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Conrad Grebel’s family was totally respectable.  He was born in Switzerland, probably in 1498,  into a 
family that had been hard-workers who had served the community for generations.  The little village of 
Gruningen, where Conrad was raised, was just a few miles east of Zurich, and Conrad’s father  Jacob, 
was a wealthy iron merchant.  He also served as magistrate in that area.    Jacob was so well respected, 
he represented the canton (region) of Zurich in the Swiss Confederacy.  Switzerland had thrown off the 
rule of all kings and emperors, and was a confederacy of cities, each ruling themselves.   
 
All Jacob’s children did well in his eyes, all except Conrad.  Conrad’s brother Andreas became a courtier 
in the King Ferdinand’s court in Vienna, before his unfortunate and early death.  Conrad’s sister married 
a prominent professor at the University of Vienna.   And then there was Conrad.   
 
He started out well…he was a bright young man, and was able to get a scholarship to study at the 
university.  So at the age of 16, he moved to the University of Basel.   After a year he moved to the 
University of Vienna and finally ended up studying in Paris. He was a good student and enjoyed his 
studies.  Conrad was studying a wide variety of topics including history, geography, philosophy and 
especially ancient classics in the original Greek and Latin languages.  You might think since he became a 
leader in the Anabaptist movement that  he was studying theology, but he wasn’t.  At this point  he 
wasn’t aiming for a career in the church. His teachers recognized something special in Conrad, a good 
mind and personality that was suited for leadership.   
 
But  Conrad had more on his mind that just studying.  He got into trouble from loose living and 
drunkenness, so much so that it affected his health. He also was involved in several large student brawls, 
that were serious enough that several people were killed.   Conrad also quarrelled with the professor 
who mentored him, who he was boarding with, so much so that it caused a break in his studies for 
several months. 
  
Conrad’s father Jacob was furious when he heard news about all this trouble, and sent him a very sharp 
letter criticizing his behaviour.  Jacob had arranged Conrad’s scholarship, and was in possession of it, 
and so the father decided to send very little money to Conrad, thinking that if Conrad had less money he 
would get into less trouble.  (Parents out there, do you think this was a reasonable thing for him to do, 
does this make sense?) This caused a lot of tension between Conrad and his father; his father angry at 
his behaviour, Conrad angry at the withholding of the money which made his life very difficult indeed.  
In fact in one letter Conrad blames his father for his debts, saying that if his father had not taught him to 
live so well, he would have lived within his means.   
 
The school years were disrupted for Conrad at various times too  because the plague came to Vienna 
and again to Paris, and everyone fled the city for six months.  A lot of what we know about Conrad 
comes from this student period in his life because he wrote a lot of letters, 56 of which are still 
preserved. (which blows my mind, that they were kept and not lost). 
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After six years at the university, Conrad may have learned a lot but his life was in a shambles, he had 
quarreled with his favourite teacher, he didn’t graduate,  he was in a huge amount of debt and his 
parents were furious with him.  He was having some serious health problems too, with a lot of swelling 
in his feet that sometimes made it difficult for him to walk.  He went home in 1520; he was 22 years old.   
 
Once he was home, things didn’t get any better with his relationship with his father.  He couldn’t work 
without his father’s permission, and his father didn’t give him anything to do.   And Conrad was always 
short of funds.   It turns out his father was working at getting another scholarship for him, this time to 
study for two years in Italy.  Conrad was not that enthusiastic about going though, and soon both his 
parents became seriously ill for four months, so travel was out of the question.    
 
In  1522, when he was around 24 years old, Conrad fell in love with a woman named Barbara.  He wrote 
to one of his friends, “She says that she is mine, and I am hers so absolutely that I could not be it more 
completely.”  We don’t know much about Barbrara, but we do know that Conrad’s parents were dead-
set against her.  We don’t know why they didn’t like her, perhaps she was from a poor family.   They 
absolutely forbade the relationship.  When Conrad’s father was out of the country on business, Conrad 
took the opportunity to get married to Barbara.  Apparently his mother, when she found out, wept 
unceasingly.  Unfortunately, Conrad didn’t have any money, so he had to live at his parent’s house with 
her, and his parents hated her.  Within a year, Conrad was a father, but he had almost no money 
because his father had practically disinherited him.   
 
