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Classics of the Radical Reformation

Classics of the Radical Reformation is an English-language series of 
Anabaptist and Free Church documents translated and annotated under 
the direction of the Institute of Mennonite Studies, which is the research 
agency of the Anabaptist Mennonite Biblical Seminaries, and published by 
Plough Publishing House.

1. The Legacy of Michael Sattler. Trans., ed. John Howard Yoder.

2. The Writings of Pilgram Marpeck. Trans., ed. William Klassen and Walter 
Klaassen.

3. Anabaptism in Outline: Selected Primary Sources. Trans., ed. Walter 
Klaassen.

4. The Sources of Swiss Anabaptism: The Grebel Letters and Related Docu-
ments. Ed. Leland Harder.

5. Balthasar Hubmaier: Theologian of Anabaptism. Ed. H. Wayne Pipkin 
and John Howard Yoder.

6. The Writings of Dirk Philips. Ed. Cornelius J. Dyck, William E. Keeney, 
and Alvin J. Beachy.

7. The Anabaptist Writings of David Joris: 1535–1543. Ed. Gary K. Waite.

8. The Essential Carlstadt: Fifteen Tracts by Andreas Bodenstein. Trans., ed. 
E. J. Furcha.

9. Peter Riedemann’s Hutterite Confession of Faith. Ed. John J. Friesen.

10. Sources of South German/Austrian Anabaptism. Ed. C. Arnold Snyder, 
trans. Walter Klaassen, Frank Friesen, and Werner O. Packull.

11. Confessions of Faith in the Anabaptist Tradition: 1527–1660. Ed. Karl 
Koop.

12. Jörg Maler’s Kunstbuch: Writings of the Pilgram Marpeck Circle. Ed. John 
D. Rempel.

13. Later Writings of the Swiss Anabaptists: 1529–1592. Ed. C. Arnold Snyder.
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Most accounts of the Radical Reformation begin with Andreas 
Bodenstein von Carlstadt (alternately Karlstadt), the first individual 
to challenge Martin Luther’s interpretation of scripture and promote 
a form of reformation that differed from Luther’s. While Luther was 
in hiding after the 1521 Diet of Worms, Karlstadt became the leader 
of a group that introduced practical reforms in Wittenberg in accor-
dance with Luther’s understanding of the gospel. Upon his return to 
Wittenberg in March 1522, Luther rolled back most of these reforms 
and denounced those who had tried to impose them on people 
who were not yet ready for such changes. Two years later Karlstadt 
would break decisively with Luther over the understanding of both 
baptism and the Lord’s Supper.1 In his enormously influential work 
Against the Heavenly Prophets (1525), Luther mocked and vilified 
his former colleague, creating a caricature that has endured to the 
present. Although Karlstadt rejected Thomas Müntzer’s advocacy of 
violence, Luther criticized both men for claiming guidance from the 
Spirit rather than from the written Word of God. Heinrich Bullinger 
would repeat the association of Karlstadt with Müntzer in order to 
place the origins of Anabaptism in distant Saxony rather than in his 
own church in Zurich. Karlstadt spent his final years as a Reformed 
theologian teaching at the university of Basel, but his reputation as a 
Radical Reformer, nascent Spiritualist, and associate of Müntzer has 
continued into the twenty-first century.2

Luther’s condemnations had such a deep and abiding influence 
on the historical interpretation of Karlstadt that Hermann Barge’s 
favorable biography of Karlstadt caused a storm of protest when it 
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was published in 1905.3 The longevity of this negative image was due 
in part to the difficulty scholars had in finding and reading Karl-
stadt’s own writings. Alejandro Zorzin has highlighted Karlstadt’s 
importance as a pamphlet author,4 yet until relatively recently only a 
few of his works were readily available to modern readers. Ironically, 
the easiest works to find were those included in Johann Georg Walch’s 
edition of Luther’s writings.5 In the mid-1950s, Erich Hertzsch 
published eight of Karlstadt’s vernacular pamphlets, although he 
contributed to further misunderstanding by transposing a page of 
Karlstadt’s most influential work, his Dialogue .  .  . on the Infamous 
and Idolatrous Abuse of the Most Blessed Sacrament.6 Over the final 
quarter of the twentieth century, individual pamphlets and sermons 
by Karlstadt were published within journal articles or included in 
edited collections of Reformation-era pamphlets.7 Only recently, 
however, have long-standing efforts to produce a critical edition of 
Karlstadt’s works and correspondence borne fruit, with the publica-
tion both in print and online of a first volume covering the period 
up through 1518.8

Until the publication of The Essential Carlstadt, Anglophone 
readers’ access to Karlstadt’s ideas was even more limited. Only a 
few of his pamphlets were available in translation. Ronald Sider 
included four tracts on the Lord’s Supper and the pace of reform 
in Karlstadt’s Battle with Luther: Documents in a Liberal-Radical 
Debate.9 Karlstadt’s pamphlet urging the removal of images was 
included in A Reformation Debate: Karlstadt, Emser and Eck on 
Sacred Images,10 while Carter Lindberg published a translation of 
Karlstadt’s Dialogue on the Lord’s Supper, based on the faulty edition 
of Hertzsch.11 The treatises translated by Edward Furcha in this 
volume therefore provided important new material for the study of 
Karlstadt’s thought and influence.

