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Author’s Foreword






If Zwingli is the least known of the reformers, this is doubtless because of his Swiss origins. Not only is the scene on which his activity took place more restricted than the Germany of Luther, or the France of Calvin, but also the language which he used—the crude dialect of his Alpine valley—often remains incomprehensible to the foreign reader. He was born, he preached, he struggled and he died on a territory which hardly exceeded in size the limits of a province. His studies at Berne, Vienna and Basle, the military campaigns in Italy, and the colloquy of Marburg, alone free him at times from his narrow horizon. He possessed neither that passionate violence which made of the Saxon monk the inaugurator of a new era, nor the dialectical power which enabled the reformer of Geneva to publish at the age of twenty-seven his Institutes of the Christian Religion. The writings of the reformer of Zürich are difficult to compare with those of his two brilliant protagonists. Yet, the position which he occupies at their side is by no means a contemptible one. The lucidity of his mind and the radicalism of his views suffice to save him from oblivion. His ideas live on; a numerous spiritual progeny invokes his authority; he is the concern of the specialist in dogma. But beyond this motley crowd of admirers and critics he remains a name.


Luther died at the age of sixty-two in the bed which had been placed at his disposal by Count Albert of Mansfeld, whom through the process of a difficult arbitration he had succeeded in reconciling with his brothers. Calvin died in his room at the age of fifty-five, worn out by excessive work, and after taking solemn leave of his friends and fellow-workers. Leo X, Clement VII, ostentatious pontiffs, and Adrian VI, a pope of austere life, were carried off by sickness. The Swiss reformer, helmeted and with sword at his side, fell on a battlefield in his forty-eighth year. Does his tragic end reveal the judgment of God? Are the length of life, and the form in which death comes, valid criteria of truth?


To the 20th century, which dreams of a committed faith, the massacred witness to truth cannot be an indifferent figure. Zwingli comes before us in all his picturesque humanity and consequently in his errors. He lived out his convictions in all the relativity of hasty decisions, characteristic of an age of upheaval and violence. Sincere and passionate, at once prudent and audacious, he made the unremitted search for God the ruling motive of his life. He was no stained-glass-window saint. His moral personality recalls that of a fighting prophet such as Elijah on Mount Carmel.


In some three hundred pages it is difficult to develop, alongside his biography, the whole thought of the writer who dramatically changed the religious destiny of his people. I have, however, been anxious to give summaries of his principal writings. Not without hesitation, I have dealt at some length with the too famous eucharistic controversy. The important place it holds in the history of protestantism constrained me to do so. The reader who is bored by these strenuous chapters will be content to bestow on them a cursory perusal.


Zürich, May 1958.











Author’s Note to the English Edition





This translation has afforded an opportunity of correcting some small errors. I here offer my sincere thanks to Professor L. von Muralt, who has so kindly allowed me to profit by his great erudition.


Geneva, 1963.












Introduction1



The Swiss Background





At the heart of Europe, under the shelter of the Alps, a community of free men established itself during the Middle Ages. Its origins are lost in what it is conventional to call the night of time. Completely colonized by the Romans on the eve of the invasions, Helvetia (Switzerland) saw the barbarians overrun it in two main waves during the course of the 5th century A.D. The Burgundians occupied the west of the country, the Alemanni the east and the centre; the limit of their territories corresponded roughly to the present division between the two linguistic zones. French and Germans join each other along a line which cuts the country from the north to the south, passing approximately through Bienne, Fribourg, and Sierre.


The domination of the Alemanni, like that of the Burgundians, was ephemeral. The Franks subjugated them at the beginning of the 6th century. Helvetia, which was subjected in turn to the yoke of the Merovingians and that of the Carolingians, passed with one of the sons of Louis the Good under the sway of the Holy Roman Empire. In the 11th and 12th centuries, this domination, which was more theoretical than real, weakened more and more on the plateau binding the Alps to the Juras, and advantage was taken of this fact by some of the local ruling families.


In the 13th century two new families increased their power, that of the Counts of Savoy to the west, and that of the Habsburgs in the centre. Rudolph of Habsburg, from being a feudal lord of the second class, rose from success to success until he occupied the throne of Germany (1273).


In accordance with an eternal law, those who are perturbed by the growing power of a state, or of a family, league themselves together. The alliance of the first Swiss cantons—Uri, Schwyz and Unterwalden—formed in 1291, a few weeks after the death of Rudolph, was born of the desire to maintain a threatened independence. The signatories were mountain peasants who from time immemorial had enjoyed the traditional freedom and rights of the Alemanni. Few lords and serfs were to be found in their valleys. Basically a small landowner, the primitive Swiss administered his Alpine slopes himself under the distant and kindly eye of the emperor.


The successors of Rudolph refused to accept that in the south of their state a centre of liberty should be established. Seizing the pretext of a quarrel between the Abbot of Einsiedeln and the men of Schwyz, Duke Leopold in 1315 flung against the latter a powerful army which was crushed near the Lake of Aegeri in the pass of Morgarten. The rocks which fell from the top of the fir-covered slopes on to the knights cased in steel inscribed for the first time the name of the Swiss in the annals of European history.


By alliances and battles, the 14th century confirmed the decisions of 1291 and 1315. A series of communities, both peasant and urban, became attached to the original nucleus of the Confederation. The very fact of this progressive extension makes the history of Switzerland difficult for the foreign observer to grasp. Each of the tiny associated countries kept its personality intact, and civil wars were frequent. At most one can distinguish a first properly Alpine stage from 1291 to 1389; a century of struggle for independence made illustrious by the half-legendary figures of William Tell overcoming the Austrian officer Gessler, and of Arnold of Winkelried exposing his breast at Semprach, in contempt of his life, to the lances of the Austrian knights, by which heroic deed he assured the victorious break-through of the Swiss infantry.


