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In Anabaptist historical scholarship, the reluctance to investigate the
authority of the church fathers for individual sixteenth-century Anabaptist
leaders does not appear to be intentional. Indeed, more pressing issues of
a historiographical and even apologetical nature have been a justifiable
priority,1 and soon this provisional Anabaptist vision was augmented by
studies assessing the possibility of various medieval chronological
antecedents.2 However, in response to Kenneth Davis’ important study,
Anabaptism and Asceticism, Peter Erb rightly observed back in 1976 that
“. . . one must not fail to review the abiding influence of the Fathers . . .
[whose] monitions were much more familiar to our sixteenth-century
ancestors than they are to us.”3

Over thirty years later, the Anabaptist community still awaits its first
published comprehensive study of the reception of the church fathers
among Anabaptist leaders in the sixteenth century.4 A natural place to
start, however, is the only doctor of theology in the Anabaptist movement,
Balthasar Hubmaier. In the final analysis, it becomes evident that
Hubmaier does view the church fathers as authoritative, contextually
understood, for some theological issues that were important to him,
notably his anthropology and understanding of the freedom of the will,
while he acknowledged the value of the church fathers for the corollary of
free will, that is, believers’ baptism, and this for apologetico-historical
purposes. This authority, however, cannot be confused with an untested,
blind conformity to prescribed precepts because such a definition of
authority did not exist in the sixteenth-century, even among the strongest
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admirers of the fathers. Authority for Hubmaier is set against his percep-
tion of the inflated authority of the papacy and unjustified authority of the
scholastic theologians yet in compliance with a particularly stringent
biblical hermeneutic. The result is a surprisingly high level of ratification
of the Greek fathers specifically that has not yet been conceded among
Anabaptist historians.5

General Context and Conditions

Because Hubmaier’s growing humanist proclivities are in continuity
with the general ethos of the Italian renaissance a generation or two before,
not in intensity or comprehensiveness but in his solidarity with its
methodological and ideological direction, it becomes necessary to explore
the transmission of patristic texts from Byzantium into the translating
flurry of the Italian renaissance and subsequently into northern Europe. In
the first place, therefore, one must identify which writings of the church
fathers were at least available to Hubmaier. In 1961, Paul Kristeller
observed, “[I]t would be an interesting question, which to my knowledge
has not yet been explored, whether or to what extent the newly diffused
ideas of these Greek authors exercised an influence on the theological
discussions and controversies of the Reformation period.”6 For our
purposes, it is the events surrounding the Council of Florence-Ferrara in
1438 to 1439 and the fall of Constantinople in 1453, and in particular the
translating activities in Florence, Venice, and on the island of Crete, that
are most pertinent to a study of available patristic texts.

Commonly recognized as the Italian scholar most interested in
translating the Greek fathers into Latin during the quattrocento, Ambrogio
Traversari,7 secured manuscripts from various libraries and translated
treatises, letters, and sermons by Basil of Caesarea, Athanasius, Gregory
Nazianzen, Ephraem the Syrian, Pseudo-Dionysius, and his favourite, John
Chrysostom as well as John Climacus’ monastic classic, The Ladder of

Divine Ascent.8 Similar translating activity was undertaken by Leonardo
Bruni,9 the pupil of Michael Chrysoloras, and Niccolò de’ Niccoli,10 who
was instrumental in the debates of the Council of Florence. Lorenzo Valla
translated some of Basil’s homilies,11 and Theodore Gaza translated
writings of the church fathers at the request of Pope Nicholas V.12 The
Cretan, George of Trebizond, translated works by Gregory of Nyssa, Cyril
of Alexandria, John Chrysostom, and Eusebius’ De praeparatio evangel

ica, which was printed in Venice in 1470 bereft of any of its more Arian
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undertones. Trebizond also translated works by Athanasius, Gregory
Nazianzen, and Basil of Caesarea, and in particular his important Contra

Eunomium.13 John Argyropoulos translated the very important Hexameron

of St. Basil,14 while the homilies, orations, and poems of Gregory Nazian
zen occupied the time and translating energy of both Marcus Musurus,15

and the Cretan copyist, John Simeonachis,16 the former’s translations being
printed at the famous Venetian press run by Aldus Manutius who himself
printed some of Origen’s homilies and John of Damascus’ hymns.17