Edward J. Furcha (1935–97) belonged to a circle of North Amer-
ican scholars, many of them from a dissenting church background, 
who contributed to the rapid growth of research on the Radical 
Reformation in the last third of the twentieth century. Born in Tran-
sylvania, Furcha immigrated to Canada with his parents, studied in 
Switzerland and the United States, and eventually became professor 
of religious studies at McGill University in Montreal.12 Furcha’s 
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academic career was largely devoted to Reformation dissenters, 
beginning with his dissertation on Kaspar Schwenckfeld. Over the 
next thirty years he published translations of works by Schwenck-
feld, Sebastian Franck, Hans Denck, and Huldrych Zwingli, in 
addition to this volume of Karlstadt’s pamphlets. Furcha thus played 
an important role in exposing English readers to a range of voices 
critical of what became the established Protestant churches.

Like Lindberg, Furcha used Hertzsch’s edition of Karlstadt’s 
Dialogue, and he closely followed Lindberg’s translation, which 
means that the version in this volume reproduces the transposed 
pages.13 Although both On the Removal of Images and Whether We 
Should Go Slowly were already available in English, Furcha made his 
own translations of these tracts. The remaining twelve treatises were 
all new to English readers, and for five of these there is still no modern 
edition of their original German.14 Furcha included two of Karlstadt’s 
pamphlets concerning the Lord’s Supper in this volume, and, as he 
announces in the introduction, he planned to publish the remaining 
pamphlets in a second volume produced together with Calvin Pater. 
Furcha’s unexpected death in 1997 meant that this volume was never 
published, and it would be another fifteen years before Karlstadt’s 
pamphlets on the Eucharist appeared in English translation.15

Furcha’s selection of Karlstadt’s writings stands out for its 
breadth of coverage. He chose pamphlets from every stage of 
Karlstadt’s career, beginning with an early treatise on Gelassenheit 
(yieldedness) from 1520 and extending to an unpublished sermon 
preached in Zurich in 1534. His translations of Karlstadt’s some-
times convoluted German is both colloquial and clear. Furcha did 
not give the German titles of the pamphlets because he intended the 
translations for a general audience. To make them easier to identify, 
I here provide a bibliography of the original German titles of Karl-
stadt’s pamphlets:16

 1.  Missive von der allerhöchsten Tugend Gelassenheit (no. 24)
 2.  Von Anbetung und Ehrerbietung der Zeichen des Neuen Testa-
ments (no. 40)
 3.  Von Gelübten Unterrichtung (no. 39)
 4.  Von Abtun der Bilder (no. 48)
 5.  Sendbrief D. Andreas B. von Karlstadt meldend seiner 
Wirtschaft (no. 47)
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 6.  Was gesagt ist: Sich gelassen (no. 54)
 7.  Ursachen, daß Andreas Karlstadt eine Zeit stillschwieg (no. 
56)
 8.  Von Mannigfaltigkeit des einfältigen einigen Willen Gottes 
(no. 53)
 9.  Von den zwei höchsten Geboten (no. 61)
 10.  Ob Man gemach fahren (no. 70)
 11.  Dialogus . . . Von dem greulichen, abgöttischen Mißbrauch des 
hochwürdigsten Sakraments (no. 67)
 12.  Von dem Sabbat und [den] gebotenen Feiertagen (no. 60)
 13.  Anzeige etlicher Hauptartikel christlicher Lehre (no 73)
 14.  Entschuldigung [von wegen] des falschen Namens der Aufruhr 
(no. 76)
 15.  Unprinted in the sixteenth century

Research on Karlstadt has continued to grow since the publica-
tion of Furcha’s translations. Alejandro Zorzin’s brief biographical 
essay introduces Anglophone readers to the reformer’s life,17 and 
the published papers of two different conferences held in the 1990s 
provide a broad sampling of recent research on this “Reformation 
maverick.”18 Karlstadt’s place within the early Wittenberg Refor-
mation continues to draw the attention of German historians.19 
In contrast, English-language scholarship has looked at Karlstadt 
as a contributor to Reformation radicalism more broadly. Furcha 
himself contributed to the literature on Karlstadt with two short 
essays, the first comparing Karlstadt with Zwingli and the second 
highlighting the concern for internalized worship that underlay both 
Karlstadt’s early advocacy of iconoclasm and his later emphasis on 
regeneration.20 Recent studies have also examined Karlstadt’s use of 
rhetoric21 and highlighted the influence of both German mysticism 
and Erasmus’s biblical scholarship on his thought.22

This republication of Furcha’s translation is intended to 
 familiarize a new generation of scholars with Karlstadt’s life and 
thought, and it should spur further study of the first Reformer who 
dared to disagree with Luther.

Amy Nelson Burnett
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