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‘Marbach grew up in the shadow of a Titan and was subjected by it. A man of the
second generation, he inherited ideas that were already fixed and assimilated only one
thought, that of Luther’:* this slighting judgment by Henri Strohl concerns a figure who
for more than thirty years following the exile of Martin Bucer was to play a dominant role
within the Strasbourg church and whose work paved the way for the eventual alignment
of the city with the settlement outlined in the Formula of Concord, a matter officially
confirmed some seventeen years after his death through the promulgation of the church
order of 1598. Seen in the light of this subsequent debate, it has been customary to regard
the accommodation to Lutheran orthodoxy as a linear development from the time of the
Augsburg Interim. It is argued that taking advantage of the weakened situation of the
‘reformed” group, Marbach used his influence as leader of the *Kirchenkonvent’ to
reorganize the church according to the model suggested by his student days in
Wittenberg. The view that the pastors had thus abandoned the tradition of Bucer was first
given expression in the early 1560’s at the time of his controversy with Girolamo Zanchi,
an exile theologian whose sympathy with the teaching of the Zurich fathers was well
established. Later developed by Johann Sturm and the teaching staff at the Academy, this
version of events became standard form after Timotheus Réherich’s classic history of the
reform movement in Strasbourg.?

This “black legend’ concerning the activity of Marbach went largely unchallenged
until the late nineteenth century when Wilhelm Horning took up his pen against the
proponents of an evangelical union.® In a series of almost forty biographical sketches
published over the course of little more than ten years, the author sought to demonstrate
the creative achievement of the orthodox tradition in Alsace. While leaving much to be
desired at a scholarly level, it is in the light of this research that historians have come to
provide a more sympathetic evaluation of Marbach’s role in the church. In the opinion of
Johann Adam, whose work remains as standard for the period, ‘the accommodation of
Strasbourg to the Lutheran tradition did not begin, as has often been assumed, with
Marbach; its origins are rather to be sought with Bucer at the time of the Wittenberg
Concord’.* This stress on the continuity of the reform over the course of several
generations has been the subject of a valuable doctoral dissertation by Lorna Abray.”> In
general it may be felt that the current trend of historical research is to deny any radical
breach between the work of the early preachers and that of their successors; the seeds of
orthodoxy are rather to be seen in the need to build up the outward structures of the
church in response to the changing pressures of the day.
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Unfortunately, this analysis leaves open the problem of the theological orientation
of Marbach’s ministry, which was largely dictated by the developing confessional
situation within the Empire.® In this context the decade of the 1550°s was of crucial
importance. The common ground for the evangelical movement was provided by the
Confessio Augustana, together with the attendant documents that were accepted as the
apologetic basis of the church. The question at issue concerned its interpretation; whether
in the sense of Melanchthon as an open profession of faith which could bear the reformed
understanding, or in the exclusivist manner that was to be the hall-mark of later
orthodoxy. While the Philippist party remained dominant throughout this period, at least
from the time of the break-up of the Colloguy of Worms in 1557 it was evident that unity
could only be achieved where there was a genuine agreement over doctrine. The events
which followed the introduction of a reformed settlement in the Palatinate after the
Heidelberg Disputation of 1559 were to show that such agreement was no longer
possible.” It was then that the way stood open for the various initiatives that were to lead
to the establishment of the Formula of Concord.

This then should be seen as a period of transition, one during which the eventual
character of the orthodox settlement came to be defined. It is precisely for this reason
that Marbach’s attitude at the time merits close scrutiny. A pupil and disciple of Luther,
he was yet primarily concerned with the pastoral ministry and only took stance on the
problems that divided the church with some reluctance. Yet if a theologian of no great
distinction, he was in close contact with most of the leading churchmen of the day and his
work well reflected the growing need to obtain a consensus within the movement.® It
was the bitter controversy with Zanchi that constituted a turning point for Marbach and
led to his rejection of the Philippist position in favor of a closer connection with the
orthodox camp. It is the purpose of this paper to suggest how this change came about and
how it was to reflect on Marbach’s understanding of Luther and his continuing role
within the church.

