaders worked with other councilmen and Zwingli to propel the Reformation in Bern through an inter-Confederational assembly. In January of 1528 about four-hundred and fifty pastors and outsiders participated in a disputation that lasted three weeks. With few Catholics in attendance the reform won the day but it took at least two more years to purge cronyism involving pensions and enlistment of mercenaries. On the other hand, only Bern was moved to stridently to be able to develop their own school modeled after the Prophecy school. The Reformation states, inspired by the developments at Bern, sped up their intentions.
Marburg (1529)

Many of the Proestants thought that if they did not unite they might be in danger of suddent and hostile actions from Roman to eradicate them. So in October of 1529 a meeting was set at the Marburg Castle in Germany as the behest of Philipp I of Hessen.  Everyone realized going in that the issue was the “real presence” of Christ in the Lord’s Supper. On October 1 private discussions had been held with Luther, Oecolampadius, Melanchthon with Zwingli. On the second day the meetings were public. Luther felt that there were fifteen non-negotiable tenets to Reformation. They agreed in all but one—the Lord’s Supper or more specifically the sacramental union in the Eucharist.
Luther believed that the human body of Christ was present in the bread and wine whereas Zwingli considered the bread and wine as mere symbols of the body and blood of Christ. They never reached agreement and Luther initially treated the Swiss reformers as if they were not Christians. Although they were not resolved on the Eucharist, they released a joint statement.
"Although we are not at this present time agreed, as to whether the true Body and Blood of Christ are bodily present in the bread and wine, nevertheless the one party should show to the other Christian love as far as conscience can permit."

During the following year, at the Diet of Augsburg in 1530, the followers of Zwingli and Luther presented separate confessional statements. The unresolved differences at Marburg had deepened.
The Kappel Wars
The Five States, as they were now called, looked for allies among their neighbors. In April of 1529 they joined up with Austria in a “Christian Union” with the help of King Ferdinand.

The Five States were enveloped in number by the other states but the actual number of Catholic members among the confederates was larger than the reform minded members. The guild leaders led Swiss people into reform but the confederate representatives weigh on the other side. This was a political quagmire or constitutional stalemate. The sudden murder of a Zurich born preacher broke the stalemate as Zwingli, the man of contradictions, called for war. This pseudo-Pacifist pressed the matter until it became inevitable in June.
About thirty-thousand Zurich and Bern men met 9,000 interior Swiss. But before any instigation occurred peace was made.  Zurich settled the matter as they saw fit, not in agreement with all of Zwingli’s demand on Confederation states. The Five State alliance with Austria was disbanded and other concessions were made, however, the states could practice Catholic religion. Zwingli was disheartened.