With the 15th century, the Confederation, now sure of itself, pursued a more or less deliberate expansionist policy. To men accustomed to fighting, life on the farms becomes monotonous. By dint of fighting against Austria and quarrelling with one another, the Swiss transformed themselves into professional soldiers. Were they not required—a system at that time unique in Europe—to be fitted for military service from the age of sixteen to sixty and to arm themselves on their own initiative? Shooting exercises were held in high honour. When in 1444, called to the rescue by Austria, which paradoxically enough was allied to Zürich, the future Louis XI of France, at the head of 40,000 Armagnacs, encircled and destroyed a contingent of 1,500 Swiss Confederates, the resistance of the tiny company was so valiant that their conqueror was stupefied with admiration. Where could he find better auxiliaries? Many rulers made the same observation as the French prince. Mercenary service dated from that time. The over-populated country exported its men, who returned to their villages with their pockets full of gold, delighted to have such chances of picking up wealth quickly. The determination to live better despite a poor soil, which was one day to make of Switzerland an industrial nation, led to ever-increasing engagements in the service and pay of foreign princes.


The renown of the Swiss brought them more and more attractive offers. The emperor, the kings of France and Hungary, the pope, the dukes of Lorraine, Milan and even of Austria, waited about to seize opportunities of securing contingents. The magistrates who were solicited received pensions as a reward for their good services. Primitive simplicity yielded to a growing luxury. Festival succeeded festival. To live ever more fatly, ever more money was needed. Corruption and intrigue multiplied; everybody demanded a share of the cake. Village amusements turned into orgies: “Games, dances, shooting tournaments, skittles, card-playing, oaths, riots, violence, and murders”, notes the historian Ernest Gagliardi, “became more frequent than ever.” Outside the frontiers, the Swiss mercenaries’ reputation for cruelty became solidly established. “Give human hearts to the Swiss”, implored the humanist Jacob Wimp-feling in 1507, “and take from them their hearts of stone. For there is more humanity among the Turks and the Hussites than among them. Make them more gentle so that they will not kill the enemy prisoner, but take his money rather than his life.” A few magistrates of integrity tried to react and to retain on home ground a youth which was being ruined in foreign countries: their efforts had little success.


In this developing state, what was the position of the Church? As in the whole of Europe, medieval piety multiplied monasteries and foundations. Several bishops reigned over their cities as sovereign princes within the framework of the Holy Roman Empire. Their authority was, however, limited by rights conceded to the middle-class citizens. The latter, in Basle as in Lausanne and Geneva, were growing in importance. It was the same at St. Gall, where the Abbot, lord of a vast territory, found his temporal power disputed at the very gates of his cloister.


Episcopal or abbatial authority, contested from a political point of view, remained intact on the religious plane. In the course of centuries the country became covered with magnificent sanctuaries. The cathedrals of Basle, Lausanne, Chur, Geneva, the minsters of Berne, Zürich, Neuchâtel, the rich abbeys of St. Gall, Engelberg, and Einsiedeln, welcomed huge devout crowds. Yet, after the wave of piety caused by the reforms of Cluny and Cîteaux and then by the extension of the mendicant orders, laxity showed itself in monasteries that were too wealthy as in bishoprics that were too powerful. Canonries offered the nobility and the upper middle classes opportunities to place advantageously their too numerous sons. Example was set in high places.


The laity, while not touching doctrinal matters, did not scruple to criticize sharply the conduct of the clergy. In the towns, the Councils acquired the habit of intervening in ecclesiastical affairs. The manners of the citizens, however, were far from being beyond reproach. We have seen the ravages wrought by the acquisition of foreign gold. The luxury of the magistrates was insulting to the indigence of the craftsmen. At Zürich, the latter complained both of the pride of the all-powerful Burgomaster, Hans Waldemann, who was beheaded in 1489, and of the idleness of the monks.


Indulgences and pilgrimages became ever more frequent. The cult of relics was favoured by the masses. Berne possessed drops of the Virgin’s milk, fragments of Aaron’s rod and bits of the loam from which Adam was drawn. Mingled with the increasing superstition, sparks of pure religion gleam here and there in a few elect souls. Nicolas de Flue (1417-87), a simple peasant of primitive Switzerland, who was connected with the “friends of God” in the Rhine valley, and was the father of ten children, retired at the age of fifty to a hermitage near his family farm. He remained in close relation with his village of which he had been magistrate, and his reputation for holiness caused him to be asked to intervene at the Diet of Stans in 1481, where he successfully acted as arbiter between the divided Confederates.


When Nicolas died in March, 1487, venerated by all who knew him, Ulrich Zwingli was a merry unthinking infant of three at Wildhaus.


The country in which the future reformer was born and was to act differed considerably from the civilized regions which the tourist of today appreciates not only for their admirable landscapes but also for their towns and hotels, kept with meticulous cleanliness. A few cities had a rudimentary industry. Nevertheless silk weaving, which flourished in the 14th century at Zürich, was on the decline at the beginning of the 16th. The only discernible links which unite the Confederates of the 15th century to those of the 20th are the love of liberty, ruggedness of character, tenacity of purpose, and the liking for adventure, all of which are a direct inheritance from the Alemanni. To these traits we must add a traditional basis of Christianity, more or less keenly felt.