The connection with Strasbourg began in 1536, when as a fifteen year old
Marbach left his native Lindau on the Bodensee to study at the feet of Jacob Bedrott, at
the time the most famed of the humanist pedagogues in the city.” While there is no
evidence of any direct contact with the preachers, the decision to further his education by
moving to Wittenberg in the spring of 1539 was in full accord with the policy of Bucer
since the time of the Concord. It was during the following two years, which he spent as a
paying guest in the house of Martin Luther, that Marbach received the bulk of his
theological training. Greatly indebted to the teaching of Melanchthon, whom he ever
continued to regard as his main preceptor, after obtaining his master’s degree in 1540, the
young man’s attention came to be exclusively directed to the study of scripture. Aside
from Luther’s own lectures on Genesis, he attended courses by Caspar Cruciger and
Johann Bugenhagen, at whose hands he was ordained to serve the diaconate at Jena the
following year. This abrupt entry into the pastoral ministry when still only twenty years
old severely limited both the time and opportunity for the continuation of his studies.

It was the awareness of this problem that led Marbach to take up residence in the
home of the noted hebraist, Paul Fagius, who at the time was acting as pastor to the
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church at Isny.’® Named as the latter’s successor, he was granted a six month period of
grace to return to Wittenberg, where on 16"™ February 1543 he defended a thesis
proposed by Luther on the jurisdiction of bishops in council and was raised to the title of
doctor of theology. It has often been noted that Melanchthon was far from satisfied with
the educational level attained by his pupil; in a letter to his friend Camerarius, he noted
that “for my part | could have wished him to have remained longer in the school’.** More
to the point, however, was the letter of attestation sent by Luther to the council at Isny,
where their future preacher’s diligence in the study of scripture and the early history of
the church was clearly underlined.**> Here was the primary qualification for the pastoral
office.

Like many of his contemporaries, Marbach began his ministry in conflict with the
civil authority. Shortly after his arrival at the end of March, the young pastor began to
modify the practice and ceremonies of the church in conformity with his experience in
Wittenberg.’*  Although the resulting row was settled by the good offices of Paul Fagius,
who would seem to have prevailed on his successor to proceed with greater discretion,
further trouble arose in February 1545 as a result of a sermon on the power of the keys.
Warned by the Magistrate to avoid treating such matters in future, Marbach replied by
offering his resignation; the question at issue concerned not only the church’s spiritual
jurisdiction but also the doctrine of repentance and on such points he was obliged in
conscience to hold forth. Determined to defend what he took as fundamental to the
evangelical ministry, at no time had Marbach ventured into polemic against the
‘reformed” or Zwinglian group within the town, a point that Ambrose Blaurer was at
pains to emphasize in a letter to the Zurich Antistes.** This attitude of moderation was to
be characteristic of his work during the following decade.

Presented with a number of alternative callings, Marbach opted to return to
Strasbourg, where he was appointed by Bucer to take charge of the parish of St. Nicholas.
A man of some considerable energy and an undoubted gift for organization, his active
support for the campaign of the pastors to build up a voluntary system of discipline did
much to ensure his rise to a position of prominence.”® Yet it was the crisis introduced by
the Augsburg Interim that was to prove the determining point of his career.’® The
eventual expulsion of Bucer and Fagius served to place in a new light the latent tension
with the civil power. Aside from the sense that the Magistrate had failed in its primary
responsibility to ensure the promotion of the Gospel, the settlement agreed with the
Bishop showed up many of the institutional problems inherent within the informal and
parochially based church order of the 1530ts. While the absence of an independent
authority in the church was acceptable as long as the work of the preachers was officially
approved, this principle could not allow for even a partial restoration of the old order.
The open and public celebration of the Mass was seen as a direct challenge to the
evangelical ministry and as such it called for a united response. After the death of Caspar
Hedio during the plague of 1552, it was on Johann Marbach that the main burden of this
work was to fall.