Verona of Guarino, Bessarion, Michael Chrysoloras, and Pietro Balbo of
Pisa, among others, took up other translating projects as well.18

Addressing the reception of such translating efforts north of the
Alps, Kristeller is keen to point out that “it seems safe to infer that
[Erasmus] was familiar with the precedent [that the Italian humanists and
Greek émigré scholars] had established as translators of Greek patristic
writings.”19 These connections and this precedent, as is well known,
helped compel Erasmus to produce some of the most important and
impressive patristic translations and editions known to that time.20 As well,
from 1499 to 1520, Jacque Lefèvre d’Etaples and his circle of humanist
scholars in Paris turned their attention to the fathers via Italian humanist
intermediaries, as Eugene Rice contends, and made them more widely
available as a result.21 Two other northern humanist scholars with whom
Hubmaier came into contact and corresponded and who concerned
themselves with the church fathers are Beatus Rhenanus and Johannes
Oecolampadius.22 Beatus also interacted with the fathers by way of Peter
Lombard’s Sentences and Gratian’s Decretum, producing an edition of the
latter in 1511. This is significant since both of these works contain
extensive citations of the church fathers, the latter on which Hubmaier
especially depended as his own writings demonstrate.23

Balthasar Hubmaier’s Access And Exposure To The Church Fathers

Hubmaier was exposed to the church fathers initially while a student
at the universities of Freiburg-im-Breisgau and Ingolstadt, and later
through contacts with noted humanist scholars who were either interested
in the fathers orwho produced patristic editions of their own.24 Although
a markedly complicated matter, as a conduit for a specific kind of patristic
awareness, humanism and the emerging studia humanitatis curriculum was
nevertheless certainly at least a matter requiring attention at both
universities from the beginning, as the university statutes, the hiring on of
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prominent humanist professors, and the inclusion of humanist grammar
manuals and classical literature in their library inventories can attest.25

Their library indices also contain the writings of the church fathers that
one might expect for sixteenth-century Roman Catholic universities,26

while Hubmaier’s patristic education developed predominantly under the
tutelage of his mentor and eclectic theologian, Johannes Eck.27 Eddie
Mabry suggests that Eck familiarized Hubmaier with “humanism,
scholasticism and nominalism, and late medieval Augustinianism.”28 Each
of these Hubmaier was to either embrace or overtly reject, adding further
elements to consider when evaluating his understanding of the authority
of the fathers. 

Humanism’s imprint on Hubmaier’s growing interest in the fathers
and acknowledgement of their value is most palpable in the personal
contacts that he accrued throughout his life. As a student at Freiburg,
Hubmaier attended lectures by leading humanists Urbanus Rhegius and
Johann Faber. While the cathedral preacher in Regensburg, Hubmaier met
another humanist in Wolfgang Rychard, the two becoming very good
friends. At Waldshut, Hubmaier wrote to Johannes Sapidus, with whom
he maintained a close friendship. And, in July of 1522, Hubmaier wrote a
letter to Johann Adelphi, a colleague of Rychard’s in Ulm, in which he
states that he had journeyed to Basel and met and struck friendships with
Erasmus,29 Heinrich Glarean, Konrad Pelikan, Beatus Rhenanus and other
humanists.30 He also corresponded regularly with both Oecolampadius and
Zwingli. What is especially important here is both Hubmaier’s growing
interest in humanism and the possibility that he may have received
editions of the church fathers from these humanists, particularly from
Erasmus and Rhenanus in Basel and even more likely, acquiring copies of
Oecolampadius’ printed patristic editions during his sojourn in Augsburg
on the way from Zürich to Nikolsburg. 