Up to this point, Conrad was not in any particular way religious, although he had been baptized like 
everyone in his society.  The Swiss church had been affected by the Protestant reformation, and no 
longer acknowledged the authority of Rome and the pope, but the services continued.  The clergy was 
supported by the local government, the city council, they collected money in a tithe from the people to 
support the churches.   We don’t know what Conrad thought about church in his university years 
because he never talked about it.  Like everyone else, Conrad would have gone to church.   In the letters 
that Conrad wrote from university, he didn’t really talk about God or the church, it didn’t seem that 
important to him. 
 
But sometime in 1522, something happened to him.  He suddenly became very very interested in God, 
he started living a changed life, and really engaging with the local churches.   What happened?  What 
changed him?  Conrad’s letters don’t ever say whether it was a spiritual experience, or a call from God, 
or what.  Scholars of Anabaptism think that Conrad Grebel was changed by the powerful preaching of 
Ulrich Zwingli, who was active in the church in Zurich, very close to Conrad’s home town.  Zwingli was a 
professor who studied the Bible in the original languages, and was preaching evangelical messages 
about the Bible.  He was a very popular preaching, stirring up the whole population,  and many people 
were starting to take their faith and the Bible more seriously.  
 
Zwingli was not alone in his preaching; throughout Europe there were people like him preaching and 
encouraging people to show their devotion to God through right living and Bible reading.  Preachers 
were encouraging people to think about what the Bible said, and to live by it. 
 
Conrad became very close to Zwingli. He studied with him regularly, and became a part of a group of 
Swiss students who gathered regularly to learn from this great teacher.  Zwingli saw a lot of promise in 
young Conrad Grebel, writing about how happy he was that he had gifted and learned young men like 
Conrad to help him share the gospel.  They studied together, not just for the sake of studying, but for 
the purpose of growing closer to Christ, and leading others to know Christ. 
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Conrad and the other people who gathered around Zwingli found there was a lot to talk about.  The 
church needed to be reformed.  Up to this point the church and the  monasteries were supported by a 
tithe that every person in Zurich was required to turn over.  Was this tithe biblical?  Some of the 
common people were resisting paying the tithe.  Why should the people support the monks if they were 
living ungodly lives?  And what about the widespread practice  of lending money for interest?  The Bible 
said that this was wrong.  What about the sacraments that the church practiced; a lot of them seemed 
to have no basis in scripture.   Some of the parts of the service, the mass,  seemed like rituals and 
superstition, should be that allowed in church?  Some were debating whether it was biblical to have 
images (statues/pictures/stained glass) in church.  Conrad and his friends heard that some were going so 
far as to try to destroy some of the images in churches.  Most importantly, Conrad wondered how the 
average person could be encouraged not just to go to church, but to know Christ in their heart, and  
change the way they lived. 
 
Conrad’s new passion for  God and for the reform of the church was not welcomed by his family.  We 
never hear what his wife thought about his ideas, but his parents were not pleased, not a single person 
in his family agreed with him; in his letters of this time he prays for patience, and for the salvation of his 
family.  
 
By 1523 there was a widespread expectation  among the people and many of the leaders that the 
church had to change to become more in tune with the Gospel.   Zwingli and others had been preaching 
for years that the church had to change, and the people were convinced, and yet, the church was not 
changing.   When the authority of the bishops and the pope had been taken away, it was taken over by 
the civil authorities, the city councillors of Zurich, who were all Christian men themselves.   There was 
criticism of the Zurich city councillors who were in charge of keeping peace and collecting the tithe for 
the church; Conrad Grebel joined in this criticism, calling them “tyrants”. 
 