In his portrait of the German Swiss,2 André Siegfried depicts them as “somewhat heavy, ponderous beings, of slower reactions” than is common among the Latin Swiss. The eminent writer also sees the people of this region as “a romantic people, methodic and even systematic doubtless, but rebellious to Cartesian habits of analysis, and always somewhat ill at ease in classical formulae of universal bearing”. The German Swiss, he notes further, “is so much the more a Swiss as he is close to his native soil. Then his Germanic qualities are moderated: if he shows himself to be industrious, conscientious, thorough, respectful of discipline, and even secretly an admirer of force, on the other hand he is found to have a sense of restraint, to be immune from any touch of megalomania, in fact to be as reasonable as he is practical. If he has a clumsiness which rather smacks of the soil, he compensates for it by a great deal of shrewdness.”


This remarkable analysis neglects some traits of the original. The German Swiss, more robust than his Latin brother, is, as Siegfried points out, a greater worker. He wishes to arrive, to succeed. From his mountain background, he retains even in towns and workshops the obstinacy of the peasant who brings a corner of his pasturage into cultivation or cuts his own wood. Slower and heavier than his compatriot of Lausanne or Geneva, he can however manifest an astonishing clearness of mind, though without brilliancy, without display, similar in fact to that of the Anglo-Saxon races. The work of the Zürich citizen Emil Brunner affords us at the present time, on the plane of theology, a striking proof of this gift. Solidity of reasoning is here more valued than the brilliant flights of the Frenchman or the German.


Again, his respect for discipline, his very strong sense of community life, are counterbalanced by the need to defend his opinion, the determination not to abdicate. There is nothing less sheepish than Swiss voting. Government proposals are often rejected by a recalcitrant electorate. In a deliberative assembly, the German Swiss sometimes produces a sense of discomfort by the roughness of his interventions. He will not allow himself to be imposed upon. The old instinct which brought Tell into an attitude of defiance against Gessler’s hat is perpetuated. In the sphere of politics, it has created rights of initiative and referendum, the successor of those which the citizen of primitive Switzerland enjoyed in the Landsgemeinde (assembly of the citizens).


The love of adventure is prolonged today on the commercial and industrial plane. German Switzerland abounds in prosperous factories. Chemical works at Basle, engineering works at Zürich, Winterthur, Baden and Zug reflect the dynamic vitality of the old Swiss halbedriers. Under an appearance of ponderosity, presidents of administrative councils go boldly ahead.


Every people has its good and bad subjects. Ruggedness of character can degenerate into coarseness, and persistence into a determination to succeed by whatever means. In the framework of the 16th century, Zwingli strikingly exhibits several of the characteristic qualities and defects of his people; a curious mixture of audacity and prudence, a common sense which glaringly contrasts with Luther’s violence and lack of restraint, and an obstinacy which brings him to the tragic end of Cappel. In studying his life and his thought we must never forget that he was born on the slopes of the mountains around St. Gall, at a height where the meadows become pasture land, where the houses are chalets. A child of the 15th century, he belongs to the generation which the Renaissance delivered from the bondage of the Middle Ages to permit them to construct the first outlines of a modern church and a modern city. With him the grace of the Gospel is contained in an earthen vessel, the various constituents of which it has perhaps not been profitless to recall.







	1	.	The original Introduction has been shortened for the English edition. —Ed.



	2	.	La Suisse, Démocratie Témoin. La Baconnière, Neuchâtel, 3rd edn., 1956.
















PART ONE



The Formative Years
















Chapter One



Childhood and Education





The future reformer of Zürich was born on January 1, 1484, at Wildhaus in the steep valley of the Toggenburg. He belonged to a family of well-to-do farmers. It seems that his grandfather already was ammann, i.e. mayor of the village. In any case, his father certainly filled this post and brought up a numerous family. Documents which have been preserved transmit the Christian names of five brothers who lived on the family estates. In the register of church tithes for 1534 the name of the Zwinglis recurs fifty-five times: they appear there—these nephews or cousins—as a robust tribe. Besides the five farmers, the immediate family of Ulrich included three sisters; a brother, Jacob, who was born in 1490, became a monk, attended lectures at the University of Vienna, and died in 1517; and also a brilliant young brother, Andrew, who was born in 1500. The latter, who was Ulrich’s companion in the Zürich presbytery, was carried off by the plague in 1520.


Wildhaus at that time was a series of houses scattered over the Alpine slopes rather than a village whose streets huddled around the church steeple. The altitude—roughly 3,300 feet—made cultivation of the land difficult. Such land as was in fact usable, and which had been patiently won from the clearing of forests between the 12th and 14th centuries, left to the inhabitants hardly any other resource than that of rearing stock. The road which serves the high valley and links it with the region of Buchs dates from the beginning of the 15th century; it facilitated the sale of butter and cheese in the localities of the Rhineland plain and as far as Feldkirch. The relative prosperity of the Zwingli family was doubtless the consequence of this.


By an odd set of circumstances the parish was ecclesiastically dependent on the bishopric of Chur, while politically the valley belonged to the abbacy of St. Gall, which had acquired it in 1468 from the heirs of the counts of Toggenburg. Historians attach a certain importance to the bond with Chur, which was the capital of the Grisons; it is thought to prove the penetration of Rhaetian-Roman elements into the area and to suggest that the inhabitants of Wildhaus were only superficially Alemanni. Must we impute to these far-off origins the very Latin clarity of mind which Zwingli evinced? In such matters, schematization is dangerous. In the last analysis, both Alemanni and Franks were Aryans. It is personal aptitude rather which plays a role of capital importance.