As a result, Hubmaier was indebted to humanism’s fascination with
classical Christianity and ad fontes method for renewal, wherewith
Hubmaier identifies the fall of the church, not with any Constantinian
interference in ecclesial affairs,31 but with the abuse of the sacrament of
baptism, a misapplication that saw the rise of overt endorsement for the
baptism of infants. For the perversion of the form of baptism Augustine
was to take the fall, while, for Hubmaier, the Latin church in general
seems to have played a unique role in the development of this
exploitation.32 Consequently, the “fall” of the church is not a matter of
chronology, as it is for most Anabaptists, but a matter of geography, the
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East garnering a more positive estimation.
The idiosyncratic nature of Hubmaier’s restitutio gives content also

to his perception of his own relationship to historical Christianity. While
arguably somewhat artificial, Hubmaier was intent on defending his own
orthodoxy and continuity with the historical Church. In his Twelve Articles

in Prayer Form, a treatise prepared while imprisoned in the Wellenberg
tower upon the fall of Waldshut, Hubmaier declares, “I . . . believe and
confess one holy universal Christian church, [and] confess one Lord, one
God, one faith, and one baptism.”33 Hubmaier also exhibits his allegiance
to orthodox Christianity in his frequent rejections of various heresies of the
past such as the Helvidians, Antidicomarians, Nestorians, Priscillians,
Carpocratians, Novatians, and hemerobaptists, these matters conspicuously
lacking any overt scriptural support by Hubmaier’s standards and are in
need of the voice of tradition for validation.34 However, Hubmaier’s
insistence on altering important practices and rites of the church of his day,
that of baptism being the most visible realization of this potential,
somewhat overshadows his appeal to historical Christianity. It is certainly
worth noting that the only two heterodox figures from the past that
Hubmaier invokes in support of his reforms are Donatus and Pelagius,
both authors of contentious affairs surrounding rebaptism and free will
respectively that Augustine expended much time and energy refuting. How
Hubmaier’s patristic awareness via a restitutio framework illuminates not
when, but where he understands the church to retain a clear expression of
unity is a matter to which we will now turn our attention.

Hubmaier’s Use And Understanding Of The Authority Of The Church

Fathers

1. The Church Fathers and Scripture

The relationship between Scripture and the fathers is a very
complicated one when examining the manner in which Hubmaier
discusses the two together. One must account for Hubmaier’s rhetorical
intentions, whether the witness of the fathers is introduced externally, and
what Hubmaier’s attitude is towards the person responsible for introducing
the fathers into the conversation. Generally, it is true that, as Hubmaier
himself states, he will trust the fathers and councils “just as far as they use
the Holy Scripture, and not more.”35 Ultimately, however, Hubmaier does
indeed desire to invoke the witness of the fathers if used in tandem with
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Scripture. It is therefore not one’s use of the fathers that Hubmaier is
objecting to, but an indifference towards Scripture, that is, the use of the
fathers without consulting the Scriptures. For instance, when Oecolam
padius invokes Tertullian to prove that baptism is not a mere covenant
between Christians, Hubmaier replies: “You speak to me much of
Tertullian, Origen, Cyprian, Augustine, councils, histories, and old
customs. I must somehow think that you lack the Scriptures, which do not
want to come out of the quiver.”36

Hubmaier’s preoccupation with Scripture, I believe, is the reason
why he seems to favour the patristic homilies on Scripture, all of them
without exception by Greek fathers, more than he does their theological
works. In his dialogue with Zwingli on baptism, Hubmaier implores
Zwingli to examine commentaries by Origen, Cyril of Alexandria,
Theophylact, and John Chrysostom.37 Hubmaier’s treatise, Der uralten und

gar neuen Lehrer Urteil, written specifically to conscript those church
fathers and contemporary teachers who complied with his own interpreta-
tion of Scripture, cites Origen’s exposition of Luke, Romans, and
Exodus.38 Hubmaier also invokes Basil of Caesarea’s Contra Eunomium,
which has an exposition on Anabaptism’s all important scriptural proof for
credobaptism, Matthew 28:19,39 for which Hubmaier also references
Jerome as Origen’s translator.40 In addition, he discusses Basil’s use of the
figure of the flood in the Old Testament for baptism as it is also reported
in 1 Peter 3:2041 and mentions Athanasius and his interaction with
Hebrews 6 and the first chapter of 1 Corinthians.42 He appeals to Cyril of
Alexandria’s Commentary on John and to Theophylact’s commentaries on
Mark and Matthew.43 Elsewhere, Hubmaier paraphrases a passage from
Chrysostom’s Homily on Luke and implores Oecolampadius to consult
Origen’s commentaries.44