Zwingli tried to persuade them to change the church, but the city councillors were reluctant, they did 
not want to be hasty.  And Zwingli bowed to their authority, so a lot in the church did not change.  The 
city councillors decided that everyone still had to pay the tithe to support the church, even though so 
many of the people, and all the reformers were against the tithe. 
 
This made Conrad Grebel and other followers of Zwingli furious.  Why didn’t the city councillors allow 
change?  Could it be that they were working for the devil and not for God?  Why didn’t Zwingli speak out 
more strongly against them?  Didn’t Zwingli understand the urgency that people should follow what the 
Bible said? 
 
But everything came to a head in October 1523, when there was a public debate about images and 
about the mass.  The city councillors sat and listened to everyone’s opinion; Conrad Grebel spoke at this 
debate.  Apparently, there was some discussion about whether it was OK for images that were taken out 
of the church to be brought to be people’s homes.  But Conrad Grebel said “If images are not to be 
allowed among Christians, they should not be allowed in secret…”  For Grebel it was about following the 
Bible; the Bible didn’t say that we should make pictures about Jesus and pray in front of them.  Conrad 
was firm that these images should be destroyed. 
 
Many people spoke at this debate, and the councillors heard all the opinions.  Conrad Grebel spoke 
again, urging them to change the mass.  He wanted change to happen right now!  But Zwingli spoke and 
encouraged the people to abide by whatever the council decided.   
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The councillors decided not to change the mass; Zwingli went along with them.  This caused a break 
between Zwingli and Grebel.  It’s not that Zwingli had changed his mind about the reform for the church, 
he just urged patience.   He was sure that given time, he would be able to convince the council to 
change the church.  Grebel and his friends just couldn’t understand why the civil authorities, the town 
councillors should have control over what happened in the church. 
 
In the next few months Grebel and his friends tried to convince Zwingli to join them in their position that 
the church had to be reformed regardless of what the city councillors said.   There was more of an 
understanding of themselves as a group, they called each other “the Brethren.”  Conrad also began to 
think about, and write about the Zurich town councillors as the Abomination of Desolation in the temple 
that was spoken of in the book of Revelation.  The people who supported the city councillors began to 
speak out against Grebel and the other reformers, calling them rascals and satans in angel’s clothing. 
 
Grebel and his friends, the Brethren,  kept meeting to study the Bible, often in the original languages 
and they wrote letters and reached out to other reformers around the country who were thinking the 
way they were thinking. They started to envision a voluntary church, composed of only people who had 
committed their life to Christ, and this church would not be under the authority of the government. 
 
By the time 1524 rolled around another issue had come to the table; issue of infant baptism.  At various 
places around the country people were beginning to question whether it was really biblical to baptize 
babies; would babies really go to hell if they were not baptized?    Zwingli himself said that the Bible 
does not teach that babies are damned.  But still the church was baptizing babies.  Conrad also had a 
new baby in his family in 1524, a little girl. The year before his wife had a second son and they had 
baptized the baby no problem.  But now Conrad was re-thinking this decision…was it biblical to baptize 
infants? 
 
Civil authorities were disturbed by the idea of people not baptizing their babies, and at various places in 
Switzerland started arresting anyone who taught this, and fining parents who did not baptize their 
babies.  Grebel wasn’t the first person to teach this, or the first person to not baptize his baby.  What did 
his wife or his parents think about not baptizing his little daughter?  We don’t know! 
 
The Zurich city councillors also had a light fine for anyone who did not baptize their baby, but they 
weren’t arresting anyone who taught about this.  They also had some debates about this, where each 
side could present their views, and Conrad and his friends were eager to participate.  But in a letter he 
wrote around this time, Conrad complained that Zwingli and his group had such long speeches, that 
there was hardly any time to present their opinion, and when they tried to get a word in edgewise, they 
were continually interrupted. 
 
That’s why Conrad decided to write out his arguments and let people read them, that way he could at 
least present his whole argument.  He wrote out his whole argument against infant baptism.   
 
