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with Oecolampadius; we must apply the objective standard of the
truth, but we must do so in the light of his own times and accord-
ing to his place in the history of the church. Only in this way
will we obtain a fair and balanced view of him and his views.

Concerning Oecolampadius' views on the major doctrines of the
Reformation little need be said. He stood solidly on the founda-
tion of the church of the past, and stood shoulder to shoulder with
the other Reformers in upholding the supremacy and authority of
Scripture as the only rule of faith and life. In respect to the
fundamentals Oecolampadius was generally correct and orthodox,
though, as has been noted, he did not completely shake off Roman
Catholic Semi-Pelagianism. However, since his theology and work
did not directly concern this doctrine, his erroneous position con-
cerning it did not greatly affect or color his general teachings.
It is striking that we do not encounter this Semi-Pelagianism in
any of his known writings or teachings.

Oecolampadius' views with respect to the liturgy of the church,
though not detailed, have several interesting aspects which show a
good understanding of the worship in the church and also anticipate
later Reformed liturgical ideas. He had most of the basic elements
in his liturgy, as can be seen from his proposals quoted earlier.
Particularly good is his concept of self-examination before partak-
ing of the Lord's Supper. Also interesting is the place he gives
to silent meditation, which certainly seems to have its merits. In
summary we may say that Oecolampadius' liturgy was far from complete
but that in light of the fact that he was striking out into a new
and undeveloped area it is surprisingly advanced aand perceptive.

As far as the Reformer's ' views on the church and its govern-
ment are concerned, it is evident on the surface from what has al-
ready been said that he was basically correct. He had a concept
of the organic unity of the church, which he characterized as the
body of Christ. The church was important for him, too, for outside
of it there could be no salvation; again, though not detailed, his
conception was basically correct. But what is most amazing is his
concept, be it in theory, of the distinction between church and
state. Oecolampadius was blazing a trail into the uncharted wilder-

ness of the proper relation between church and state. He was going
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where none had gone before, which is all the more noteworthy be-
cause of his background in the Catholic Church and its perverted
idea of church control of the state in a temporal and earthly way.
Zwingli had capitulated in Zurich and allowed the civil government
to rule the church; Luther was having his problems in Germany.

But Oecolampadius saw that the current situation was hardly Scrip-
tural and maintained that the spiritual church had to be governed
by spiritual means. Though he succeeded in applying this princi-
ple only in part in Basel, he was certainly correct in his think-
ing. What makes all of this even more astonishing is the historical
situation in which he developed and partially applied his view.

The history of the church since the beginning of the Reformation
had been the history of the state; they were inseparable and often
confused and intermingled. This is abundantly clear from the
Lutheran Reformation in Germany, and is perhaps even more true of
the various Swiss cantons. In the face of the existing practice

of the day and contrary to the thinking of the previous Reformers
Oecolampadius wanted a separation of the realms of authority, and
he wanted it on solid Scriptural grounds. While he did not oppose
the idea of a state church per se, for he was yet a child of his
times, he was ahead of his time in that he anticipated both Calvin's
Geneva and later Reformed views on the relation of church and state.
With Oecolampadius we have the seeds of later thought, a truly
noteworthy tribute to the Reformer.

Oecolampadius' position on the Lord's Supper is perhaps the
easiest to evaluate because it was on this subject that he express-
ed himself most clearly and definitely. He had a thoroughly Re-
formed conception (though the term is anachronistic, it is certain-
ly applicable) of the essence of the sacrament, as is evident from
the later Second Helvetic Confession, which embodied the views of
the church of Basel, and thus of Oecolampadius.77 He properly dis-
tinguished between the sign and the thing signified, and set forth
clearly the spiritual presence of Christ and the spiritual eating
of the believer through faith. And he succeeded in his differing
with the Lutherans in avoiding the pitfall of the '"memorial' con-
cept of the Lord's Supper which many assert that Zwingli held, and

77McClintock—Strong, p. 305._ ,q _
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which assertion in the light of the disagreement between him and
Oecolampadius has some credibility. Even Calvin, who at first
refused to read Oecolampadius' writings because Luther had said all

78 later found his

Oecolampadius left were bare and empty figures,
refutation of Luther's corporeal presence concept correct, though
Calvin says that Oecolampadius did not define the spiritual pres-
ence of Christ in the Lord's Supper?9 Calvin is wrong in this last
assertion, for Oecolampadius certainly did define this idea, cf.
pg. 45 above. But the main point is that he, the father of Re-
formed thought, agreed with Oecolampadius on the doctrine of the
Lord's Supper. We may, in summary, unqualifiedly accept Oecolam-
padius® teachings on the nature of the sacrament.