2. The Church Fathers and Scholasticism

Hubmaier is also consistent in his negative portrayal of the
scholastic theologians, mentioning by name Aquinas, John Duns Scotus,
Bonaventure, and William of Occam, and does so because their teaching
“does not spring forth from the Word of God.”45 In his Ein einfältiger

Unterricht printed in Nikolsburg in 1526, Hubmaier describes the
innovations of the scholastics as “weed[s], thornbushes, sticks, and rocks
which they have thrown in here, so that three times as much work has
become necessary before one can plant and build what has long lain waste,
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deserted, and fallow.”46 And in his Eine christliche Lehrtafel published the
same year, without mentioning any church fathers he describes the
writings of Aquinas, Duns Scotus, Gabriel Biel, William of Occam, papal
decrees, the “legends of the saints and other scholastics,” as “previously
our hellish scriptures.”47 When one considers that not once did Hubmaier
invoke a scholastic theologian to support his own claims, as he does with
the fathers, the contrast between the utility of the fathers and the futility of
the scholastic dialectical and syllogistic manner of discovering truth
begins to provide clues for how Hubmaier understands the authority of the
fathers.

3. Greek Fathers versus Latin Fathers and the Question of Augustine

I have already noted how Hubmaier uses the scriptural commentar-
ies of the Greek fathers to enhance his argument for believers’ baptism.
But for Hubmaier, and Anabaptism as a whole, believers’ baptism is really
a corollary of the freedom of the will, a subject matter to which Hubmaier
devotes two significant works.48 Historians have accounted for Hubmaier’s
understanding of the freedom of the will by appealing to his education in
nominalism49 or his confluence with humanism, and his reading of
Erasmus’ De libero arbitrio diatribe sive collatio in particular.50 While not
discounting the impact of these portals of influence on Hubmaier, another
possible contributing factor may help explain why Hubmaier’s understand-
ing is, as Torsten Bergsten has observed, not exactly like Erasmus’ or
Luther’s.51 It proposes an anthropology different than that which is taught
in nominalism. The rationale for remaining within a nominalist tradition
so closely associated with the adulteration of Augustinianism and the
“moderate” nominalism of Occam and Gabriel Biel, all of which Hub-
maier overtly rejects in his own writings, is unclear. The problem arises
when one is willing to acknowledge that Hubmaier doesn’t actually quote
any nominalist works, that there is no evidence to suggest that he
consulted nominalist writings while producing his own treatises, and that
those elements that are found in Hubmaier and in nominalism are matters
of comparable vocabulary, and this being only of a “similar” nature, as
Bergsten admits. Therefore, it becomes incumbent upon the historian to
consider alternative venues and sources for those so-called nominalist
characteristics in Hubmaier’s understanding of the freedom of the will. It
is a matter of identifying those writings that we know Hubmaier consulted,
determining whether their anthropology and understanding of the freedom
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of the will aligned itself with that of Hubmaier, and taking notice of
Hubmaier’s general attitude towards the sources identified, that is, whether
it was positive. This option, I believe, is the Greek fathers as mediated by
humanism and who Hubmaier quotes extensively in support of free will’s
corollary, believers’ baptism. 

Evidence that this is the case begins to emerge upon the examination
of Hubmaier’s use of Erasmus’ Diatribe, and their mutual reliance on
Origen as a corrective to the philosophy of Augustine. That Hubmaier
consulted and depended heavily on Erasmus’ Diatribe is beyond dispute,
while his exposure to Luther’s On the Bondage of the Will is also likely.52

In this latter work, Luther endorses Augustine’s substitution of “freewill”
with “bondwill”53 as well as his belief that “[f]reewill has no power but to
commit sin,”54 while alleging, “of the ecclesiastical writers, there [are]
none almost, who have handled the Scriptures more foolishly and more
absurdly, than Origen and Jerome.”55 Pipkin points out Hubmaier’s
verbatim quotation of Erasmus concerning the hardening of Pharaoh’s
heart, which is in reality an argument from Origen’s Commentary on John

as Erasmus himself states. Elsewhere, Hubmaier again quotes verbatim
Erasmus’ argument from a passage in Ecclesiasticus in which Erasmus
declares, “Even if all this cannot be proved by clear scriptural testimony,
it has been expounded with good foundation by orthodox Church Fathers.”
Also, in his first treatise on the freedom of the will, there is ample
evidence to support Hubmaier’s reliance on, as Luther puts it, “Origen’s
fable,”56 in his explication of a trichotomous anthropology and the
functions of the body, soul, and spirit within the framework of his
understanding of the freedom of the will. As well, in his exegesis of
Philemon 13 to14, Hubmaier implores his readers to “look at Jerome
concerning these words,” this probably being a reproduction of Origen’s
commentary.

