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CHAPTER 1

Prophets, Visionaries, and Martyrs – 
Ursula Jost and her Publisher 

Margarethe Prüss

Introduction – Medieval Women Visionaries

Did the Reformation offer women new possibilities of embracing religious leadership 
roles and using their theological voice in public, or did it limit women’s options? What 
happened to the women mystics and visionaries of the medieval world? How well did 
the Protestants’ teaching of the priesthood of all believers apply to women? Did Protes-
tant theology and reforms promote spiritual equality and emancipation for all con-
cerned, including the women? The answers are ambiguous.

On the one hand, a seed of radical emancipation was embedded in the reformers’ 
teaching of justifi cation by faith as a gift from God for humans without a merit of their 
own. The priesthood of all believers would thus seem like a natural expression of – and 
a foundation for – spiritual equality. The eagerness with which many a woman joined 
the Protestant believers tells that they heard in the new preaching a promise worth 
responding to, without perhaps fully comprehending at fi rst what that promise entailed 
for them as women in particular. On the other hand, there was no collective voice of 
women and thus no joint recorded “women’s opinion” on this, just documents on indi-
vidual responses. The number of sources from (and on) the Reformation women pale 
in comparison to those preserved from their medieval foremothers. The apparent disap-
pearance of women writers coincides with the Protestants’ dismissal of the mystics, 
prophets, and saints who in the medieval religious scene had often been important 
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female counterparts to the otherwise exclusively male clergy and school theologians and 
androcentric religious imagery.

The late medieval context and women’s religious roles there offer a revealing mirror 
to examine how women’s situations changed both for better and for worse. These 
changes can be understood in light of the basically unchanged gender conceptions, 
societal factors, and new theological emphases. The most important changes in women’s 
lot arise from the new perspectives on spirituality and vocation.

In spite of the tenaciously preserved Pauline teaching about women’s silence and 
submissive roles in the Church, and the institutionally executed rules against women’s 
teaching, preaching, and public roles, there have been individual women in Christian 
history who have found ways to break the gender rules. Against the regulations limiting 
women’s theological activity and voice, those motivated to do so have succeeded in 
establishing themselves as teachers and leaders. They have done so as lay persons and 
as private believers, more often than not “authorized” by specifi c spiritual convictions 
and experiences they have purposefully traced back to God’s irresistible calling. The 
Middle Ages especially produced an astonishing number of female visionaries with 
“divine messages.” Because of the public character of their actions and identities, these 
women stand out as exceptional, and as disobedient to the centuries-old ideals set for 
Christian women. Transgressors whose actions could be deemed to originate from God’s 
divine action could win forgiveness and even respect, whereas the same latitude was not 
afforded the women who broke the rules “on their own,” without any claimed or mani-
fest supernatural authorization.

Since the earliest days of Christian history, individual women who have espoused the 
roles of religious leaders and teachers have typically drawn their justifi cation for such 
“unwomanly” activity from their transforming religious experiences of mystical nature. 
In the pre-Reformation context in particular such spiritual experiences were far from 
uncommon. Quite to the contrary, mysticism fl ourished in medieval Christianity, as an 
important counterpart to the offi cial, institutionalized religion dominated by the clergy. 
It is hardly a coincidence that many of the mystics were members of laity and women 
for whom mysticism offered the only possible platform for teaching and preaching and 
religious authority.

“In the fi rst part of the sixteenth-century, as in the late Middle Ages, women were 
sometimes seen as spiritual authorities because of their visionary and prophetic experi-
ences. They based their claim to authority not on offi ce, but on experience, an extra-
ordinary vocation. Such experience often took the form of prophetic visions” (Snyder 
1999, 282). Scholarship has established that the

visions were a socially sanctioned activity that freed a woman from conventional female 
roles by identifying her as a genuine religious fi gure. They brought her to the attention of 
others, giving her a public language she could use to teach and learn. Her visions gave her 
the strength to grow internally and to change the world, to preach, and to attack injustice 
and greed, even within the church. Through visions, she could be an exemplar to other 
women, and out of her own experience, she could lead them to fuller self-development. 
(Ibid. See also Snyder and Hecht 1996.)

Only few women would write in their own name (for instance, Marguerite Porete, 
burned at the stake with her book in the early fourteenth century, and Christine de 
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Pizan, earning her living as a professional writer from the fourteenth to the fi fteenth 
century). A preferred option was for a woman to identify herself – with the desired 
affi rmation of others – as a messenger and a mouthpiece of God. A “documented” 
supernatural call would supersede human orders. In a parallel order created by God’s 
spirit, women could see visions, prophesy, teach, and publish.