Meanwhile, Zwingli and his supporters started talking about Grebel and his friends, the Brethren, in very 
harsh terms.  They said the Brethren were plotting sedition, trying to overthrow the legal government.   
These were very serious charges, charges that could get someone killed, and Zwingli seems to have been 
behind them.   Grebel vehemently defending himself, saying that he wasn’t challenging the council’s 
ability to govern, only whether they should have control of the church.    Zwingli said that if they were 
defying the order to baptize their children, they were defying the state.  
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From this point on it became difficult for Conrad, Felix Manz and his friends to meet openly, because 
they feared persecution from the city council.  He writes letters, asking people to pray for them in these 
“dangerous times”.  He knew that the Brethren would soon face arrest.    One of Grebel’s friends wrote 
to him saying, “The battle is almost altogether about baptism.”  This isn’t what the Brethren set out as 
the most important or only issue, but this is where the sticking point came between them and the city 
councillors and Zwingli. 
 
It’s important to say that at this point, in late 1524, no one was talking about adult baptism at all.  Even 
though it seems logical to think that if you don’t baptize babies, then some day they will have to be 
baptized to join the church…they just hadn’t crossed that bridge yet.  There was already a lot they were 
arguing about, and defending themselves about.   
 
Conrad Grebel’s brother-in-law Vadian wrote him and encouraged him to have patience, and that all the 
abuses of the church could not be righted in a short period of time, and that he should let the city 
councillors have some time to think about things.  But he said, “If you intend to be thorough in the 
matter, I will not hold you back.”  If there was one thing that Conrad was, it was thorough, there was no 
compromise for  him around this issue of the word of God. 
 
In 1524 another reform minded person came to town, his name was George Blaurock, a former minister.  
He was a strong-minded person who soon became a leader among the Brethren.  There were three 
main leaders of this reform movement in Zurich; Conrad Grebel, Felix Manz and George Blaurock.   
 
There was another public debate about infant baptism, where the city councillors held firm in their 
position, and they gave out stiffer penalties; from this point on, anyone who refused to baptize their 
baby were to be expelled from the canton or region.  So Grebel and several of his friends were at a 
crossroads; they faced being sent away because they had not baptized their babies.  From the point of 
view of the city councillors it was probably an easy decision; it would get rid of all these troublemakers 
out of their jurisdiction.  
 
Grebel and his friends came together for a meeting on January 21, 1525.  It was at this meeting that 
George Blaurock asked Conrad Grebel to baptize him, upon his confession of faith.  So Conrad did that, 
and then Blaurock baptized the rest of the people, including Conrad himself.  So Conrad was the first 
person to perform an “Anabaptism”; a second baptism.   
 
In the next three months, these leaders set out into the countryside, encouraging people to be baptized 
upon the confession of their faith, and they found a very receptive audience.  They would preach and a 
hundred people would come to the river to be re-baptized, or two hundred people.  Within three 
months, the movement was spreading like wildfire.  It truly alarmed people in authority, including the 
city  councillors in Zurich.  They denounced the re-baptizers.  Conrad Grebel came back to Zurich, but he 
remained in hiding, not speaking publicly, because he feared that he would be denounced and arrested.  
We don’t know what Barbara, Conrad’s wife was thinking about all this; but at one point during this time 
Conrad was unable to travel with Felix Manz.   Grebel wrote that he was afraid that his wife would 
denounce Felix if they travelled together, so it sounds like he and his wife were not on the same 
wavelength about this. 
 
Conrad Grebel went on to teach and preach for several more months until October 8, 1525, when he 
was arrested, along with Blaurock and  a few days later, Manz, and imprisoned in the castle in 
Gruningen.  On November 18, the three were sentenced…  “because of their Anabaptism and their 
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unbecoming conduct to lie in the tower on a diet of bread and water, and no one was to be permitted to 
visit them except the guards.”  Some other reformers, who had come from further away, were banished 
(one of them was Michael Sattler).  In March there was a second trial for these imprisoned men, and this 
time they were given a sentence of life in prison.   But life in prison didn’t turn out the way the city 
councillors expected because 14 days later Conrad Grebel and his friends escaped from the castle using 
a rope through an unlocked window! 
   