The following decade was largely dominated by the repeated efforts of the
Kirchenkonvent to secure the abolition of the *Antichristian Interim’. In August 1554 the
preachers presented an ultimatum to the Magistrate by threatening to resign their office
forthwith unless action were taken to ban the catholic rite. While an open conflict was
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averted through the intercession of the Basel Antistes, Simon Sulzer, the problem was
again raised after the Pacification of Augsburg, which it was claimed had removed any
obligation to abide by the Interim settlement. Yet the attitude of the civil authority was
rather more cautious; determined to avoid any action that might have placed at jeopardy
the political security of the town, they opted to play for time. It was only after the expiry
of a guaranteed safe-conduct for the catholic clergy had led to a “de facto’ abolition of the
Mass that the full restoration of evangelical worship was allowed in 1561. It is important,
however, to note that with the single exception of the pastor of St. Thomas, Bat Gerung,
who in a ‘Ratpredigt’ opposed the campaign of Marbach as an unwarranted intrusion in
the affairs of civil government, this debate was never conducted at a theoretical level.
While refusing to accede to the demands of the preachers on the grounds of expediency,
the Magistrate never seriously questioned the legitimacy of their case.

The effort to produce a uniform system of practice and discipline, something
which could bear witness to a consensus within the evangelical movement, was to
provide the positive aspect of Marbach’s ministry at the time. The principal means of
achieving this end at village level was that of the annual visitation, a practice which was
revived after a five year interlude occasioned by the Schmalkaldic war. Designed to root
out sectarian dissent, the long visitation reports also provide evidence of a consistent
attempt to improve the moral and catechetical standards of the laity.”  Yet a similar
success was not to be enjoyed in the town itself, where the abortive attempt to conduct a
visitation in 1553 only revealed the strong opposition to any restored form of clerical
control. The final authority in all matters pertaining to the church remained with the lay
commission of Kirchenpfleger, three of whom were appointed by the Magistrate to each
of the seven parishes. Meanwhile problems of moral conduct were handled before the
marriage court, an institution that had been set up after the model of Zurich.*®* While the
advice of the clergy on such questions as the appointment of new ministers or the
arrangement of divine service might be accepted as a matter of form the absence of any
independent scope for action was a major limitation on the pastoral ministry.

As had been the case at the time of Bucer, conformity within the Strasbourg
church could only be obtained at the level of consent and it is for this reason that the
central element in the “Kirchenpolitik’ of Marbach is to be seen in his management of the
Convent of Pastors. It was at the instigation of the new president that the decision was
made to record the protocall of debate in order to avoid future dissension and quarrels’.*®
Although a definitive form of organization was not attained until 1576, it is clear that
from the outset Marbach was determined to impose a greater degree of institutional
coherence. The informal meetings of the executive committee created by Bucer in the
1540’s were thus established on a more regular footing; aside from undertaking a form of
censorship over theological literature, it was here that the various submissions of the
pastoral corps were first drawn up, documents which were then presented for approval at
a full session of the Convent. Consensus in matters of doctrine was guarded by the
requirement that all new members of the assembly subscribe to the confession presented
on the city’s behalf at the reconvened Council of Trent. Opinions that were found to be
contrary to the Confessio Augustana were not admitted for discussion.

It was by means of his influence on the Kirchenkonvent that Marbach was able to
achieve a certain uniformity of practice within the church.?’ Based largely on the form of
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worship established in his own parish of St. Nicholas?!, he drew up a formal Agenda for
submission to the Magistrate in the summer of 1553. The preface to this document
clearly underlined the importance of providing a visible expression of unity within the
evangelical movement. Apart from the Strasbourg tradition, the main source for this
work was provided by the recent church order of Wurttemberg, though the influence of
Osiander’s Brandenburg-Nurnberg rite of 1533 was also in evidence. While granted no
official recognition, a revised form of this Agenda was approved by the other pastors and
presented at the Colloguy of Worms as the common practice of the church. Thus
established on an informal basis during the 1550’s, this rite came to provide the
foundation for the eventual church order of 1598.

The influence of Marbach’s training in Saxony was most clearly evident in those
areas where he sought to modify the received practice of the church. The restoration of
images as an aid to devotion, the revived use of the litany and the reintroduction of organ
and choral music during divine service, all constituted a notable departure from the
liturgical style established in the early days of the reform. Most important in this respect
was the use of auricular confession, a practice introduced in the parish of St. Nicholas
with a view to providing a more direct supervision of the laity in preparation for the
Lord’s Supper.?? It was likewise a practical consideration that lay behind the
introduction of Luther’s Shorter Catechism as the norm of instruction within the church;
while not to deny the merits of the earlier works compiled by Bucer and Capito, they
lacked the quality of simple clarity evident in the presentation of Luther.