The tradition of mystical and prophetic writing fl ourished in the Middle Ages. For 
instance, Hildegard von Bingen and the visionaries from the Helfta Convent (from the 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries) and Julian of Norwich, Caterina da Siena, and Birgitta 
of Sweden (from the fourteenth to the fi fteenth centuries) earned a following as holy 
women who had dedicated their lives to a God-given mission (as they perceived it) to 
deliver divine messages. They attracted a following among the people as well as suspi-
cion from the ecclesial authorities. In their survival and success the advocacy of male 
authorities, often confessors and scribes, was instrumental, especially in proving the 
visionaries’ orthodoxy and promoting offi cial recognition of their sanctity. Further 
proofs of the visionary women’s exceptional authority as spiritual leaders came from 
their extraordinary lives and manifestation of “manly” virtues. In many ways the holy 
women needed to give up their womanhood and self-identity and annihilate their 
human needs and relations in order to excel in ascetic and contemplative practices, in 
the process of becoming non-gendered instruments of God whose jealous love was all-
consuming. For the women themselves, it appears, this process could mean spiritual 
emancipation, within the framework of what was esteemed and considered possible for 
women in terms of religious roles and experiences.

In the high and late Middle Ages, in the climate of a heightened interest in mysticism, 
there was an upsurge in the number of lay teachers concerned with the spiritual well-
being of people and critical of the rise of clerical power and accumulation of problems 
in the Church. Numbers of lay visionaries, prophets, and mystics offered their visions 
for reform, often envisioning spiritual and moral reforms for which they would be the 
starting point; this kind of transformation would later characterize the heart of the 
Catholic reform in the sixteenth century. Monasteries and convents, which had multi-
plied by the late Middle Ages, provided a natural environment and stimulus for mystics 
and visionaries, many of whom became forerunners for the Reformation, both Protes-
tant and Catholic. In the latter, the mystics continued to function in infl uential roles as 
spiritual leaders; in the former, the mystics all but disappeared, and with them women 
prophets and visionaries.

This speaks of shifting priorities in spiritual life, piety, and theology: spiritual experi-
ences and individual bodily and charismatic expressions of religiosity became devalued 
while the “extra nos” effectiveness of grace in individuals’ lives became emphasized. For 
everyone, male or female, who took part in the Protestant Reformation both the notion 
and expressions of spirituality underwent a fundamental change. Excluded from the 
pulpit and public teaching places, women also lost their role as female prophets and 
mystics in the Protestant church, where their spiritual life was more or less confi ned to 
the domestic world. From now on, women would need to fi nd other callings to make 
their mark in the “new” church.

To sum up: For sixteenth-century Protestants, the pure proclamation of the Word 
was seen as key to reform. New emphasis was placed on preaching the Word purely, and 
living it out in one’s vocation; the fi rst aspect was open only to men, the second to 
women as well. Protestant women gained home and “world” as their new holy land, 
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while they became seemingly (to us anyway) imprisoned in this exclusively preached 
domestic model for women. With the coinciding loss of the convents, women lost the 
environment that had most essentially supported women’s individual spiritual develop-
ment and mystical activity and nurtured many a visionary writer. Protestant women 
were to forget prophesying and mystical experiences and instead embrace their domestic 
holy vocations as spouses, mothers and caretakers of their households. While some 
women cherished this interpretation of the gospel, others rejected it. Some endeavored 
to combine both. In the early years of the Reformation, a minority of women managed 
to continue in the roles of the prophets while also embracing their marital and maternal 
duties. The story of these “radical” Protestant women intertwines with another tragic 
story: that of the martyrs – women and men believing and acting against the prevalent 
norms. As a tribute to those women who died for their faith, many of whom remain 
nameless, the discussion here begins with those who were most persecuted.

Anabaptists and Martyrs

The Anabaptist prophets experienced a burst of freedom in the early years of the move-
ment, before being confi ned similarly to their sisters in the mainstream Protestant tradi-
tions. They welcomed the Protestant teaching of the goodness of marriage, and some of 
them also shared the pulpit, so to speak, with their husbands, in the roles of a prophet.

The activity of the spiritually authorized lay teachers continued among the radical 
reformers. The term “radical” refers to those Protestant groups (formed from approxi-
mately the 1520s onwards), of which the Anabaptists were one, that emphasized the 
independent activity of Holy Spirit in the interpretation of the Scripture and practiced 
believer’s baptism (that is to say, adult baptism as a testimony of one’s faith). With the 
principle of sola scriptura, they rejected earthly authority, refused civil and military 
service and the giving of oaths, in conformity with their apocalyptic teachings. Diverse 
groups which coalesced around these basic tenets (the Swiss, the South Germans and 
Austrians, and the North Germans and Dutch) sought separation from the “world” and 
were persecuted throughout Europe. The 1685 Martyrs Mirror reported that 30 percent 
of all martyrs were women.