Erasmus makes it clear that the Greek fathers espouse the freedom
of the will more clearly than do the Latin fathers. After dividing the fathers
into Greek and Latin, Erasmus observes, “If ingenuity and erudition
contribute anything to scriptural interpretation, what could be more acute
and perspicacious than the Greek mind?” while “it is obvious which men
stand on the side of free will,” these being the Greek fathers.57 If it was not
already assumed by observing his academic prowess, then it must by now
be admitted that Hubmaier certainly would have understood the distinction
between Greek and Latin patristic thought considering his close proximity
to humanist activity and his reading of Erasmus’ Diatribe. This reliance
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on the Greek fathers was, as Henry Vedder observes, a way of escaping
“the paralysing Augustinianism of Luther.”58

Internal evidence must have the final word, however, and here the
support is certainly not lacking. Hubmaier is noticeably consistent in his
negative portrayal of Augustine and the Latin fathers generally, that
refusing to take this into account would be a mistake. In his Ein Gespräch

auf Zwinglis Taufbüchlein, Hubmaier contends that the bishop of Hippo
“destroys the Scripture and violates it against [his] own understanding.”59

Specifically, however, Hubmaier rejects the authority of Augustine
because of the role he played in propagating the practice of infant baptism,
a matter in which, as Hubmaier puts it, Augustine “greatly erred.”60 In his
Von der christlichen Taufe der Gläubigen, Hubmaier references Augus-
tine’s letter to Peter Diaconus in which Augustine asserts the obligation to
baptize infants by appealing to the doctrine of original sin.61 It is in this
treatise also that Hubmaier explains the role of both Cyprian and
Augustine in inaugurating a historical trajectory favouring infant baptism
that apparently had no prior precedent. Hubmaier claims in his Recanta-

tion at Zürich that “Augustine, and many others since his time . . . have
been wrong about baptism,”62 and later singles out Augustine for being
directly responsible for the false conception of baptism that has dominated
the “past thousand years.”63 Interestingly, Hubmaier declares his dissatis-
faction with Augustine’s explanation of the anthropological reasons

behind infant baptism, and enlists St. Jerome, who he refers to as, “the
holy teacher,” endorsing his exposition on Matthew 28:19 and Mark
16:16, which are in reality translations of Origen’s homilies and the latter
a passage that Hubmaier uses in his treatise on the freedom of the will.64

Moreover, Hubmaier is noticeably uniform in his grouping of Latin
fathers for the purpose of promoting caution when inciting patristic
witness and his grouping of Greek fathers for affirming patristic fidelity
to Scripture. Hubmaier is under the opinion that Augustine, Jerome,
Gregory the Great, in addition to papal law and the scholastics have
changed the scriptures “into a rope and net of confusion,”65 evidently
linking the Latin fathers to the papacy and to the scholastic outlook that
Hubmaier routinely rejects. In an effort to direct Oecolampadius back to
the clear words of Scripture instead of relying on the fathers exclusively,
Hubmaier lists Tertullian, Cyprian, Augustine, and Origen,66 the prolific
Alexandrian theologian being invoked in this case only because Oecolam
padius introduced him into the conversation earlier in support of the
apostolicity of infant baptism. Also, it appears that in addition to Augus-
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tine, Hubmaier could locate the incipient rumblings of infant baptism from
the time of Cyprian,67 another one of the great Latin fathers, and is far
more regular in his suspicions concerning the reliability of the Latin
fathers to comply with Scripture than he is with the Greek fathers.