All this is to overlook the most direct and arguably the most important aspect of
Luther’ s influence on the younger man. Shortly after being appointed as successor to
Caspar Hedio, Marbach was called by Jacob Sturm to take over responsibility for the
training of ordinands. Granted that a form of seminary already existed in the so-called
Collegium Praedicatorum, here the students were given no practical guidance in the
exercise of the ministry. Acting on the basis of his own experience in Wittenberg,
Marbach began to receive an average of nine or ten students into his own home, where
over a period ranging from anything up to two years they were provided with a grounding
in the duties of the pastoral office. Aside from a regular attendance at lectures and
sermons, the ordinands were called to take evening prayer and to preach in some of the
neighboring villages at week-ends. Writing almost twenty years later at the time of his
row with the Rector over the control of the Academy, Marbach was proud to recall the
names of some hundred pastors who had thus passed under his roof.*® With few
exceptions men of little note, these figures were yet to prove the seed of the Lutheran
church both in Alsace and in the adjoining territories across the Rhine.

In turning to look at the theology of Marbach the problem of source material is
immediately apparent. Aside from a short book of instruction for confirmands, his first
published work, which was a collection of sermons on the Ascension, only appeared after
the row with Zanchi had placed the confessional issue in a new light.** Appointed to
lecture on the New Testament soon after his arrival in Strasbourg, it is unfortunate that
the only surviving evidence of this work is an incomplete transcription by one of his
students, Martin Crusius.”® While reference can also be made to a number of occasional
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pieces, the recorded version of a disputation with the anabaptist leaders and an important
collection of sermons against the errors of Caspar Schwenckfeld, it was only in the light
of his subsequent contact with such figures as Johann Brenz and Matthias Flacius
lllyricus that Marbach came to take stance on the controversial issues of the day.?’

How then is his earlier work to be understood? In terms of presentation the
lectures on the Gospels of Matthew and John followed closely the pattern common to the
Strasbourg school; starting with a brief treatment of the exegetical points, the
commentator then turned to provide an analysis of the major ‘loci’ arising out of the
text.?® Yet if this is to suggest that there was a strong dogmatic orientation to his work, it
should be noted that the polemic element was almost totally absent. In discussing the
doctrine of the eucharist, Marbach was careful to emphasize that his understanding of the
real presence was not meant to prejudice any other church where the Gospel was sincerely
preached; the treatment of Christology was limited to the claim that the scriptural account
of the Ascension in no way belied the Lutheran doctrine of the sacrament?® His
grounding debt to Melanchthon was most clearly revealed in the insistence that
predestination and soteriology should only be handled ‘a posteriori’, starting with the
condition of man ‘coram Deo’, rather than as a logical deduction from first principles.*°
It was as a complement to this work that one of the other pastors, Ludwig Rabus,
undertook a ground course in dogmatics based on the ‘Loci’ of Melanchthon.®*

A stress on the binding nature of the external ministry, the preaching to
repentance and the administration of the sacraments, was to provide a constant element of
Marbach’s theology. Most clearly this was revealed in terms of his refutation of
Schwenckfeld, a series of seven sermons delivered at St. Nicholas in the spring of 1556
after a member of the sect had disrupted divine service with a virulent attack on the
pastors. Although the Silesian’s basic error concerned his teaching on the humanity of
Christ, Marbach directed the bulk of his attention to the problem of ecclesiology.** As
the channel of divine grace, the external ministry of word and sacrament were essential to
the being of the church and it was this which the Spiritualists undermined by denying any
necessary connection between the inner and the outer word. This point, which had also
been the hall-mark of the theology of Bucer, was the repeated emphasis of Marbach’s
work during the 1550’s; it provided the basis of his critique of the reformed party in the
school.