While there were many reasons for the persecutions of the Anabaptists, the issue of 
spiritual experiences and the work of the Holy Spirit was of central importance in 
regards to women. Namely it was the spiritual experiences that carved for Anabaptist 
women a unique place in Protestant history, and which also caused them great peril.

The identifi cation of this radical “spiritual” emphasis is crucial to the telling of the story 
of Anabaptist women. Appealing to the Holy Spirit as the central interpretive agent meant 
that a spirit-fi lled, illiterate, or semi-literate woman or man would be a truer exegete of 
Scripture than would a learned professor lacking the Spirit. This spiritual and egalitarian 
approach to scripture, which emerged in Luther and Zwingli’s own movements, opened 
the door to the participation of women and uneducated commoners in radical and Ana-
baptist reform. (Snyder and Hecht 1996, 3)

The magisterial Reformers disapproved: their opposition to the radicals was even fi ercer 
than their prohibitions against women’s teaching.
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Mainstream reformers preached the good news of justifi cation by faith alone with a 
renewed emphasis on the work of the Word and the two recognized sacraments. Stress-
ing the importance of the responsibilities of all believers, on the one hand, they also 
upheld the institutional means of grace and the “right call” to the offi ce of the Word, 
on the other. Thus, even with the agreed upon principle of sola scriptura and the exhor-
tation for the laity to read their Bibles, now increasingly available in the vernacular, the 
reformers remained suspicious of Spirit-fi lled individuals sharing their spiritual experi-
ences beyond the ordered church structure and its authorized offi ces. At the heart of 
the disagreement was the understanding of the work of the Holy Spirit and of what 
constituted “spiritual.” In the case of women, the dangers were only magnifi ed. Anabap-
tist women engaged in prophetic activity were doubly disruptive of the order in the new 
church(es) that had no more tolerance for heresy, disobedience, or disruption of order 
than the Catholic church had in the outset of the Protestant movements. Anabaptists 
who did not adhere to the accepted forms of faith, whether Catholic or Protestant (pri-
marily the Lutherans and their Augsburg Confession), and who practiced adult 
(re)baptism in defi ance of the imperial law, were in the position of outlaws and were 
persecuted throughout the Europe.

Mainstream and radical reformers found agreement in one issue in particular: God 
would want women to remain subject to men, staying in the home as spouses and 
mothers. Throughout the early years of the movement, Anabaptist women, however, 
could espouse exceptional opportunities for religious leadership, especially as prophets. 
As the movement became institutionalized, though, many of the women’s early oppor-
tunities for visible leadership roles were lost (just as they had been in the early “heretical” 
movements, such as the Montanists). That scholars disagree on the degree of women’s 
emancipation among the radicals refl ects the ambiguous nature of women’s history in 
general and speaks of the complex reality of the gendered norms that affected every 
movement. In general, it seems, only the work of the Spirit could disrupt the order that 
regulated gender relations in church and society!

The degree of women’s freedom in Anabaptist circles varied from place to place, and 
from teacher to teacher (for instance, Melchior Hoffman saw the offi ce of a prophet 
suitable for women, whereas Menno Simons interpreted the Scripture endorsing 
women’s submission), and, generally speaking, the Anabaptists sent an ambivalent 
message to women: On the one hand, their break with the church institution and their 
enforcement of subjectivity in religious matters in the early days suggested the liberating 
effect of the Spirit in individuals’ lives and ensuing religious autonomy beyond institu-
tional control. The theology of the egalitarian pouring out of the Spirit and trust in 
charismatic experiences allowed both lay men and women to assume the role of a 
prophet, one with religious authority and a public voice. “The ‘calling of the Spirit’ 
which provided the foundation for the Anabaptist movement was radically egalitarian 
and personal, even though it led individuals into a commitment to a community” 
(Snyder and Hecht 1996, 8). Eventually, however, Anabaptist women would be subjected 
to the same gender conventions as others, with an expectation to fi nd fulfi llment in a 
patriarchally ordered marriage and household and church.