They set out preaching again, each taking their separate way.  Felix Manz was eventually picked up and 
was drowned by the Zurich city councillors for being an Anabaptist…he became the first martyr among 
the Swiss Brethren.  We don’t know where Conrad went, we only know that he managed to get his 
pamphlet about baptism printed in Basel.  Conrad left the country and was preaching at a place near 
Maienfeld, when he got sick, and died, apparently of the plague.  He was 28 years old.   
 
From a worldly perspective, and probably from his father’s perspective, Conrad Grebel was a 
disappointment.  He  was in debt almost his whole life, he had a brilliant mind but never graduated with 
any degree, he never established himself in a career, he joined a heretical sect against the wishes of his 
family, and died in exile of the plague at the age of 28.  Descendents of his children followed in the 
footsteps of their grandfather, becoming established leaders in the community and the Reformed 
Church in Zurich.  Their heretical ancestor Conrad Grebel was only a blip on the family tree. 
 
From a story perspective, Conrad Grebel is a tragic figure, estranged from his parents, his wife.  Then he 
and one of his closest friends, Ulrich Zwingli, a reformer he respects, part ways and become bitter 
enemies.  His former friend is the one who was engineering his arrest.  To top it off, Conrad dies in exile, 
in obscurity.  We don’t even know where he is buried.   
 
But from an Anabaptist perspective, Conrad Grebel is an important leader.  A man whose devotion to 
God was single-minded, who longed for a reformed church with his whole heart, with his whole life.  He 
gave his whole life to that cause; leaving behind his family, his wife, his children, his reputation.  An 
ordinary man, who had problems with his parents, was never very good with money, but who also was a 
leader, a visionary. 
 
I’m left with questions about Conrad.  What if he had a bit more patience?  Apparently the Zurich town 
councillors did abolish the mass two years after Conrad’s death; Zwingli was able to convince them to 
change after all, it just took some time.    What if Conrad had waited?  I think of the scripture we read 
today about respecting your elders and clothing yourselves with humility. 
 
Or another question…when Zwingli and Grebel disagreed, why did they have to paint each other as the 
antichrist, as being not Christian, as being in league with the devil?  What would have happened if they 
could have agreed to disagree, and could still call each other brother?  I think of our scriptures today 
about loving your neighbour as yourself, and the body knitted together in love. 
 
How much did Conrad’s conflict with his father, who was a politician, influence his attitude towards 
other politicians of that time?   What about Conrad Grebel’s wife Barbara?  What did she think about 
her husband’s stand?   Did she ever agree with him and his faith, or did she resent the fact that he was a 
heretic, that he wouldn’t have their daughter baptized?    I think of loving God with our whole life, and 
being willing to give up family and friends, as Jesus did, in order to follow God. 
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And I have questions about today.  In our society, in our church, where we emphasize ecumenism, and 
accepting people’s differences, and learning to work together; is there ever a place for strong stands like 
this?  I don’t know if I would die in order to make a point about adult baptism.   I respect my Christian 
brothers and sisters who baptize babies.  At the same time, I respect Conrad’s desire to read the bible, 
and have a church that is in line with what he read there.   Do people today have the same passion 
about reforming the church to make it more in line with scripture?    Do we care that much?  Are we 
willing to give heart and soul and strength and mind to God’s church? 
 
I guess the question ultimately is where is God in this picture?  Was God entirely cheering on Conrad 
Grebel and his strong courageous stand?  Certainly God knew what was in Conrad’s heart.  Was God 
entirely against Zwingli, who was working for change and reform in a different way?  I can imagine 
heaven as a place where deep enemies  meet beside a river of life.  In the crystal clear light of heaven, 
perhaps what is not essential drops away, and what is essential is clear; in that light, I can see Zwingli 
and Grebel embracing, friends at the core, their name calling, their persecution, their murderous ways 
forgotten.   
 
That’s where we will meet Conrad Grebel, our first Anabaptist brother. 


