
Letter 577b: [Beginning of November 1535], Strasbourg, Capito and the Strasbourg Preachers to 
the City Council of Frankfurt 
 
This is a report (Gutachten) in the form of a letter. The original is no longer extant, but there is a 
copy in Strasbourg AVCU, 1AST 167, no. 11, ff. 507–15 (printed in BDS 16:155–66, no. 5). It 
was sent with a separate statement from Bucer, written at the same time (Strasbourg AVCU, 
1AST 167, no. 11, ff. 516–23/printed in BDS 16:167–78, no. 6). 
 
[Summary]: As requested, the Strasbourg preachers offer their advice concerning the restoration 
of papal ceremonies at St Bartholomew’s and the threat of the Frankfurt authorities being placed 
under the imperial ban if they refuse to comply. Their first consideration must be to please God 
and to suffer for their faith if necessary.  

Secondly, they must consider the extent of the demands. Does the Catholic clergy insist 
on restoring the mass and reverting to their old practices [of simony and concubinage]? This 
would be counter to the gospel and the Church Fathers as well as to imperial law, In Novellis 123 
[= CICiv 3:593–625], and church law, Dist. 32, c. Nullus et praetor [CICan, Decretum Gratiani 
1, Dist. 32, c. 5–6], Dist. 81, c. Si quis, [CICan, Decretum Gratiani 1, Dist. 81, c. 15], and De 
cohabitatione clericorum et mulierum [CICan, Liber Extra, lib. 3, tit. 2, c. 10]. These passages 
also threaten with excommunication those who attend church services offered by clerics who are 
simoniacs and live in concubinage. 

Thirdly, the duty and responsibility of the Frankfurt authorities must be considered. They 
have legislative authority, which is from God even if it has been granted by the emperor. It is the 
duty of all secular authorities to serve the will of God and to do away with false worship 
(according to Deuteronomy and the Corpus Iuris Civilis, chapter 1, De summa trinitate et fide 
catholica [CICiv, Cod. Just. 1.1.8.11] and elsewhere). Their God-given authority must be used 
for good purposes (2 Cor 10[:8]) and in particular to preserve the faith taught by St Peter (c. De 
legibus et constitutionibus principum, Digna vox [CICiv, Cod. Just. 1.14.4] and c. Si contra ius et 
utilitates publicas omnes [CICiv, Cod. Just. 1.2.6]). Frankfurt would therefore not be in violation 
of imperial law, if they enforced correct worship. Although the emperor published a number of 
edicts against the reformers on the initiative of the papists, they have never been fully enforced. 
Indeed it is the emperor’s command ‘that no one should wage war against another for the sake of 
religion.’ Thus it is not likely that he would place those who introduced improvements in religion 
under the ban. After all, imperial decrees are valid only when they are ratified by all the estates, 
according to the Codex De legibus et constitutionibus [CICiv, Cod. Just. 1.14.8]. If the Catholics 
practise the wrong rites, Frankfurt has an obligation to abolish them (Rom. 13:[4]).  
 Fourthly, failure to abolish Catholic rites would invite God’s wrath, and it is better to 
suffer at the hands of men than of God. 
 Philip [Melanchthon] reportedly advised Frankfurt to restore the Catholic rites, but the 
Strasbourgers believe that the civic authorities have an obligation ‘to do away with false teaching 
and godless ceremonies among their people, just as they are obligated to do away with all public 
offences, vice, and evil-doings,’ even in the face of strong opposition.  
 ‘When someone holds an office from the emperor through the agency of a prince, he 
must not take instruction regarding his office from the prince, when he knows how the emperor 
wants him to handle the matter.’ All authority comes ultimately from God (Deut. 13) and false 
worship must not be tolerated (Augustine writing to Boniface in The Correction of the Donatists 
[chapter 7]). No authority, whatever its jurisdiction, must ‘allow what is not right or exempt 



anyone anywhere among the creatures from doing right.’ St Chrysostom comments on Romans 
13: ‘Every human being is subject to authority, even if he is a prophet or an apostle – he is still 
subject to the sword’ [Homiliae in epistolam ad Romanos, hom. 23 (PG 60.615–16)]. Thus 
Frankfurt was right to abolish the mass and must stand by that decision, or they will incur the 
wrath of God. 
 When Theodosius ordered a Jewish synagogue to be rebuilt, St Ambrose admonished the 
emperor not to promote false rites [Letter to Emperor Theodosius, Ep. 40:6–7 (PL 16.1103–
1104]. Similarly, Ambrose himself resisted Valentinian, when he favoured the Arians [Ep. 21 
(PL 16:1003–1007)]. Furthermore, if the authorities restored the mass in Frankfurt, they would 
go against the interests of other evangelical estates and set a dangerous precedent. Bremen and 
Münster are in a different category. ‘The bishops assumed too much power in those cities, […] 
although they should be no more than their patrons in furthering true rites.’ 

The emperor and the estates have acknowledged their need for reform and their right to 
introduce them, and it is a sign of grace that God has aided not only the cities in the Palatinate, 
but also individual noblemen in Gemmingen in maintaining the Reformation against powerful 
resistance. Thus Frankfurt must bear the danger rather than restore Catholic rites. The 
Strasbourgers pray for the enlightenment of the papists who deny their abuses and call the 
reformers heretics. Frankfurt must not abet their sacrilege. They hope that the godless actions of 
the papists will drive people into the arms of Christ. 
 In conclusion, they urge the Frankfurt authorities not to permit false rites or yield to 
human power. Faith requires sacrifice. They must serve God rather than the world or risk his 
wrath. 