The influence of the family circle is much more in evidence. From his father Uly and his mother Margaret (cousin of the Abbot of Fischingen) the boy received a good dose of common sense, simplicity and piety. In the house attributed to them by tradition and which the tourist respectfully visits—the Lisighaus—there was little enough room to accommodate eleven children and several servants. Education could not be a finicking business on modern psychological lines, but the mixing together of characters in a big family—shouts, arguments, games in common, smacks and rewards—achieve more, in an atmosphere of faith and hard work, than the smartest pedagogical recipes. In later life Ulrich recalled the stories told by his grandmother to the little scamps already half-asleep. She would describe Peter and Jesus on their travels sleeping in the same bed. “And Peter,” she would tell them, “slept on the outer side of the bed, while our Lord rested against the wall. The woman with whom they lodged used to call them every morning, but Peter alone did she pull by the hair to awaken him.” The anecdote brings to mind the mattresses on which Ulrich and his brothers slept two by two; it suggests the rustic and healthy character of such a childhood. “When father appeared with the big stick, all the children would piously exclaim: ‘I won’t do it again’ ”, wrote the reformer one day when thinking of his young days.


In the Zwingli household, love was mingled with severity. Ulrich was later to compare the goodness of God with that of a father offering his son a bunch of grapes picked from the vine-arbour. In the village which had no imported luxuries—he notes that they did not know the taste of ginger, wine of Malvoisie, spice or oranges—the grape must have been for them the most delectable delicacy.


At Wildhaus, apart from Grandmother’s tales and the good advice of parents, it was impossible for an intelligent boy to learn the slightest thing. When the boy was five years old, his parents decided to entrust him to the care of his uncle and godfather, Barthelemy, who was Vicar of Wesen on the Lake of Wallenstadt. Paths which were passable from April, once the snow had melted, put Toggenburg at a few hours’ walking distance from the valley. The separation was painful, but the father wanted his son to make his way in life as well as was possible. A revealing remark of his has been preserved: “I would rather have a philosopher than a play-actor!” he exclaimed when Zwingli, who was admirably gifted for music, confided to him, in a letter written from Vienna, his plans for the future, and mentioned among his other interests his favourite musical instruments. Like Luther and Calvin, Zwingli was not the child of a nonentity, but rather of a true educator who was fully aware of his responsibilities, and capable, if need be, of roughly handling his offspring.


Of Barthelemy Zwingli, who for five years watched over the moral and intellectual development of his nephew, we know but little. He concerned himself anxiously with his godson. First a priest in the village of Schännis, he was offered in 1487 the living of Wesen and officiated as dean in the area. Bullinger, Zwingli’s successor, describes him as “a pious man, held in honour and esteem”. Little Ulrich doubtless owed to him, along with the rudiments of Latin, the happy decision to continue his studies. In 1494 his uncle sent him to Basle, where he became the pupil of Gregory Bünzli. It was also doubtless owing to the prestige of the aged Barthelemy that Zwingli was later to find himself, while still quite young, offered the envied post of Vicar of Glarus.


With the 15th century the Middle Ages come to an end. Intellectually and commercially, towns are rapidly developing. Many ties are being created which break down former barriers. Men, merchandise and ideas are getting into circulation.


The boy who, at ten, left the quiet shores of the Lake of Wallenstadt to go to Basle, had no idea as yet that he was living in a world in ferment. He admired, at the end of another lake, the city of Zürich with its many steeples, not foreseeing that he would one day become the much-heeded preacher of the Great Minster. He took his schoolboy’s lodgings at Basle without discerning the figure of Erasmus, who was to make the city a centre of letters, and to become a few years later the object of his fervent admiration. Such is the mystery of destinies which intersect and mingle. The man is born in the child without the latter realizing it, and the years which will both exalt him and make him cruelly suffer unroll before him.


Bünzli, “a good man, cultured and very mild”, won the gratitude of his pupil. He ran very ably a school for Latin studies, where Zwingli spent two years; after which his master sent him back home, with the advice that, in view of his gifts, he should continue his studies. Their friendship was not to end until 1527 with the death of the older man, who in 1507 succeeded Barthelemy Zwingli as Vicar of Wesen. In 1496, Ulrich entered a school at Berne which was managed by the humanist scholar, Henry Wölflin, known as Lupulus (Little Wolf). Thanks to this new master, a Christian in the old style, a faithful servant of the Church, a zealous pilgrim, author of a life of Nicolas de Flue and translator of Samson the preacher of indulgences at the time of his round in Switzerland, the boy now made the acquaintance of classical antiquity. The classics, in which he came to delight, penetrated his fresh mind. A strange episode might well have lastingly modified the course of his career: the Dominicans of Berne, enchanted by his voice and musical gifts, tried to attach him to their monastery, and even, so it would seem, went so far as to admit him as a novice. But neither his father nor his uncle agreed to the plan. On their urgent advice, Ulrich set himself afresh to his studies, and, directed by Lupulus, proceeded from Berne to Vienna.


We have very little exact information about these years of preparation, which, in their humble fashion, correspond to the years now spent at a grammar school. If they shaped the intelligence of the adolescent, they did not effectually detach him from his rural origins. His whole life long, Zwingli described himself as a peasant. A bit of straw, the manure heap, the smell of the fields, the creak of carts, the cries of the farmyard, accompanied him to the very end. It remains true that pure urban civilization is a comparatively recent creation. With its seven thousand inhabitants, Zürich was still in close contact with the fields and the woods. In consequence, Zwingli, as later Péguy, never yielded to the dizzy raptures of intellectualism: nature is the framework of his meditations up to the hour when death lays him low on the meadow of Cappel.


The years spent at Vienna are also little known. The student who arrived in the capital of Austria in the autumn of 1498 found Swiss comrades there. The names of several of them have been spotted alongside his own on the old register where he appears as Uldaricus Zwingly de Glaris. Mention is made further of the payment of the usual boarding fees. The adolescent was lodged, like most foreigners, in one of the houses set apart for scholars. Spent under the supervision of humanists, such as Giovanni Ricuzzi Vellini, known as Damers, and the famous Conrad Celtes, the poet crowned by the Emperor Maximilian, these eight terms procured for him a solid culture. Apart from its intrinsic value, Vienna has left hardly any traces in the work of Zwingli, but he made some excellent friends there. To one of them, Joachim Vadian, he remained closely united; their correspondence is a precious mine of information about the later activity of the reformer.


