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What does it mean to witness to Jesus Christ?  Psalm 86 calls us to walk in the truth.  How do we do that 
in our time, what is the truth that we see?  These are questions that we face today, and which 
Anabaptists in the 16th century also faced.  In our society in North America, we have religious freedom 
and can believe what we want, but in the 16th century, witnessing to the truth was a life and death issue.  
At what cost do we live out our faith? 
 
Today we are meeting a woman who must have really struggled with that question.  Her name was Anna 
Gasser.  You probably won’t have heard of her before because she was not well educated or well off or a 
famous Anabaptist leader, like Conrad Grebel and Michael Sattler who we met in earlier sermons.  Anna 
Gasser was a peasant woman, a farmer,  in the area of Austria called the Tirol.  She   lived on the 
mountains of the Ritten in the district of Wangen.   We know about Anna because of the careful 
historical work of historians Linda Huebert Hecht and Arnold Snyder; Anna’s story comes from their 
book Profiles of Anabaptist Women Edited by C. Arnold Snyder and Linda Huebert Hecht, (Waterloo:  
Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1996). 
 
Like most women of her time, as a peasant farmer Anna would have gotten married between the ages 
of 15 and 18.  We don’t know her maiden name, but her husband’s name was Hans Gasser.  Anna 
occupied herself with raising children, working on the farm, and never travelling very far from home.   
We know nothing about her life until she is old enough to have adult children.  It’s then that her name 
enters the public record. 
 
We hear, for example, from a court record that Anna’s adult daughter Barbara was arrested for being an 
Anabaptist.    Barbara denies these charges saying that she has left home because of her father’s 
Anabaptist heretical beliefs, and that she goes to mass regularly.  Anna’s brother was also arrested for 
being Anabaptists. 
 
Hans and Anna were living in a time where there was a lot of change in the church.  As I explained when 
I spoke about Conrad Grebel and Michael Sattler, the Catholic church was undergoing reform, and some 
people were wanting more reform, and some people were wanting things to stay the same. 
 
In Germany, many of the local princes resented the control of the Catholic church over their local 
churches, and they especially resented taxes that the Catholic church collected, some of which left the 
area and went to Rome.  These princes left the Catholic church, and worked to create local German 
churches under the slogan “German money for a German church.”  Other princes were loyal to the 
Catholic church.  The common people also wanted change, whether that was change in the way priests 
were appointed, or how tithes were collected, whether there were pictures in church, or how the 
service was conducted. 
 



For Anna and Hans, reform of the church went hand in hand with economic problems.  The church and 
the state were so connected.  When you started to question the church, it had political implications.  
And when you started to question the government, it had religious implications. 
 
In 1524/25 an uprising happened all over Germany called the Peasants War, Hans and Anna were part of 
this.  The people were unhappy, they wanted things to change.  They made up lists of demands…they 
wanted less taxation, they wanted control over who would be their ministers, they wanted the 
government to look out for the common good and not exploit the people for their own selfish reasons.  
The peasants even wrote up their grievances.  They talked about these grievances in religious language, 
they talked about the Kingdom of God and brotherly love.  
 
The Peasants War wasn’t a centralized revolt, this was an uprising that spread organically.  In the area 
where Hans and Anna lived, the grievances included the fact that their overlord refused to let them fish 
in the pond behind his castle, and that he made the peasants climb up on the steep roof of his castle and 
remove the snow.  It just didn’t seem fair!   
 
The Peasants War was not a peaceful protest, it was a war, there was fighting, and the peasants were 
decidedly on the losing end of the stick.  That’s because all they had was sticks to fight with…the nobility 
had weapons and knights, and could hire soldiers.  So the uprising was put down very harshly, many 
people were punished.  But since it was such a popular uprising, the rulers couldn’t kill everyone, 
because someone had to grow the crops.  Hans and Anna’s names were listed as people who 
participated in the uprising, but they were allowed to go back to their home when it was all done. 
 
Now the Peasants War didn’t solve anything; the people were still unhappy.  They still wanted to control 
parts of their lives that felt out of control.   Some of the people who were in the Peasants War 
eventually joined the Anabaptist movement.  Why should people far away or higher up determine how 
they would worship God?  They would listen to the Bible, and follow it themselves. 
 
The political leaders were very spooked by the Peasants War.  They didn’t want anything like this to 
happen again, and so anything that looked like rebellion against authority was treated very harshly.  The 
Anabaptists were people who resisted the authority of the church.  Ferdinand I, the arch-duke in Austria 
(where Hans and Anna lived) was loyal to the Catholic church.  He called for a persecution of Protestants 
who were “associated with revolt and a total breakdown of the social order.” 
 