The aspect of the importance of the Lord's Supper poses more
of a problem, however. Oecolampadius certainly did not attach
enough importance to the sacrament and did not give it its proper
place as a means of strengthening faith in connection with the
preaching of the Word. Nor did he see clearly on the question of
the importance of the Lord's Supper for the individual believer;
he placed much more (and too much) emphasis on the idea of com-
munion in the sacrament, thus creating a false disjunction between
it and the partaking of the individual.

While it is obvious that he was mistaken on these two aspects
of the importance and place of the Lord's Supper, we must not be
overly condemnatory of Oecolampadius. These erroneous views were
undoubtedly a reaction; the first was a reaction against all of
the turmoil and strife concerning the Lord's Supper of which Oecol-
ampadius was a part and which his quiet and peace-loving nature
detested; the second was perhaps a reaction against the Lutheran
emphasis on the individual's partaking of the literal body of
Christ. Thus in reacting against the strife and misconceptions of
his day Oecolampadius lapsed into the mistake of being too radical

and going to the other extreme. Remembering this and remembering
that Oecolampadius was ahead of his time in his conception of the

78John Calvin, Tracts and Treatises (Edinburgh, 1849), Vol. II

p. 252,

b

791pid., pp. 195-196, 307.
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nature of the sacrament (which, after all, is the main point), we
may be charitable toward him and not condemn his mistakes too harsh-
ly.

Considering Oecolampadius' life and work in general, we may
mention several things which distinguish him from the other Reform-
ers and for which he may be specially noted.

One such thing is his interest and work in the field of patris-
tics. Perhaps more than any other Reformer of his era Oecolampadi-
us was acquainted with the early church fathers. And his knowledge
was not simply a matter of theory or intellectualism; not only did
he know the fathers thoroughly and translate some of them, but he
also put this acumen to practical use, e.g., in his work on the
doctrine of the Lord's Supper. It is clearly evident, especially
in connection with the Marburg Colloquy, that Oecolampadius under-
stood the fathers and stood firmly on the side of the historical
faith of the church from the earliest times. But more important
still is this aspect of Oecolampadius' work in light of the Roman
Catholic accusation that the Reformers were guilty of schism and
revolution in the church. Often the Romanists told the Reformers
that they were breaking with the church of the past, denying his-
toric doctrines, and creating doubt and disruption in the church,
thus making themselves guilty of the sin of schism. But by the
very fact that Oecolampadius could and did substantiate his teach-
ings from the writings of the church fathers he proved that the
accusation was false and that the reformed church was the true
church which stood in unity with the church of antiquity. Though
such Romish accusations have continued since his time, Oecolampadi-
us took the sting out of them by showing that they had no truth.

To show that the Reformed churches and not the Roman Catholic
stood in organic connection with the post-apostolic church was,
therefore, a very important contribution to the position which the
true church has held ever since its inception.

Also, Oecolampadius saw himself as a possible mediator between
the factions of the Reformation, more particularly, the Lutheran
and Zwinglian branches. In this he was unique among those of his
day, for they tended each one to hold his own views regardless of
anything. This is not to say that Oecolampadius was a compromiser,
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for he absolutely was not. But his attitude was one of moderation
and conciliation. In this respect Oecolampadius blows like a cool
wind across the hot desert of heated polemics and reciprocal in-
sults, for in all that he did he urged gentleness, in keeping with
his mild character. For example, he wrote to the violent and ico-
noclastic Farel, "Your mission is to evangelize, not to curse.
Prove yourself to be an evangelist, not a tyrannical legislator.

80 The most obvious and well-known

Men want to be led, not driven."
instance of his attempted mediation was at Marburg: he went there

with the express purpose of uniting the Lutherans and Zwinglians

on the question of the Lord's Supper, and he strove mightily to at-

tain that end. But he failed. From the viewpoint of God's coun-
sel it was certainly God's purpose that he fail. ' But from a human
viewpéint it is plain that only Luther's stubborn and unreasonable
obstinacy prevented a settlement from being reached. Though Oecol-
ampadius failed in every attempt, he is noteworthy for his sincere
and dedicated efforts to restore unity to the church of Christ.
This position of mediator which he assumed also explains his
relationship with Zwingli and Luther. We know little concerning
his personal relation with either, and little concerning his ec-
clesiastical and doctrinal relation to Zwingli. But it is safe to
say that Oecolampadius was superior to him. Zwingli spent much
of his time embroiled in political difficulties because of the
Swiss Reformation. This was certainly necessary under the circum-
stances and we cannot condemn him on this ground. But he did not
devote as much time and effort to doctrinal reform and to the
building up and establishment of the church as did Oecolampadius.
Thus from the viewpoint of doctrinal development and from the
viewpoint of the strengthening of the churches Oecolampadius was
more influential than Zwingli. Especially noteworthy in this con-
nection is the doctrine of the Lord's Supper, concerning which
Oecolampadius was certainly much more clear and specific than
Zwingli, as evidenced from the confusion about the latter's views,
a confusion which prevails until the present. As far as Luther is
concerned, Oecolampadius opposed him, especially on the question

of the Lord's Supper. Though he certainly adopted and agreed with

80Schaff, p. 238.
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Luther's teachings on the nature of Scripture and on justification
by faith, he sharpened the division between the Lutheran and Swiss
(and consequently the Reformed) branches of the Reformation in spite
of himself. Though Oecolampadius' intentions were the opposite,