Historians have been puzzled by a stroke of the pen which has erased the first inscription of the name of Uldaricus and by the exclusus which an obviously later pen has inserted into the register. Must we see in this the trace of an expulsion incurred as a result of unruly conduct, or is it a question of a later act of vengeance against the student who became a heresiarch? Whatever be the truth of the matter, if he was banished for one reason or another in 1499, Zwingli returned and pursued a regular course of study in Vienna up to 1502, when he went to Basle. In view of the tense relations between the Confederates and the Austrians, which marked this period, Oscar Farner thinks the likely cause was a political feud amongst the students. In the margin of a copy of Josephus, facing the story of Isaac athirst, driven far from a fountain by inhospitable maidens,1 Ulrich has inscribed: “I well remember this impious woman who, when I was on my way home, at Lindau, on my return from the University of Vienna, did not allow me to enter her house, although on account of the cold I was incapable of continuing my journey, my strength was spent and I was on the verge of despair.” Is this note an allusion to a flight in mid-winter or to the terminal return home at the end of an icy March? The mysterious confidence has not unveiled its secret.


His time at Basle (1502-1506) is somewhat better known. Zwingli gained there the degrees of Bachelor of Arts in 1504 and Master of Arts in 1506. He earned some of his maintenance money by part-time teaching at the school of St. Martin. He won new friends, in particular Leo Jud, who was later to be the companion of his struggle at Zürich, Nicolas de Watteville, the future canon of the Chapter at Berne who prepared there the way for the victorious progress of the reformation, and Nicolas Wyttenbach who as chief magistrate of Bienne was to bring that future industrial centre into the orbit of new ideas. Among his masters, mention should be made of another Wyttenbach, Thomas, who gave lectures on the Sentences of Peter Lombard and on certain parts of the New Testament, especially the Epistle to the Romans. Zwingli owed to him his first serious contact with Holy Scripture, and, if we are to believe Leo Jud, the desire to study it more deeply, leaving aside the “follies of the sophists”.


Is it possible that the rest of his studies aroused in him a feeling of disgust for scholastic subtleties? Such is not the opinion of Walther Köhler: at Basle, Zwingli worked especially on Thomas Aquinas and under the influence of this illustrious doctor came to feel the need for a solidly constructed theology in which reason is given a place of honour. Luther, on the contrary, through Gabriel Biel, came under the influence of Duns Scotus, the apostle of the irrational. It is said that a difference in scholastic training explains the opposition which later divided Zwingli from Luther. This thesis is not without its attraction, but skirts too lightly over the enormous difference of character which certainly played a part in the clash at the colloquy of Marburg.


However this may be, Thomism brought the Basle student into contact with Aristotle, whom he studied very seriously. The volumes of his library which have been preserved contain among other things a copiously annotated copy of the edition of this author published at Venice in 1495. The original work of Zwingli contains many a proof of his Aristotelian training, from the conception of God presented in his De Providentia to the knowledge of physics and natural history which is shown here and there in various writings.


To return to Thomas Wyttenbach; this scholar, in a public dissertation, was to attack indulgences several years before Luther. Zwingli pays him the homage of having learned from him that “the death of Christ alone is the price of the forgiveness of sins”. Whether Wyttenbach took up his position in 1505, as some consider, or in 1515, as others insist, it is certain that his criticism is prior to the famous theses of Wittenberg, though it did not produce the same stir as the latter. In the sphere of ideas as in that of science, there can be an extraordinary coincidence in research. At the same time, in laboratories or in different university chairs, men who do not know of each other’s work reach the same conclusions. In 1509, in his Praise of Folly, does not Erasmus also show some anxiety on this score: “What shall I say of those whose calm confidence lies in indulgences, who count so much on their efficacy that they measure as with a water-clock the time they have to spend in purgatory, calculating the centuries, the years, the months, the days and the hours with as much accuracy as if they had drawn up mathematical tables?”


In the autumn of 1506, the studies of Ulrich were suddenly brought to an end. Johannes Stucki, Vicar of Glarus, which was the chief town in the canton of the same name, died. A priest of Zürich, Henry Göldli, a man of good family and well in favour at Rome, seemed ready to inherit the incumbency. The Curia, according to a deplorable custom, had already authorized him to occupy the benefice and to have it administered by a vicar. It was about to be added to the benefices which he already had, his canonry of Embrach and his cure of Baden. The parishioners of Glarus, somewhat dissatisfied, would have preferred to an absentee, whose pockets would have to be filled, a priest residing in the parish. Meantime, old Barthelemy Zwingli at Wesen was watching carefully over his flock. His good pastoral reputation served as a letter of recommendation to his nephew. The student was asked to go and preach in the neighbouring town of Rapperswil, and shortly afterwards the people of Glarus made up their minds in his favour.


In haste, he was ordained priest and on September 29 celebrated at Wildhaus his first mass. A week later, his flock entertained him with delight. The banquet which was offered by the parish gathered around the young priest—who was not yet twenty-three—his father, the authorities of Glarus and those of the neighbourhood. But Göldli possessed his rights; to effect his withdrawal, Zwingli promised to pay by instalments a hundred florins—which was a considerable sum. When twelve years later on his election to Zürich he gave up Glarus, his parishioners, together with his Einsiedeln friends, liberated him finally from his debt by paying on his behalf a last instalment of twenty florins. This painful financial adventure was to open Ulrich’s eyes to the curious way in which the Church was administered.