While at no time was there full equality, in the beginning of the movement several 
factors allowed Anabaptist women more opportunities to participate in the life of the 
church than they could in society at large. Throughout their history, women contributed 
instrumentally in the Anabaptist communities of faith. They even “appointed themselves 
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to places of leadership. No one asked them. They sometimes became apostles, prophet-
esses, and visionaries. Their messages were unpredictable” (Sprunger 1985, 53). The 
activities of Elisabeth of Leeuwarden following what she claimed was just such a call by 
the Spirit of God made her famous. Before being martyred in 1549, she was a known leader 
and an associate of Menno Simons in the northern Dutch Anabaptist circles. A learned, 
independent woman praised for her “manly courage” (Joldersma and Grijp 2001), Elisa-
beth had come from a convent background and bravely assisted in the Anabaptist network, 
establishing herself as the fi rst known Mennonite deaconess. Other women, like Elisabeth, 
performed informal proselytism, crafted hymns, hosted Bible readings and sewing circles, 
and worked actively at a grass-roots level. Some distributed alms and housed itinerant 
ministers and refugees. They spread the gospel by word of mouth. In all these activities 
Anabaptist women gave an extraordinary lay witness. For instance, Aeffgen Lystyncx in 
Amsterdam, a wealthy lay woman, organized conventicles. At Schleiden, two women 
notably acted as itinerant preachers: Bernhartz Maria of Niederrollesbroich, with ecstatic 
visions and Maria of Monjou, executed by drowning 1552. A few Swiss Anabaptist 
women earned fame as prophetesses: Margaritia Hattinger of Zurich and Magdalena 
Muller, Barbara Murglen, and Frena Bumenin of St Gall. (See Sprunger 1985, 52–7; 
Snyder and Hecht 1996, 8, 10–11, 14–15, 97–8; Wiesner 1989, 15–17.)

A particularly tragic chapter of Anabaptist history was lived in Münster, where 
women found themselves in an abusive situation under the totalitarian rule of Jan 
Mathjis and Jan van Leiden, who promoted polygamy and women’s total subjection to 
their husbands, with a threat of death or imprisonment. The lives and deaths of the 
martyrs were documented in The Martyrs Mirror (by Thieleman Jansz van Braght 
[1625–64]), also called The Bloody Theater or Martyrs Mirror of the Defenseless Chris-
tians. It includes information on 278 women, who constituted one third of all the 
martyrs, who were drowned, burned, strangled, and buried alive for their faith, with or 
without their husbands (for instance, Anneken Jans and Weynken Claes.) Their gender 
made the persecuted women exceptionally vulnerable.

Each individual woman was put in a position of defending herself against a weight of 
sanctioned authority and theological learning to which she, by virtue of being a woman, 
was allowed no access. Still, each Anabaptist woman was empowered by the Anabaptist 
principles of encouraging every believer, female as well as male, to independently search 
Scriptures and to share their understanding of the truth with others. (Joldersma and Grijp 
2001, 27–36 at 27–8)

Women’s answers demonstrated their learning and bravery as well as conviction of 
faith.

Martyrdom was not limited to the Anabaptists. In addition to widespread witch 
hunts, stories of female martyrs came from all over Europe. Especially bloody periods 
marked by the French Wars of Religion and the religious strife in England throughout 
the Tudor and Stuart period produced martyrs on both sides as the religious adherences 
and policies of the heads of state underwent successive changes. (See Bainton 2001b, 
211–29, 159–209) From England, the telling records of trials against Lutheran, Calvinist, 
or Anabaptist women portray brave women with convictions they were willing to die 
for. As an example, English gentlewoman Anne Askew was executed in 1546 after being 
tortured and scrutinized for her reforming views and activities – and in an attempt to 
secure evidence of heresy against the queen, Katherine Parr, last of Henry VIII’s wives, 
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whose own reformist sympathies were unpopular with the powerful bishop of Win-
chester, Stephen Gardiner. Anne left a detailed recording of her ordeal in her own 
writing (the fi rst of which dates from 1545), which provides an autobiographical picture, 
with a description of her gruesome torture, as well a woman’s interpretation of several 
debated theological issues, such as Christ’s presence in the Lord’s Supper (see Beilin 
1996). As another example, the most famous female Protestant martyr in England was 
the beheaded second wife of Henry VIII: Anne Boleyn’s story exemplifi ed tragically the 
hazards a sixteenth-century woman, even a queen, faced due to her religious choices, 
gender, and sexuality (see Warnicke 1989). (Her daughter, Elizabeth I, had her own 
reasons to remain in public as asexual and neutral in religious matters as possible.) Many 
of the Reformation women in positions of power sought to intervene with the persecu-
tions and save believers from execution. For instance, Marguerite de Navarre and her 
daughter Jeanne d’Albret, and their friend Renée de France, were famous for their 
asylums and protection of the Protestants. With a shared attitude against violence, 
Katharina Schütz Zell and Argula von Grumbach wrote on behalf of religious tolerance 
and acted in defense of those accused for their beliefs. While women died for their faith 
just as men did, many women leaders (with the notable exception of Mary Tudor and 
Catherine de Médicis) seemed more interested in ending the violence practiced in the 
name of religion than killing for it.