It had been clear that points of difference existed between the two men since the
time of Girolamo Zanchi’ s arrival in Strasbourg as an exile from Lucca in 1553. Hardly
had they met over dinner in the house of Johann Sturm than trouble arose when Zanchi
denied any Scriptural evidence for the claim that the Pope should be seen as the final
Antichrist. Moreover, in his inaugural lecture delivered some several weeks later, the
Italian insisted that it was the duty of the theologian to expound the scriptures freely
according to conscience: ‘if a matter were better revealed to Augustine then let Jerome be
silent: by the same score, if on some point Calvin taught in better conformity with
Scripture than Luther, then let Luther be silent and let Calvin speak’.®*® Even though
eventually obliged to sign the Confessio Augustana as the condition of his continued
residence in the city, this attitude of critical detachment towards the fathers of the reform
was to place Zanchi at constant loggerheads with the pastoral corps. After a controversial
course of lectures delivered at the time of the Colloquy of Worms, an occasion which he
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used to denounce the teaching of certain theologians on the question of ubiquity, he had
been warned by the Scholarchs to refrain from treating any matter which might reflect on
the confessional standing of the city. Nonetheless, the gradually worsening situation in
Heidelberg, a situation in which the authority of Melanchthon seemed to side more and
more with the reformed party, made the eventual outbreak of controversy inevitable.*

Following complaints from a number of his students that Zanchi had again
challenged the authority of Luther on the question of eschatology and that his teaching on
election and the perseverance of the saints tended to belie the evangelical conception of
‘simul justus, simul peccator’, Marbach again raised the matter with the school authorities
with the result that the Italian’s lectures were suspended ‘sine die’. Despite various
attempts at mediation on the part of the Chapter of St. Thomas, of which both men were
canons, this row continued to divide church and school for the best part of two years until
finally settled through the intervention of the Duke of Wirttemberg. Leaving aside the
question of the end of time, which it was conceded did not constitute an article of faith, in
March 1563 Jacob Andreae and Simon Sulzer drew up a formula of consensus for the
Strasbourg church on the outstanding issues of election and the eucharist.>®>  While
careful not to give judgment to either party, this formula laid down guidelines for the
teaching of theology which Zanchi and his friends in Switzerland found difficult to
accept: prepared to sign the document under duress, he yet resigned his chair and departed
to take charge of the small church at Chiavenna later that year.

The importance of this controversy in clarifying the area of disagreement over the
related issues of election and perseverance has long been recognized and need not
concern us here.*® Significant, however, is the way in which these events helped to
define the orthodox understanding of Luther and his role in relation to the church. The
attempt to maintain a consensus according to the Confessio Augustana had been thwarted
by the divergent interpretation presented by the Italian. It was here that Marbach
advanced the claim that the confession should only be understood in the light of the
teaching and practice of Luther.*” This move to delimit the doctrinal basis of the church
according to the views of the Wittenberg reformer led to a clear breach with the Philippist
position, the tendency of which was to emphasize the essential unity of the reform. The
precondition for the subsequent development of Lutheran orthodoxy, it is important to
note that this was the result rather than the cause of the divisions in the Strasbourg
church. Thus it was the need to defend what was taken as fundamental, namely the role of
the evangelical ministry, that led to the assertion of Luther’s own authority as ‘Doctor
Evangelicus’.

The influence of Luther on the Strasbourg church was largely mediated through
the work of Johann Marbach and it is for this reason that the latter’s debt to the
Wittenberg reformer has formed the central element of this paper. It is clear that
Marbach’s conception of the evangelical ministry was acquired during his brief student
days and remained a dominant feature throughout his subsequent career. Yet this was
also conditioned by his practical experience as a pastor, something which provided for an
eclectic dimension to his work. Regarded in these terms there were still grounds to
assume that the evangelical movement constituted a basic unity. This illusion was finally
destroyed by the Zanchi controversy, when Marbach came to realize that the rationalizing
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tendency of reformed theology provided as serious a threat to the church as the sectarian
groups. The effort to isolate this challenge led to a deeper appreciation of Luther's own
theology and of his unique position as the guardian of the faith. This change was to be of
fundamental importance for the emergence of the confessionally based churches in the
latter part of the sixteenth century.
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