“And The Devil Laughed Hard”

Reponses to the Reformation by German Anabaptists

Directions: In the mid 1530s, as the Reformation spread from Wittenberg, Germany throughout Northern Europe, certain groups of Protestants took the words and teachings of Luther and adapted it to their own kingdoms. Such is the case of the Kingdom of Münster in modern-day Germany. Using the scholarly source, A Tale of Two Convents: Nuns and Anabaptists in Münster, I533-I535 by D. Jonathan Grieser at the University of the South (1992) answer the questions below. 

By February 1534, Anabaptism reigned supreme in the Kingdom of Münster. Since the mid 1000s, there had been two convents (nunneries) established, Überwasser and Niesing. Because of size restrictions, each nun wishing to enter life in the convent had to prove the nobility of her family tree. Überwasser was the more “upper-class” convent, reserved for the wealthier and more well-to-to, while Niesing remained a convent of “lower rung” status. 
During the uprising of 1525 that aimed at “removing” Catholic dominance and replacing it with a more lenient Protestant one Niesing came under attack from the townsfolk. The author writes the following:

“At issue was economic competition between the nuns and the Gesamtgilde (“Total Guild”). The nuns relied on weaving to supplement their income, bringing them into direct economic conflict with Münster merchants involved in the cloth trade. During the insurrection, the rebels demanded that the convent turn over its eleven spinning wheels to the city council. The sisters agreed, but the wheels were later returned to them in accordance with the bishop's demand. This experience may have colored the nuns' response to the religious conflicts of the 1530s.”
1. When attacking Niesing, why demand a surrender of its cloth business, rather than just shut it down on religious grounds? (HINT: Remember the pervasive nature of Catholicism in all aspects of life…)
Überwasser was attacked with more “Reformation” intent. 

“The reforming party sought to install a reformed pastor in the Überwasser church who would ‘preach the word of God purely and clearly.’"

Yet, the nuns continued to attend the Church, “with the grace of God”. It is noted that the nuns “sang German psalms antiphonally (traditional songs and chants) with the congregation, repeating as a refrain Psalm 124:7,"The snare is broken and we have escaped" (RSV).
In the years prior to the “revolution”, notably by the year 1532, Protestant ministers were sent to Münster to help unseat the Catholic dominance. Yet, many felt that the problem was not yet remedied. Protestantism, as it then existed, was not much better:
“On January 4, [1534], a group of women forced their way into the city council, seeking to get rid of the Lutheran minister, Fabricius Johann von der Wyck, who had been brought in from Hesse (a city in Western Germany) at the urging of Münster’s important neighbor, the Protestant [prince] Phillip of Hesse.…Complaints against the Hessian Lutheran included not only his theology, but also his manner of speaking and his difficulty with the local dialect. When the councilors refused to accede to their demands, the women ridiculed them, called them papists, and threatened their eternal punishment.”
2. Much has been made of the lack of role for women in Renaissance society. In your own words, restate the event(s) that happened on January 4 and 5, 1535, and describe why it’s significant. 
3. Why is it significant that they complained about von der Wyck’s lack of local dialect when speaking from the pulpit?

The author goes on to state:

“The presence in the convent of these reform-minded and later Anabaptist nuns created grave problems for the abbess (the Head Nun at the convent, named Ida). Ida attempts to deal with this situation are revealed in her correspondence with Bishop Franz von Waldeck. Although Ida paints as rosy a picture as possible of life within the convent, the increasing ungovernability of her nuns becomes apparent as she asks Franz for advice. 
In a letter dated January 10, 1534, Ida reports that some of her charges had abandoned the habit (the typical headwear of a nun), regularly left the convent to attend sermons, and refused to return unless she promised to allow them free passage in and out of the convent walls.”
4. This is a big deal. What is happening inside of the walls of the convent, more so than just nuns forgetting to wear their habit?
The author goes on to explain that, 