The perspectives provided by the Anabaptist women and the martyrs demonstrate 
the ambiguity of the Reformation’s promise to women. They reveal, once again, the 
intertwining of politics and religion, with gender factoring in both. Last but not least, 
their stories provide evidence for the determination, tenacity, and shrewdness with 
which women took the roles of leadership, witnessing and confessing, even at times 
when much less was expected of them.

Prophets in Strasbourg and their Publisher Margarethe Prüss

The tolerant free city of Strasbourg, home of Katharina Schütz Zell, was a central place 
for prophetic activity and for the publication of many radical and lay works (especially 
between 1522 and 1534). Many of the city’s women were married to Anabaptists or 
Spiritualists (men and women together accounting for 10 percent of the population). 
Some of them became known as prophets and were associated with a visiting Anabaptist 
Melchior Hoffman (1529), who assisted in the publication of the prophetic works he 
respected. Among the most infl uential of the illiterate female prophets were Ursula Jost 
and Barbara Rebstock, the wife of a weaver, who served as an “elder of Israel” in her 
Anabaptist congregation. Both were close associates of Hoffman and were infl uenced 
by Hans Hut. Their visions, fi lled with zeal and biblical references, were published by 
Melchior Hoffman and a brave female publisher Margarethe Prüss, one of the most 
daring and productive publishers in Strasbourg. The daughter of a printer, wife of 
two printers, and a printer on her own, she was neither a prophet nor a teacher herself, 
but became instrumental in publishing the prophets’ works. Her third marriage to an 
Anabaptist may, like her decision to publish “forbidden” or potentially scandalous 
works, reveals her religious sympathies, given the persecuted status of the Anabaptists. 
(See Chrisman 1972, 159–160 on her role as a publisher in the reformation in 
Strasbourg.)
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In 1510 her father, Johann Prüss, died and she inherited his print shop, which had 
been in operation since 1504. She then married (1511–22) Reinhard Beck, who became 
co-owner of the “Prüss-Beck” print shop. Whereas her father had printed Catholic 
works, Marguerite and Reinhard chose to print reformation materials, such as Martin 
Luther’s and Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt’s works, along with classical and human-
ist works in both Latin and German. Limits set by the town guild limited the period for 
which a woman could operate a business alone, and so, after Reinhard’s death, Margue-
rite’s business activities were threatened. She managed to establish another print shop, 
which she operated alone until she hired Wolfgang Foter, who would become her son-
in-law, and then in 1524 she married Johann Schwann of Marburg (an ex-Franciscan), 
with whom she continued to publish reformation materials until his death in 1526. 
In May 1527 she married for the third time, this time to a known Anabaptist, 
Balthasar Beck.

In the 1530s, risking (and in the Balthasar’s case suffering) arrest and fi nancial 
hazards, the Prüss-Beck press published the works of Anabaptists and Spiritualists, 
including those of Ursula Jost, Sebastian Franck, and Melchior Hoffman, among others 
considered radical either because of their content or their author. (For instance, they 
published Katharina Schütz Zell’s hymnbook based on Michael Weisse’s songbook from 
Bohemia.)

Margarethe clearly was aware of the ideological bent of the books being produced by her 
press. In fact, it appears that Margarethe’s choice of husband/printers was coloured by her 
commitment to the continued printing of radical materials. This woman pragmatically 
contributed to the movement of the early Anabaptists, and radical reform generally, in the 
best way available to her in her context.” (Snyder and Hecht 1996, 259)

She passed her shop and legacy in equal shares to her eight children, her wishes signed 
in a will dated May 23, 1542. The choices made by the four children about whom we have 
some knowledge give a poignant depiction of the religious choices and career options 
available at the time: her son Reinhard became a printer in Basel, her daughter Juliane 
joined a Catholic convent, her daughter Ursula married a printer (the same Wolfgang 
Foter hired by her mother), and her daughter Margarethe married the Spiritualist, 
Sebastian Franck. (Chrisman 1982, 29–30, 151–69; Snyder and Hecht 1996, 265–70)

In conclusion,

Key to Margarethe’s story was her decision to marry printers that enabled her to continue 
in this line of work and to retain some measure of control of the Prüss family printing 
business. She utilized the best means available to her as a woman of her time. Margarethe 
exercised control over the materials published in her printshop through her choice of 
husbands.