As Anabaptist ideas spread, Prince Ferdinand wanted these Anabaptists arrested.   There was a 
crackdown and many leaders and preachers were arrested.  On February 13, 1528 Hans and Anna 
Gasser were arrested by the governor in their area for allowing her brother to hold a “sinagogue  and 
meeting in their home.”  Anna’s brother had since left the area and was preaching elsewhere, but the 
authorities were trying to suppress this Anabaptist movement.  A few days after the arrest, the governor 
was instructed by Ferdinand in a letter to keep an eye out for a travelling preacher from Switzerland 
named George Blaurock. 
 
But the local governor treated Hans and Anna with mercy.  They were allowed to go free, probably after 
promising not to follow Anabaptist ideas any more.  That is called recanting.     
 
What did recanting mean, practically speaking?  We don’t know the exact process for Hans and Anna, 
but in the same year in that country this is what happened to the Anabaptist Lamprecht Penntz, in order 
for him to be set free from prison.   He had to go to church (the Catholic church) on three consecutive 



Sundays,  and in bare feet join the procession of the priest as he walked around the church.  Then he 
had to read a statement to the church, and then he remained on his knees for the rest of the service to 
show how sorry he was. 
 
This is what Lamprecht had to say: 
 
#1.  I confess, that through damnable unchristian teaching and instruction, I fell away from Christian 
baptism, and no longer adhered to it. 
#2.  In addition, I confess that I did not believe in the holy mass and the most worthy sacrament and did 
not believe that the bread and the wine truly contained the body and blood of Jesus Christ our Saviour.  
#3.  I confess that I did not place my faith in the mediation of Mary, the Mother of God and the saints or 
in many other articles of the Christian faith.  I have erred and did not believe and have gone against the 
practice of the Christian Church and have instructed others in my erroneous faith. 
           All this I recant voluntarily and with proper understanding.  I contradict all of my previous belief 
and praise God the almighty before those assembled in this church, promising to desist from such error, 
never again to associate with it, and also to believe all that which the united Christian church has 
established and ordained.  I also want to attend confession with my priest and partake of the holy 
sacrament when he deems it appropriate. 
 
(quoted in “Anabaptist Women in Tirol who Recanted”  Profiles of Anabaptist Women Edited by C. 
Arnold Snyder and Linda Huebert Hecht, (Waterloo:  Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1996), p. 162 
 
The person who was seeking pardon was also made to pay for their time in prison and the court costs.  
Sometimes they were  physically punished with a public beating, and they were sometimes given 
instructions that they had to leave the country,  (exiled), or the opposite, they were not allowed to 
travel at all (since Anabaptists spread their beliefs by travelling). 
 
We don’t know exactly what Anna and Hans had to do when they were let out of prison the first time, 
but it would have involved admitting they were wrong.  They were definitely not exiled, we know they  
went back to farming.  Meanwhile, the government was still busy looking for Anabaptists. 
 
Later in the year, a bunch of Anabaptists were arrested.  Among this group were two of Hans and Anna’s 
adult sons, and two maids that worked on their farm.   This group of newly arrested Anabaptists were 
interrogated to find out where meetings had taken place and who had attended them.   Interrogation, 
to be clear, was not about asking questions and waiting for answer.  Torture was regularly used to get 
information. 
 
One of these people confessed that the Gassers had given him food and shelter when he was preaching 
in that area.  Both Anna and Hans were held responsible for this, they were both arrested in November 
of 1528 the same year they had been released.   
 
But in January, after only a few months in prison, all of these peasants were offered a pardon.   The 
court record says that because they were naive (uneducated) and had been led astray, and so instead of 
going to trial, they could accept punishment.  Their punishment was corporal punishment (beating)  at 
the pillory…(pole in the public square), doing penance in church, paying a sum of money, and signing  a 
paper saying they would leave the Tirol region and never come back as long as they live.  
 



However, Anna was pregnant, and they would not publicly beat a pregnant woman.  So they told her 
they would keep her in prison till she gave birth, then she could be punished publicly and let go.   
  
For some reason, none of the prisoners  were given their punishment and set free, but they weren’t sent 
to trial either.  We do know that the local governor let the prisoners out of prison for one evening for 
the purpose of attending a local dance before Lent.  It sounds like the governor was not too keen on 
prosecuting Anabaptists.  We know this because Ferdinand the Arch-duke sent a sharply worded 
criticism to the governor that he was being too lenient on the Anabaptist prisoners (he had heard about 
the dance). 
 
The letter had its affect, and within a few weeks, Anna’s husband Hans had been executed.  He was 
executed on the charges that he had not given up Anabaptism after his first arrest, he had broken his 
oath to not be an Anabaptist, and he had allowed an Anabaptist preacher into his home and had fed 
him.  The other prisoners were let go, with their punishments and recantations and promises to leave 
the area.  But Anna was still in prison because she was pregnant, and couldn’t receive her punishment. 
 