“Her own position was threatened by increasingly radical demands from the laity as well as what appears to have become a full-blown insurrection among her nuns. Yet she admits her reluctance to appeal for the bishop's intervention. Her attitude becomes explicable in light of the convent's abiding concern for its independence vis-à-vis its titular religious overlord.”
The Bishop of the region had to finally intervene. And he did so by calling on the parents of the nuns to “correct” their daughters. The response of the nuns is the following:
“‘Go back to your homes,’ they said, ‘You are not our parents, you who threw us into this place of death by your neglect of the parental office, who handed us over to be burned by the eternal fires. We have chosen an honest life for ourselves and have been accepted by God.’”
5. Again…a HUGE DEAL. When the nuns attack their parents for “neglect of the parental office”, to what are they referring? (HINT: Remember why most young girls became nuns…)
The story continues that the Bishop revealed that God had blessed him with a prophecy: that God would destroy the convents at midnight the next day. Crowds gathered to watch the destruction of the convents, and when they remained in tact, well after the “midnight deadline”, the schism between Catholicism and Protestantism became more entrenched. 

6. Remember that many are mad at the Church for its creation of “miracles” for profit. Remember the words from Piers the Ploughman: “[A]nd they divide the proceeds between them – money which, but for them, would go to the poor of the parish.” Foreshadow: What effect do you think this “lack of convent destruction will have on the presence of the Catholic Church in Münster?
The author states that,

“Abbess Ida abandoned the convent and the city in the company of two other nuns on February 27, leaving the rebellious nuns to seek out their own fates in the newly Anabaptist city. Ida's behavior during this period is telling. Even under the duress of the last weeks before the final Anabaptist rise to power, her letters show her reluctance to ask for the bishop's intervention. She does not reveal the true conditions within the convent until absolutely necessary. She shows remarkable independence in rejecting the bishop's advice and relative moderation in her actions towards the rebellious nuns. In short, her behavior seems to have been oriented towards preserving the convent's independence from the bishop, and her own position as abbess against both the bishop and the rebellious nuns.”
Similar “religious reforms” were sought, and found success, in the cross-town convent of Niesing. Originally, at demands that the nuns “demolish their house in the garden” (meaning, “Move out! Cuz we’re gonna destroy the convent!), members of the convent resisted, and Überwasser nuns were brought in to convince the hesitant:
“‘The people and the nuns surrounded our mother and strongly urged her and some of our sisters that they should give themselves to baptism.’”

Eventually, all of the Niesing nuns fled the city. By 1535, the convent was destroyed. 
Heinrich Groesbeck, a prominent Anabaptist at the time, and observer of the Münster Revolution, writes the following about the Überwasser Convent:
"In Überwasser was a [convent] of virgins, who were noble, and a parish church. There remained three or four nuns, who had stayed in the city, and a man from Coesfeld, who administered the convent." 
7. But other accounts state that the nuns fled! Well, in the years after the “Revolution” many of the nuns returned. Why do you think this was so?
8. Furthermore, under “whom” were the nuns living when they reentered the convent? What more does this say about the so-called “Revolution”?

Records from 1546 attest that the Überwasser Convent was thriving. Some of the nuns returned, some “reformed” nuns adopted Anabaptism, yet continued to be financially-sponsored by the convent. Some died in the battle to destroy the convent in Niesing. The “Revolution” was complete by 1535, and attempts to rebuild Münster with Anabaptist rule varied considerably. One of the Anabaptist elite, John of Leiden even mandated the practice of polygamy, further stating that no single woman could, or should, refuse marriage. Some saw it as a sign of the depravity of the Anabaptists, but in truth, it was a social and political move to both spread the Anabaptist lifestyle and also keep every woman in the control and presence of a man, something that became a large focus after the success of the “reformed” nuns…
9. CONCLUSION: The story of the Münster convents is fascinating, as 1) it details the struggles of the spread of Protestantism, and 2) it involves women! Yet, in closing, the author states, 
“… [W]e must begin to view women as participants as well as victims. We must also begin to view the women of Münster as more than wives, locked into an ever more oppressive patriarchy.”

As seen in Münster, how were women both “participants” and “victims” in the Protestant Reformation?