She married only people in favor of the Protestants and published works accordingly, 
increasingly radical works, which serves as convincing evidence of her Anabaptist lean-
ings. “As a printshop owner and a woman, Margarethe overcame the limits of the role 
assigned to women by sixteenth-century culture and as a result, made a signifi cant 
contribution to the early Anabaptist movement far beyond the city of Strasbourg.” 
(Snyder and Hecht 1996, 270) Her courage and signifi cance and that of other similar 
printers cannot be over-estimated. Their signifi cance “lay in their control of the printed 
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word. Ultimately their decision to print or not to print a particular book or tract could 
have an immediate effect on political and religious events and, in a time of rapid change, 
on institutions.” In other words, “printers helped to determine the course of events.” 
(Chrisman 1982, 29, 30.) They were instrumental in opening a forum for lay teachers 
such as Ursula Jost. Ursula provides a connection to the strong tradition of spiritually 
authorized women teachers and mystics. She also embodies what was lost, for women 
and men, with the mainstream Protestants disapproval of the mystics and prophets.

Prophet Ursula Jost and her Visions

A lay woman assuming the offi ce of a prophet, Ursula continued the long tradition of 
mystics and prophets who had thrived in the Middle Ages. She embodied a challenge 
to the Reformers’ opinion about the offi ce of preaching belonging only to men, and 
their lack of respect for mystical religious experiences. Ursula unabashedly assumed a 
position of spiritual leadership and openly spoke of her desire for visions: “After my 
husband and spouse was released from custody and was let go, he and I together prayed 
earnestly and diligently to God, the almighty merciful Father, that he would let me also 
see the wondrous deeds of his hand” (Snyder and Hecht 1996, 282). She wished to be 
a prophet, and she became one through her encounter with the Spirit, her source of 
authority. She prophesied from the beginning of 1524, most actively during the bloody 
period of Anabaptist history and widespread persecutions. Against all the odds, the 
Anabaptist female prophet who could have faced martyrdom, apparently died a natural 
death – as did her publisher, Margarethe. (See Snyder and Hecht 1996 for the core 
information on both women.)

Certain pieces of information are available: we know Ursula lived and prophesied in 
the early 1500s; that she lived with her husband Lienhard Jost in the Krutena neighbor-
hood of Strasbourg; that he was imprisoned in 1524; that her own visions were pub-
lished in 1530; and that her daughter married in 1543. However, there is little to fl esh 
out these facts, and Ursula’s own birth and death dates and her family background 
remain unclear.

Lienhard Jost, a butcher by trade, came from the village of Illkirch, south of Stras-
bourg and was engaged in prophetic activity in the early days of the Reformation in 
Germany. Because of his prophecies, Lienhard was imprisoned in a hospital; he was 
released in 1524, the year in which he had already married Ursula. When exactly they 
became involved with the Anabaptists and their practice of rebaptism is not clear, but 
Ursula’s prophetic activity began following her husband’s release. She documented her 
visions, but did not publish them until 1530, after which date information on her 
becomes even sparser. From 1537 onwards the name “Agnes” appears in the Anabaptists’ 
records in association with Ursula’s husband, and by 1539 she was known as Lienhard’s 
wife. Unless we are to suppose the possibility of divorce or bigamy (neither of which 
are plausible as divorce on any grounds other than adultery has never been permissible 
in the Anabaptist church and sexual attitudes in general seem to have been in keeping 
with contemporary society), Ursula must have died somewhere before 1539, the year 
the records mention Lienhard’s new wife.

Of her 77 preserved visions, she received 58 during the Peasants’ War of 1525, 
whereas in the following three-year period of peace she recorded only one. Her fi nal 18 
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visions were recorded in 1529, during famine and the persecution of the Anabaptists. 
By that time, Ursula, her husband Lienhard, and a fellow prophetess, Barbara Rebstock, 
had established themselves as the “Strasbourg Prophets,” with a considerable following. 
She had also become associated with Melchior Hoffman, one of the fathers of Anabap-
tism, who had visited Strasbourg in 1529 and met the three prophets.