	1	.	A Jewish legend, not found in the Bible.

















Chapter Two



Vicar of Glarus and Chaplain in Italy





Crouching at the bottom of a narrow valley, and overshadowed by austere mountain peaks, the little town of Glarus numbered in the middle of the 16th century one hundred and thirty-six homes and some thirteen hundred inhabitants. A few years earlier, when Zwingli found himself called to be its priest, the population and benefice cannot have differed much. To the pastoral charge of the town was added that of several villages and hamlets. The task was heavy, despite the assistance of two or three curates. The young clergyman was not idle; he learnt by constant contact with children, adults and old people to know humanity in its various aspects and in the complexity of its problems.


Of the ancient township, the fire of 1860 destroyed everything with the exception of a few archives and the 14th-century chalice which was used here by the priest who was to become the convinced opponent of the mass. When he left, the people of Glarus wanted the name of their beloved priest to be engraven on the old silver-gilt cup. The inscription may still be read: Calix Uly Zwingli 1516. This remarkable piece of plate belongs to the treasures of the catholic parish of Glarus.


Baptizing, marrying, burying, singing the office, visiting the sick did not exhaust the activities of the new Vicar, who retained from his studies at Vienna and Basle a taste for the ancient classics and a desire to teach them. The extraordinary intellectual quickening of the Renaissance did not excite him for one moment, only to leave him drooping and inert the next. The priest remained a humanist, and very quickly a school was added to the presbytery. Zwingli got together the most capable boys of the district, taught them Latin and helped them to discover for themselves the newfound world of antiquity. In 1510, the establishment was officially recognized. The local patricians, the Tschudis, the Heers and the Schindlers, sent him their sons, several of whom later became the friends and disciples of their former master.


If he thus spent himself for others, Ulrich did not however lose sight of his own intellectual development. To improve his preaching, he read the historian Valerius Maximus and learnt by heart his most informative episodes. Similarly, he familiarized himself with Sallust and Plutarch. There is nothing to suggest that at this initial stage his contact with the Bible went beyond the level of its fine narratives, which he carefully read so as to be able to relate them later. The Zürich library contains his copy of Josephus’ De antiquitatibus ac de bello Judaico, heavily underlined and covered with notes dating from the years 1507 to 1508. His attention seems to be especially gripped by political and military events. The moral aspect of history interests him more than the mystical. His conscientious activity as a good priest, together with his intellectual work, suffices him. He goes straight ahead, reading the offices of the Church and instructing youth. Must not God be content with such a priesthood?


However, between the years 1510 and 1516—although it is not possible to trace with precision the crises which marked this change—the soul of Zwingli underwent a phase of deed travail. Painful struggles matured the sprightly priest described for us by those who knew him in his youth: “he was extremely amusing and full of jokes”, wrote Myconius, his first biographer, with reference to the Basle period of his life. Two dramas, revolving around sensuality and war, led him to a deeper level of life.


In the autumn of 1518, when the canons of the Great Minster of Zürich were planning to invite Zwingli to become a cathedral preacher, disquieting rumours began to arise about their future colleague; he was being accused, in fact, of seducing the daughter of a chief magistrate. The indulgence of the time towards moral disorders in the priesthood was immense. Example was set on the highest level: the Renaissance popes had bastards and loaded them with gifts. In the Vatican, Innocent VIII sumptuously married his daughter to a Medici and his granddaughter to a Spanish prince; Alexander VI confessed to six natural children when he mounted the papal throne, and, after becoming pope, accorded himself a generous liberty; the youth of Julius II was far from irreproachable. As for the Swiss scene, the Bishop of Constance made money out of the children born to his priests; a fine of four florins, imposed on the occasion of each birth, brought in on an average four hundred florins a year. The life of the cloister was hardly any better; the Abbot of Engelberg publicly maintained a wife and numerous offspring. Thus the rule of celibacy was more or less openly violated. But the canons of Zürich, though ready to forgive the lapses of youth, were unwilling to admit to their society an unscrupulous libertine. It is to their anxiety on this account that we owe our knowledge of the personal life of Zwingli. The latter answered their questions by frankly confessing his struggles and his falls. The poignant document, buried for centuries among the archives of Zürich, was rediscovered about 1840 by Professor Schulthess, whose first inclination was to burn the compromising papers. Fortunately, his honesty resisted the counsels of a timid prudery.


Drawn up at a period two years after Zwingli left his first parish, the text of 1518 concerns in large measure his life at Glarus. The little town on the banks of the Linth witnessed the first slip, succeeding to student years that were morally pure. From then onwards the exacting temperament of the young priest involved him in adventures which distressed him and which he tried to conceal from those around him. His pupils suspected nothing and praised the integrity of his life. “Shame”, he writes, “always restrained me within certain limits and when, during my life at Glarus, I did wrong, I did it so secretly that even my intimates noticed practically nothing.” This double life and compromised reputation weighed terribly on an essentially upright man, such as Ulrich was. He endeavoured to limit the disorders by avoiding at least adultery: “My principle was to inflict no injury on any marriage (for, as Isaiah says, the blanket of the conjugal bed is not wide enough to cover two men) and not to dishonour any virgin nor any nun. … I can call to witness all those among whom I have lived.” Nevertheless, his situation left him morally torn asunder. What company were the frivolous and flighty girls of a small town for this son of the pious Margaret Meili, for the humanist entranced by sublime sentiments! Thus he could love only without true love.