That being the case, as evidence of his confidence in the Greek
fathers, in his dispute with Zwingli on whether or not the baptism of John
is the same as that of Christ and his apostles, Hubmaier declares, “I testify
also to the judgment of the ancient and new teachers. Read Origen on the
epistles of Paul, and on Romans 6 . . .; Cyril on John . . .; Theophylact on
Matthew 3 and John 3; [and] Chrysostom.”68 Perhaps the most telling
distinction Hubmaier makes between the Greek and Latin fathers is when
upon disparaging the authority of such Latin fathers as Tertullian, Cyprian,
and Augustine against Oecolampadius, Hubmaier asserts, albeit dubiously,
that when applying the sacrament of baptism to infants, “the general
institution of water baptism does not apply to them, also according to the
understanding of Origen, Basil the Great, Athanasius, Tertullian, [and]
Jerome,” and confidently declares, “I want their own books to be my
witness.”69 No doubt Tertullian is mentioned because his is, to Hubmaier,
the most consistent of the Latin fathers in his belief that one should, as a
rule, wait to be baptized,70 while Jerome is at times an ally for Hubmaier
likely because he is also the preferred father of Erasmus, particularly in his
defense of free will, and on this issue is a father whom Luther opposes.

It is interesting to note given his preoccupation with Scripture that
all of Hubmaier’s references to the Greek fathers are to their commentaries
on Scripture exclusively, save Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History, a couple
tracts on baptism by Basil, and a letter to Serapion by Athanasius, while
all references to the Latin fathers are to their theological treatises such as
Augustine’s letters to Boniface71 and Peter Diaconus,7272 and his Anti-
Manichean writings,73 Tertullian’s Libro de Corona Militis74 and On

Forgiveness,75 Jerome’s Against the Luciferians,76 and a report on the
fourth synod of Carthage sent to Stephen by Cyprian,77 as well as other
various patristic citations gleaned from Gratian’s decretum.78

 
Conclusion: The Authority of The Church Fathers

In closing, determining in what manner Hubmaier understands the
authority of the church fathers is not a straightforward task, and it becomes
quite evident that such a judgment cannot be reduced to a single statement.
Notwithstanding this, when weighing all the evidence, it would appear that
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1. The first departure from the common negative portrayal of Anabaptism was
Gottfried Arnold, Unparteyische kirchen-und Ketzer-Historie (Frankfurt,
1699). Arnold’s more positive assessment did not gain traction until more
affirming historical descriptions of Anabaptism came to a head with such
twentieth-century studies as Cornelius Krahn, “A Historiography of the
Mennonites in the Netherlands: A Guide to Sources,” Church History 13, no.
3 (September 1944): 182-209; Walther Köhler, Dogmengeschichte als

Geschichte des Christlichen Selbstbewusstseins, Das Zeitalter der Reforma-

Hubmaier does indeed recognize some authority in the Greek fathers,
particularly as faithful exegetes of Scripture who exhibit authority in the
same way that Hubmaier would acknowledge himself as an authority,
while the Latin fathers, and Augustine specifically, must settle for a more
cautious reception. 

The potential impact on Anabaptist scholarship is significant;79 one
such example involves consideration of the unique tenets of Anabaptism
compared to those of the magisterial Reformation, free will versus total
depravity being a suitable example. As it is widely accepted that reformers
such as Luther and Calvin were influenced by Augustine as mediated by
late medieval Augustinianism, one begins to wonder whether the
differences between Anabaptism and the magisterial Reformation can be
in part explained by their preference for either the Latin or newly acquired
Greek fathers as mediated through a humanistic lineage that extends from
the translating effort of the Italian renaissance to its replication and spread
into fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Germany. 

But this investigation must also resolve the very definition of
“authority.” Too often, it seems, Hubmaier’s seemingly inexhaustible
dependence on Scripture will cloud the judgment of some historians who
somewhat indiscriminately reject the notion that Hubmaier affirmed the
fathers by juxtaposing his attitude towards Scripture with his admittedly
less-pronounced reliance on patristic testimony. This assessment is unfair
and largely out of touch with the common attitude towards the fathers that
prevailed in the sixteenth century; indeed, even Erasmus, Beatus Rhe
nanus, and Johannes Eck were adamant that the fathers should not go
untested. It is therefore not an authority that renders compliance as
automatic, not an authority that ignores the humanity of its transmitters,
but an authority that takes seriously, and that purposefully and faithfully
aligns itself with, the archetypal authority, that of Christ and his bride.
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