Hoffmann, a lay preacher exiled for preaching apocalyptic sermons and doing so 
without an appropriate preparation or calling (according to Luther), resonated well with 
the other dissidents in Strasbourg, a city tolerant of diverse expressions of faith not in 
concurrence with the mainstream reformers whose citizens were not interested in killing 
people for their religion. Strasbourg saw only a few executions take place, and the exile 
of some individuals. (Writers like Katharina Schütz Zell who applied the principle of 
tolerance in a time when such concepts were quite foreign had considerable infl uence 
in the matter). It was hardly a coincidence that charismatic lay leaders found a home in 
the city (which, with its heterogeneous population, came to defi ne a unique place in 
relation to the institutionalized Reformation in Germany and Switzerland). Nowhere 
else could prophets like Ursula have lasted so long. (See Chrisman 1982.)

Melchior Hoffman’s interest in Ursula’s visions was pivotal. They impressed him 
suffi ciently for him to lend his support to their publication. The fi rst book was ready 
in 1530 (with a reprint in 1532), the year of the Augsburg Confession (1530) – the 
Lutherans’ fi rst offi cial joint defense of their faith. In the aftermath of its rejection by 
the Catholic church and the Holy Roman Emperor, Protestants had no theoretical or 
legal freedom to express their faith but were expected to return to the Catholicism. Only 
in 1555 would Protestants, and, even then, only those adhering to the German Luther-
ans’ Augsburg Confession, gain approval for their faith within the bounds of the Holy 
Roman Empire. Ursula was neither Lutheran nor Catholic; she was an outsider to both. 
Besides, she was in a compromising position on many accounts: she produced prophetic 
literature as a lay person, she published her unauthorized visions, she adhered to the 
publicly rejected Anabaptist theology, and she exerted teaching authority as a woman. 
Again, this could happen in Strasbourg, where the publication of dissident works coin-
cided the years of Ursula’s activity (1524–34). Her visions, her role in the circle of the 
prophets, and her alliance with Hoffman soon made Ursula famous and an attraction 
in town.

The fi rst record of Ursula’s book dates from April 23, 1530, when Hoffman was 
accused of having published a woman’s visions and was arrested, with Margarethe 
Prüss’s husband Balthasar Beck. Later Ursula’s name was mentioned in the introduction 
to Hoffman’s 1532 publication that included a vision (her 22nd) which was attributed 
to the “prophetess Ursula.” Ursula’s publication was one of the 14 Anabaptist writings 
that were sent to the Strasbourg city council in 1537 as a warning of possible uprisings 
against the church and the pope.

Regardless of unresolved questions about the origins and nature of Ursula’s, or any 
prophet’s, visions, they can be appreciated for what Ursula herself wanted to convey 
with them. The nature of her visions, whether they were conscious or unconscious fab-
rications of her creative imagination, or hallucinations, or dreams, or revelations of a 
mystical nature, is less important than discerning their importance to Ursula herself and 
the people around her, and the window they give to a particular religious context.

The fi rst thing to consider in this respect is that, unlike most of the medieval vision-
aries, Ursula frankly admitted that she wanted to have visions, and that her prophetic 
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call did not just fall upon her but that she actively sought it. Her visions were not unso-
licited, unwanted, or involuntary, and this is where she stands apart from the model of 
medieval women mystics who often made a point of stating that they were operating 
under involuntary divine force. Ursula wanted her visions, as she explained in her 
introduction:

After my husband and spouse was released from custody and was let go, he and I together 
prayed earnestly and diligently to God, the almighty merciful Father, that he would let me 
also see the wondrous deeds of his hand. God’s grace and kindness granted this to us, and 
these visions written down here all appeared to me. I saw all these visions and wonders in 
the glory of the lord, which always unfolded itself before me. And in it I received knowledge 
of the meaning of these visions of divine wonders. After that it always came together again 
and went away and disappeared. (Ursula Jost in Snyder and Hecht 1996, 282)

Her fi rst vision from 1524 reports, “And I saw fi rst that the glory of the Lord came 
upon me and unfolded and showed itself in such bright splendor that I could not rec-
ognize the shape because of the brightness of the glory of the Lord. After that, this same 
splendor of the Lord became a beautiful wreath above me” (Ursula Jost in Snyder and 
Hecht 1996, 283). From her own account, she received visions at different times of the 
day and night, sometimes waking up from sleep, but always in a state of consciousness. 
She was given an understanding of the meaning of the visions she felt originated from 
God, which was her primary concern. For a woman, prophecies coming from God 
offered the best possibility for public teaching and preaching. It remains unclear exactly 
why Ursula wanted her visions, whether it was for the sake of an experience of God or 
for the opportunity of teaching.