Hence in 1515 he took the decision to remain absolutely aloof from the other sex, for, he wrote on December 15, 1518, “Paul said that it is good not to touch women”. At Glarus, by his own confession, he remained faithful to his oath for six months. After his transference to Einsiedeln, he kept his resolution for yet another year, then lapsed from grace. But the casual girl friend who then began to spread everywhere the news of their attachment was not at all, as she asserted, the daughter of a magistrate, still less a virgin seduced by him. For two years, on account of her misconduct, she had been expelled from her home by her worthy father, a barber by trade. The wrongdoing of Ulrich was serious: was it inexcusable? At Einsiedeln the confessional revealed to him that hundreds, even thousands of priests were quite incapable of maintaining chastity.


If we take into account these confessions, the aberrations of the priest of Glarus arouse pity rather than contempt. Since marriage was forbidden him by ecclesiastical law, he wrestled with himself in the attempt to keep an inhuman rule of life. Before accusing the men who made this rule, he blames himself and condemns his own weakness. These secret struggles disclosed to him his miserable lack of will power. God alone, beholding his wretchedness, can help him. A great longing for purity and forgiveness now dwells in his soul. His piety is deepened in the struggle: “I have fallen again and am become like the dog of which the Apostle Peter speaks, returning to his own vomit”, he groans.


Troubles of conscience are often a weapon which God uses to master a soul. The inner struggle of Zwingli in his presbytery recalls that of St. Augustine in the garden of Milan, but it is resolved in a different way. Whereas the 4th-century saint sternly cast out Adeodatus’ mother, who had been his nameless companion for fourteen years, Zwingli was eventually to reach the conclusion—in the light of Scripture and the Fathers—that the celibacy of the priesthood is a human invention which arbitrarily excludes the normal solution of an honest marriage. But before reaching such a revolutionary decision, the unhappy man passed through a long period of moral torment which delivered him from superficiality and cast him down shattered at the feet of Christ the Saviour.


Concurrently with the struggle against the demands of his sexuality, the political life of Switzerland worried the young priest. Everything would suggest that the early years of his ministry at Glarus were spent harmoniously. A great bond of affection united Ulrich to his parishioners. For them he sang the mass with devotion. The memory has been preserved of the procession which on June 29, 1516, the feast day of St. Peter and St. Paul, he led around the church, after an extremely wet spring, in order to implore Heaven for some sunny weather: the chronicler tells us that “suddenly fine weather came, whereas previously it had persistently held off”.


From 1512 the Italian wars cast a painful shadow over the presbytery. Pope Julius II, a temporal rather than a spiritual prince, aspired to bring the whole of Italy under his domination. In 1509, thanks to the French king, Louis XII, he had recovered Ravenna from the Venetians, but then he quarrelled with France. The Swiss became necessary for his victories. In 1512, an important contingent of mercenaries from Glarus contributed to the triumph at Pavia. It is not certain that Zwingli was on this occasion among the soldiers. On the other hand, his presence is attested at Novara (1513) and at Marignano (1515) by his friend and successor Bullinger.


The pope paid his troops rather meanly: for the expedition of 1512 no more than a gold florin per man. Pillage was the legitimate means by which the men made up their pay. In a long letter describing the battle of Pavia, Zwingli—although it is not possible to decide whether he was the eyewitness of the facts reported—gives an account of the eulogies bestowed on the Confederate troops by the town which they had liberated from the French: preachers described them as “a people of God who had punished the enemies of the Bride of Christ”, preluding thus the praises of Julius II who awarded the Confederates the title of “liberators of the Church”, giving them the right to put on their blazon if they so desired the Cross of Christ or an image of the Risen Christ. At that time Ulrich was absolutely in agreement with an expedition which seemed to be justified by its success. In June 1513 the Battle of Novara was likewise settled by a French defeat. Zwingli found that, on the recommendation of Cardinal Schinner, he had been granted a yearly pension of fifty florins. Should not those who encouraged the Swiss to fight for the pope and his allies be rewarded? On September 8, 1515, the chaplain from Glarus, preaching at Monza to the assembled Swiss contingents, exhorted them to remain united and to do their duty without flinching. His exhortation was little heeded: the Bernese, together with those contingents from the Valais, Fribourg, and Solothurn, yielding to the offers of peace made by the new French king, Francis I, withdrew. Thus the men from Schwyz, Uri, Glarus and Zug were left alone to fight an enemy superior in numbers. Soon, ten thousand dead were strewn over the ground, while fifteen hundred wounded crowded the hospitals of Milan. For the first time in their history the Swiss were cruelly beaten. A wave of indignation and sorrow broke over the whole country.


At Monza, Zwingli had spoken as an advocate of the papacy. Now, these thousands of corpses began to haunt his mind and imagination. If he bore a grudge against Francis I, whose crafty distribution of gold had divided the Swiss, how should he not also examine his own conscience, face to face with the man whom history was to dub “the booted pope”? In 1516 Erasmus published the Institutio Principis Christiani—a treatise on the education of a Christian prince—and in it the writer expressed his horror of war. In his copy of the Adages of the same author, which appeared in 1515, Zwingli has underlined texts denouncing affairs with which he was concerned: “Is war anything but the mass murder of the many?” “Why should I deliver up this flowering youth to every kind of evil?” “Leo will earn more true glory if he restores peace to the world than Julius has earned in the whole world through so many wars. …” Meditating on this book in new-found calm, atrocious memories passed before his eyes: bloody corpses covering the Milanese plain under the rays of the splendid September sun, canals choked by dead horses. Was it right and normal for a prince of the Church, a successor of St. Peter, to unleash such massacres?