The next court record is from April…six weeks after the death of Anna’s husband Hans.  We hear that 
Anna is to be let out of prison, and she is to be pardoned.   An official in a higher level of government is 
writing the local governor, asking why Anna was still in prison, because she had apparently had a 
miscarriage, and the punishment should have been done already.  The official also asked whether Anna 
had been tortured in prison, and whether that is why she lost her baby.  But we don’t have an answer to 
that letter, so we don’t know what happened, or why Anna lost the baby in prison. 
 
Anna was set free, likely after a public confession.   There is a court document talking about a guardian 
for her dependent children, since her husband had been executed.    The court documents also tell us 
that Anna requested permission to leave the area, which suggests that part of her release included her 
not being able to travel anywhere.  This request was denied, because the court feared that she if she left 
she would never come back, and then the state would have to take care of her children. 
 
Even though she was charged by the government to stay home, within three months, Anna had taken 
matters into her own hands, and she left the area secretly, leaving her family behind.  That’s the last we 
ever hear of Anna Gasser. We don’t know where she went, although Linda Hecht, who researched her 
life, suggests that like many others, she probably fled to Moravia where there was more religious 
freedom.  
 
We don’t have a first person account of what Anna believed, or how important her faith was to her.  She 
wrote no theological letters or books.  All we have is the court record.  She listened to Anabaptist 
preaching, she sheltered preachers, she was arrested.  She recanted; whether genuinely or just to get 
out of prison, we don’t know.  But within a year she was re-arrested for being an Anabaptist, her 
husband was executed, she lost her baby in prison.  She recanted again in order to get out of prison.  
 
In their book, Hecht and Snyder document how the punishments for the Anabaptists grew in severity 
over a period of time, and how pardon was less and less likely, especially for those who re-offended.  It 
is quite remarkable that Anna was arrested twice and was twice released.  Many others faced harsher 
treatment. 
 
Did Anna know the writing was on the wall for her?  That if she stayed she would again be arrested and 
this time they would not be so lenient for her? For whatever reason, she decided to leave home and 



family behind, and she fled.  She was willing to say words to gain her freedom, but she knew that the 
leniency would not survive a third arrest.    
 
Why didn’t she take her children?   Perhaps she was worried that she would be arrested in her flight, 
and her children would be abandoned in a strange place. Perhaps she worried that a woman with 
children could not travel at night, quietly, and she would be arrested, and be killed. 
 
I wonder what it was like for Anna as she sat in prison, after her husband was executed for his faith.  Did  
she feel she was betraying him and her faith as she gave her recantation in church?    The Catholic 
church was not pagan, they did believe in God and Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit, it’s just that some of 
their beliefs she did not believe to be true.  Was she denying the light God had given her if she 
recanted?  How much did having dependent children play into her decision?  What went through her 
mind as she decided to leave the country, as she closed the door of her home behind her in the night 
and walked into the darkness, heading for a foreign country?   
 
Anna raises questions for us.  How far would you go to have religious freedom?  Would you listen to the 
sermon of a minister, would you give a meal and a bed to him or her, if it meant that you might face a 
death sentence?  What would you leave behind for God? 
  
As Anna looked for answers, I am sure she turned to scripture. We will close our service with a reading 
of Psalm 86...  Let’s read it this morning with Anna’s story in mind.  If you went to this psalm with 
questions about standing up for truth, questions about  recanting and fleeing in your mind, what answer 
would you get? 
 
How do we read this Psalm today, how is it a challenge to us to be faithful in our century? 
 
 
Psalm 86 
 
Incline your ear, O Lord, and answer me, 
   for I am poor and needy.  
Preserve my life, for I am devoted to you; 
   save your servant who trusts in you. 
You are my God; be gracious to me, O Lord, 
   for to you do I cry all day long.  
Gladden the soul of your servant, 
   for to you, O Lord, I lift up my soul.  
For you, O Lord, are good and forgiving, 
   abounding in steadfast love to all who call on you.  
Give ear, O Lord, to my prayer; 
   listen to my cry of supplication.  
In the day of my trouble I call on you, 
   for you will answer me.  
There is none like you among the gods, O Lord, 
   nor are there any works like yours.  
All the nations you have made shall come 
   and bow down before you, O Lord, 
   and shall glorify your name.  



For you are great and do wondrous things; 
   you alone are God.  
Teach me your way, O Lord, 
   that I may walk in your truth; 
   give me an undivided heart to revere your name.  
I give thanks to you, O Lord my God, with my whole heart, 
   and I will glorify your name for ever.  
For great is your steadfast love towards me; 
   you have delivered my soul from the depths of Sheol.  
O God, the insolent rise up against me; 
   a band of ruffians seeks my life, 
   and they do not set you before them.  
But you, O Lord, are a God merciful and gracious, 
   slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness.  
Turn to me and be gracious to me; 
   give your strength to your servant; 
   save the child of your serving-maid.  
Show me a sign of your favour, 
   so that those who hate me may see it and be put to shame, 
   because you, Lord, have helped me and comforted me. 
 
 