The second point to consider in respect of the importance of the visions to Ursula 
and the community in which she was active is that the dark, apocalyptic imagery in her 
visions echoed the actual context of real danger, whether the enemy was war or famine 
or persecution. For instance, “On the Sunday after mid-Lent, 1525, I saw in the glory of 
the Lord that water and fi re fell down from heaven” (31st vision, Ursula Jost in Snyder 
1999, 284). Images of war, clouds dripping with blood, rainbows, wreaths, toads, snakes, 
bishops, knights, and virgins fi lled the visions that conveyed a theological perspective 
shaped by her vision of the two kingdoms: the kingdom of good and the kingdom of 
evil in a cosmic battle with one another. The visions of the two kingdoms, with corre-
sponding imagery, portrayed a wrathful but patient God ready to judge the wicked, but 
also to offer salvation to the faithful elect who would endure their suffering. Ursula’s 
vision wished to convey that God was in control and God’s children would endure 
(Snyder and Hecht 1996, 277–8).

Ursula’s visions elaborated on the scriptural verses, especially from the Book of Rev-
elation, and on biblical themes of judgment, repentance, salvation, damnation, and the 
resurrection of the dead. For instance, she envisioned God shooting burning arrows 
(38th vision); the Savior leading people in triumph yet chastising them (35th vision); 
headless men and animals running into each other in panic (52nd vision); rivers of 
blood fi lling the sky (67th vision); corpses fl oating in the waters (19th vision); water, 
fi re, pitch, and brimstone raining down from heaven and burning men (32nd vision); 
the “great city” being destroyed by wind (51st vision); a bishop with a deformed head 
being pushed into a dark lake (21st vision); the pope with a rope around his neck, being 
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dragged into the darkness (41st vision); Ursula trying to sprinkle blood on the dead to 
raise them, but the knights interfering, the invading Turks serving as God’s tools (74th 
vision); a mother with a child, a mother turning into a bird (10th and 13th visions); a 
large poisonous spider on a branch of a tree (47th vision); and children climbing up 
and down a sunbeam (49th, 5th, and 76th visions) (see Deppermann 1987, 207–9; 
Snyder and Hecht 1996, 282–4).

Interpretation of these cryptic visions would be diffi cult, and something Ursula did 
not attempt to do in writing (at least, there are no such texts extant). There is no record 
of her offering an interpretation orally either. Given the context, and the popularity of 
her prophecies, Ursula’s visions as such obviously offered “meanings” to her contempo-
raries as a visualization of the threats and dangers of life as they knew it and as tools to 
imagine hope from the God.

Conclusion

What makes Ursula so interesting among the Reformation women is the very fact that 
made her memory lasting – her prophecies. She continued the genre and offi ce of the 
medieval visionaries, such as Birgitta of Sweden, who preached with spiritual authority 
drawing from experiences that evaded empirical explanations. Ursula, like Birgitta and 
Caterina da Siena and other prophets in the history of Christianity, witnessed a strong 
personal faith and determined conviction of her call to be a messenger of divine wisdom. 
The urgency of the situation coinciding with the personal calling and, as the prophets 
experienced it, the mysterious empowerment of the Spirit, put women like Ursula in a 
category of their own. The prophet Ursula represented the kind of a woman the main-
stream Protestant leaders did not welcome in their midst and did not condone as a 
model for other women.

Ursula stood as if between two worlds – the medieval religious world that appreciated 
visions and personal spiritual experiences, on the one hand, and the early modern 
Church that shifted the emphasis from individuals’ spiritual life and experiences to the 
external work of the Word that did not need to be “experienced,” on the other. With 
the loss of the appreciation of spiritual experiences, and thus of mystics and prophets, 
the Protestant laity, women in particular, lost a central means for teaching, preaching 
and theological infl uence beyond the domestic sphere. (It is to underscore the impor-
tance of this that the story of Ursula is placed here at the beginning of the book.)

In fi ne, Ursula and her publisher Margarethe Prüss were instrumental in the spread-
ing of the radical Protestant views and had a wide ranging impact on the lives of indi-
viduals beyond their own locale. These two women, like the numerous martyrs who 
paid with their lives for a faith commitment that clashed with the majority views, pre-
sented a brave model of confessing and of putting one’s faith into practice. They were 
passionate about their own faith and their fellow human beings’ spiritual well being, 
and thus took huge risks in their public confession – all qualities that were venerated 
in the ensuing Protestant “hagiographies,” books commemorating the heroic Christians 
and defenders of the evangelical faith. Sadly, the mainstream Protestants failed to honor 
those confessing a faith different from theirs, but rather added to the pool of martyrs 
with their own intolerance and their fear of losing control.