While he was thus tormented by a twofold source of anxiety, Zwingli discovered the Fathers of the Church and the Bible, and with them the path which was to make of him the founder of a church deeply transformed. From his student days he had retained a taste for literature. His correspondence—the first known letter addressed to him dates from 1510—shows him on the look out for new publications. Humanist friends keep him informed of recently published books. Thanks to printing, the ancient world lived again, and rescued the epoch from barbarism. Glareanus, a benevolent purchaser, sent him in 1511 a volume of Aristotle, while in 1513 Vadian praised him for harnessing himself to the study of Greek: “I rejoice with all my heart”, he wrote to him, “that now the Muses are treading our mountains too.” From 1515, with the help of the fifty papal florins, his purchases of printed volumes increased.


Oscar Farner, by a minute graphological examination of many marginal notes, has established that in 1516, when he left Glarus, Zwingli’s library included works of Aristotle, Augustine, Cicero, Cyril of Alexandria, Demosthenes, Lefèvre d’Etaples, Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa, Jerome, Origen, Pico della Mirandola, Pliny, Plutarch, Valerius Maximus, and several volumes of Erasmus. In this very Renaissance collection, a folio of Duns Scotus and the Sentences of Peter Lombard seem strangely out of place. Another friend of Zwingli, Beatus Rhenanus, who from 1511 was established at Basle where he worked for several printers, furnished him with works of Erasmus. This illustrious writer did not yet live on the banks of the Rhine, where, from 1513, Froben published his writings. The priest of Glarus passionately admired this prince of lettered men. For was he not restoring to the Church the lost treasures of the Fathers? Did he not publish the original text of the New Testament? Was he not courageously criticizing the abuses which afflicted the Church of Jesus Christ?


In the evolution of Zwingli one may note a phase, lasting from about 1514 to 1519, which was dominated by the influence of Erasmus. The poem entitled Jesus’ Lament to Mankind, in which the Saviour complains that believers seek elsewhere than in Himself those good things which He alone can give them, made a profound impression on Ulrich. But the palm must be accorded to the Greek text of the New Testament which came from the press in 1516. Zwingli, convinced that divine truth is contained in Holy Scripture—a conviction which he certainly owed to the influence of Erasmus—began to copy out the letters of Paul.


There is nothing so moving as to study the traces of a piece of keen research. The old folio volumes, covered with marginal notes, evoke for us the mornings and evenings when this man, avid for truth, pursued his passionate quest. Walther Köhler, with a historian’s zeal equalling—mutatis mutandis—the reformer’s own, has investigated the inscriptions and has assembled the essentials in a work which is still in course of publication.1 The four sections which were published between 1937 and 1941 show Zwingli getting to grips with the Epistles and the Fathers and using for the understanding of St. Paul what Jerome, Ambrose, Origen and others can teach him. The texts which have been brought to light do not all date from the period of his work at Glarus; the study is pursued from the end of 1516 at Einsiedeln and from 1519 at Zürich. An ingenious scholar of the 19th century, Usteri, has called attention to a noticeable development in the handwriting: the shape of the d’s differs, a fact which enables us to classify chronologically (with a greater or lesser degree of accuracy, of course) the glosses of Zwingli. The latter cannot be compared with the commentaries which Luther at the same time was expounding to the students of Wittenberg. A gulf separates the clearly formulated teaching of the drofessor from the gropings of the student. The Vicar of Glarus is trying to see things clearly and for that purpose uses such help as he may. Sometimes, but rarely, a personal observation expresses his conclusion, such as that cry written in the margin of Augustine’s City of God: “Ah, God! if only Adam had eaten a pear!”


Usually it is indirectly, through the patristic texts copied out opposite the difficult Biblical passages, that the direction of his mind becomes apparent. As Köhler points out, the keys which he used to discover the meaning of the Epistles are not those which Augustine supplied to Luther at the same time; the guide here is rather Erasmus accompanied by the cohort of his favourite Fathers. The Bible of Zwingli is the Bible of humanism.


This conclusion explains from far back the independence of attitude which the Swiss reformer was later to display towards the reformer of Saxony (Luther). The relations of the two theologians were not those of disciple and master. The path of development followed by Ulrich was truly original. If, from 1519, he began to know and to read Luther, the bases of his conviction had already been established. He openly proclaimed at a date when he had already deviated from Erasmus that the latter had marked out the path for him; in the immense effort to achieve a renewal of life, the German monk was neither the first nor the only one.


The influence of Erasmus on Zwingli was indisputably prior in date. We have seen the admiration which the priest of Glarus, lost amid the mountain peaks, pledged to the prince of letters. In 1514 he dedicated to him a dialogue, the text of which is lost. In the spring of 1515, the opportunity came his way of meeting the author of the Praise of Folly. We can imagine the sentiments which filled his heart on this first contact from the letter of fervent gratitude which, on his return to the presbytery, he penned on April 29: “It was an extraordinary proof of your kindness”, he wrote, “that you were not ashamed of a man so small and so unskilled in letters.” Canon Cristiani accused Zwingli on this occasion of “handling the censer with admirable persistence”. But is not this to forget the glow of brilliance which at that time surrounded Erasmus, who was eighteen years older than his correspondent, and the sort of ecstasy which seized the apprentice writer when a master of the pen deigned for the first time to show an interest in him? Are not enthusiasm and gratitude in a young man the intimation of humility?


The bond formed by reading, correspondence and the conversations of Basle was maintained for ten years. From 1519, reservations began to appear. But Zwingli never denied his debt to Erasmus. When the storm burst over the De Servo Arbitrio, he appreciated at once the damage that would be caused by this quarrel with Luther, and deplored it. He foresaw the harshness and bitterness that would mark the conflict. “The one will not have confronting him gentle souls like Budé and Lefèvre d’Etaples, nor will the other have orphan pupils such as Latomus or fools like Eck”, he confided with deep anxiety to his friend Beatus Rhenanus







	1	.	This admirable effort, which was interrupted by the war and by death, is to be continued.
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