God used him to preserve in an antithetical way the truth of Scrip-
ture regarding the sacrament of the Lord's Supper by means of his
controversy with Luther. Thus when we compare him with Luther and
Zwingli we find that he stands above them from the aspect of his
broader view of the Reformation and his place within it. He was

not so limited in his perspective of the future of the Reformation
as was especially Luther; because he developed and understood the
idea of the organic unity of the church at least in principle, and
because he understood the formidable enemy they faced in the Roman
Catholic Church, he wanted unity. But his perspective was also
far-reaching enough that he saw that the truth must be maintained
when unity could not be achieved; he did not sacrifice the truth

of Scripture on the altar of outward unity. The fact that he was
able to look beyond his immediate time and circumstances is certain-
ly a tribute to him. This idea is substantiated by the last point
which must be made concerning Oecolampadius.

Finally, it is important to note also that Oecolampadius prepar-
ed the way for later aspects of the Reformation. The reforms which
he instituted in Basel and the attitudes which he established influ-
enced others and stood as models even after his passing. Perhaps
the most striking example of this concerns John Calvin. We have
already noted that Calvin read and essentially agreed with Oecolam-
padius on the doctrine of the Lord's Supper. But Oecolampadius'
influence on the greatest of the Reformers went further still.
Though it is not our purpose to write here concerning Calvin him-
self, it is certainly proper to point out the relation in which
Oecolampadius stood to him. Leonard, in speaking of Calvin's prep-

aration for his work in Geneva, sums it all up:

Here, in Basel itself, he pondered Oecolam-
padius' ideas, as reflected in his books, in the
conversation of his disciples and in the working
of his community, and they taught him four things
which he had not learnt from the works of Luther
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or from the modest experiments in France:

the importance of the Church, visible and
organized as well as invisible; the need for
ecclesiastical discipline; a repugnance for
State intervention in this field; the advant-
ages of the Basel type ofafonsistory, compos-
ed of pastors and laymen.

This certainly speaks highly of Oecolampadius!
We quote in conclusion the words of J.H.Worman, who powerfully

and correctly summarizes the man, his work, and his place in his-

As has been truly said, Oecolampadius was
the Lord's chosen instrument of leading on to
victory these noble souls who had gathered under
the banner of reform at Basel, and though cut
down in the prime of manhood, he lived long enough
to earn the glorious appellation of the Reformer
of Basel. But his labors entitle him to an appel-
lation more indicative of the wide sphere in which
he worked. In his intellectual and moral qualities
--his modesty, gentleness, love of peace, eagerness
for union, academic tastes, fondness for a medita-
tive rather than an active life, tendency to melan-
choly, relish for letters, and exquisite scholar-
ship--he bore a striking resemblance to Luther's
great friend and ally. Of all positions, that of
a revolutionary leader, whether in Church or State,
was the last one that Oecolampadius would have
chosen to assume. If he had dared to follow his
own inclinations, his life would have been spent
in the quietude of the academy rather than amid
the turbulence of the arena, in converse with books
instead of contests with men. He was inclined to
look with profound veneration upon everything that
bore the marks of hoary antiquity, and hence the re-
luctance--we may almost call it--with which he a-
bandoned the Romish Church, and severed one by one
the ties which bound him to her communion. Among
all the continentzl Reformers, none were less dis-
posed to cast aside old forms, simply because they
were old, or to introduce novelties merely for the
purpose of making the Protestant worship as unlike
the Popish as possible. In short, his tendencies and
tastes,if yielded to, would have repelled him from
the rude ways and rough work of the reformer; and his
life supplies one of the many illustrations of the
fact that the Lord chooses instruments which in hum-
an view are most unsuitable for the accomplishment

81 conard, p. 315.



F] of his designs.82

As we look at Oecolampadius and understand him, then we love him
- and admire him for what he was, for that for which he stood, and
{ﬁ for what he accomplished. And then our conclusion is, “Praise

God for Oecolampadius, the Reformer of Basel!"”

—]

™ 82McClintock—Str'ong, p. 306.
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