The Augsburg Diet of January 1530 created an opportunity for Zwingli and Luther to meet. Emperor Charles V, a Catholic, wanted the apparently confused Protestants to sort out their issues. He created a session for the purpose of stabilizing the Reform wings of Christendom. Germany’s confession was met with reservations by the emperor while Zurich was slow to submit of their own. Zwingli then circulated his Account of Faith (Fideo ratio). The anti-Zwinglian barbs within Germany’s Augsburg confession must have affected him. Zwingli’s anti-everyone else edge hurt his reach. Therefore, his followers developed the Tetrapolitan Confessian (also called the Strasburg Confession) in order to bring consistency to the Swiss Reformation. Zwingli, disheartened, rejected the confession because of its wording on the Lord Supper. Eventually the confession was dropped.
Zwingli used the leverage gained by the first Kappel engagement to lever implementation of Reformation principles among congregations of the Common Lordships, distinct areas in the country. The Catholic partners of the Five States saw this as an illegal act from Zurich and appealed for to the Confederate court of arbitration. Zurich disregarded their wish and was perceived as a bully. In Zurich’s view, the Five States were in rebellion. So Zwingli’s pacifist ideals would have to be set aside.  Armed warfare was inevitable.
Zwingli was persuaded to place a blockade in May of 1531 around the Five States before engaging in warfare. But the blockade failed and discussions pressed on with the alliance between Bern and Zurich breaking down. The Christian sensibilities of the believers in Bern were at odds with the militancy of Zwingli in Zurich. In a surprise and opportunistic move on October 9 the Five States declared war on Zurich where the military acted with incompetence. A two to one ratio attack on Zurich left five hundred Zurichers, including about two dozen clerics lost their lives compared to one hundred Catholics. Zwingli, his brother-in-law and son-in-law were killed. There is little debate about whether Zwingli engaged in battle. He was either a feverish pacifist non-combatant who wished for Catholic blood or he was a physical participant. Not much difference.
Huldrych Zwingli had been leading through privy-styled leadership. His model of influence was highly tailored to his own talents and even whims. However, his implementation was lacking because his lost sight of greater principles. His comrades, by seeing this, provided resistance to his carnal aggression and limited the reformers damages.  They could have fully supported him in Bern and Zurich and won the day but the loss of principle would have further compromised the movement.
Zwingli’s Contributions
During the two years of 1523 to 1525 Zwingli was under the pressure of those who would later be called Anabaptists to clarify his thoughts. He developed two baptismal inventions or innovations.
The precedent of circumcision as new justification for infant baptism. “In this matter of baptism, if I may be pardoned for saying it, I can only conclude that all the doctors have been in error from the time of the apostles.”
  In spite of early consensus on John 3:1-5 Zwingli also said, “Christ himself did not connect salvation with baptism ... the two are not to be connected.” Zwingli was adamant with his metaphysical assumption that there is no connection between matter and spirit, which are in antagonism in his mind. He also means that there is no connection between obedience and the spirit. To those who suggested that God forgave sins in the occasion of baptism (not because of the water) as a “vain invention”. His first error was to imply, for the first time in church history, that baptism was a symbol, after the fact, of what had taken place.  This was later called “an outward sign of inward grace”, rightly seen as Zwingli’s contribution.
Circumcision in the Old Testament is like baptism in the New Testament. Using the Paul’s symbolic language for circumcision found in Colossians 2 he sees its baptism counterpoint as symbolic. Therefore, infants can undergo both because one is like the other. This error is self-evident. Circumcision is the putting off of sin, just like the flesh cut off by the knife—its painful. So circumcision is not baptism but repentance.
In him you were also circumcised, in the putting off of the sinful nature, not with a circumcision done by the hands of men but with the circumcision done by Christ, (Colossians 2:11)
The reason that this view prevailed is because it relied on the concept of a covenant, using Moses and circumcision as forerunners of Jesus and infant baptism. However the acting parallel was Abraham and faith, Jesus and faith.
The symbolic or “memorial” view of the Lord’s Supper. The Lord’s Supper became a memorial for similar reasons that baptism was merely symbolic. The altar was replaced with a table, hence the later development of the term “table talk”. Zwingli urged that all believers should partake of both the wine and the bread. Though he urged a quarterly practice of the Lord’s Supper, this implementation did not prevail in the reformed churches. Some went weekly and others yearly.

Compulsory State Run Worship. Zwingli established models for enmeshed State-Church, complete with laws for society discipline for society and church, reform of doctrine, worship and church government. There was strict control on moral behavior, curfews and mandatory church attendance.
Worship was focused on biblical lessons which originated the idea of a weekly sermon. Images and musical instruments were removed from church buildings. Chanting ceased in the churches. The uniformity of worship practices was strictly enforced. All holy days except Christmas, Good Friday, Easter and Pentecost Sunday were abolished. This was not taken in stride. Many Zurich parishioners stayed at home until 1525 when the City Council legislated attendance. Compulsory Roman Catholicism had been replaced by compulsory Protestant Christianity.
Zwingli’s Successor: John Calvin

In 1533, two years following Zwingli’s death, John Calvin (1509-1564) had a rather intense conversion experience resulting in a decision to dedicate his life to reform. While working on his studies at the University of Paris he helped a new rector prepare his inaugural address. However, the speech was so loaded with Reformation ideas that both he and the new rector, Nicholas Cop, found it essential to leave the city. Wandering about and wondering about his future, he found time to write the first draft of Institutes of the Christian Religion in 1536.
Once when he arrived in Geneva he met a preacher named Farel who lured Calvin to relocate there and spur the city towards Reformation. He complied and fervently worked to bring about Reformed convictions. By 1538 he felt such resistance that he left. In 1541 his followers appealed for him to return and when he came back to Geneva he received such a great mandate that he was practically handed the helm of a dictator.
Building on the legacy and State system developed by Zwingli, John Calvin was able to take reforms to the next level. He expected uniformity. Between 1542-1546 there were 57 executions and seventy-six banishments from Geneva. The curfews and entertainment restrictions were what was later called “puritan”—no dice, cards or gambling.
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