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Comparing Zwingli’s and Calvin’s Calling 
as Prophets

By Jon Balserak

Though Zwingli and Calvin are traditionally viewed as quite different 
from one another, with (for instance) Calvin being critical of Zwingli’s 
sacramental theology, the two men actually exhibit a number of similar-
ities – not least that both of them self-identified as prophets. This raises 
the idea of a comparison of their conceptions of prophecy and pro-
phetic calling, which I will attempt to set out in this short chapter.

There has been a considerable amount of scholarly work done on 
the prophetic thought of both these men. I will not attempt to canvas it 
here but will interact with a number of relevant titles in the body of this 
chapter. What I plan to do below is take a quick look at the lives of 
Zwingli and Calvin; I will then examine their thinking on prophecy and 
conclude by taking a brief reflection on the death of a prophet.

Zwingli and Calvin: A Comparison of their Lives

Twenty-five years separate the two men, with Zwingli being born in 
1484 and Calvin in 1509.1 There is between a ten and twenty year 
difference in the times of their evangelical conversions.2 The date given 

1 See the recent biography by Peter Opitz, Ulrich Zwingli. Prophet, Ketzer, Pionier des 
Protestantismus, Zürich 2015.

2 Concerning Zwingli’s conversion (if that is what we will call it) to evangelicalism. 
Arthur Rich, Die Anfänge der Theologie Huldrych Zwinglis, Zürich 1949, identified 
1520. It places Zwingli’s plague song in an important position in its argument. Gott-
fried W. Locher adopted Rich’s position, see in: Huldrych Zwingli in neuer Sicht, 
Zürich 1969, 182–186. See additionally, Walter E. Meyer, Huldrych Zwinglis Escha-
tologie. Reformatorische Wende, Theologie und Geschichtsbild des Zürcher Refor-
mators im Lichte seines eschatologischen Ansatzes, Zürich 1987, and Thomas Mar-
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by Arthur Rich and Gottfried Locher for Zwingli’s conversion is 1520, 
though Peter Opitz reminds us that Zwingli’s own testimony was that 
he began to preach the gospel in 1516 suggesting (it seems to me) the 
possibility of Zwingli viewing himself as converted in that year.3 Cal-
vin’s conversion to evangelicalism has arguably been harder for pin-
point. Alexandre Ganoczy sets it in the late 1530s. Jean Cadier, T. H. L. 
Parker inter alios the late 1520s. Bruce Gordon has identified 1533.4 
Calvin relinquished his ecclesiastical benefices on 4 May 1534, and this 
has (rightly I think) been taken as a pivotal date. Interesting too is the 
fact that ten years separate Zwingli’s death in October 1531 from Cal-
vin’s prophetic awareness, which has been dated to my satisfaction by 
Max Engammare to the autumn of 1541.5

More interesting still are the different events that punctuated their 
lives. It may be noted, for instance, that Zwingli knew a time when 
prophecy was unencumbered by Anabaptist claims to prophecy and to 
prophesying (because the Anabaptists had not yet arisen). Zwingli also 
experienced – what must have been quite disruptive personally and spir-
itually – of having to come to realize that the Anabaptists were a phe-
nomenon that was not going away and had to be fought against. Cal-
vin, by contrast, was a teenager when the Anabaptists arose. He was 
seventeen when Felix Mantz was executed in 1527. Calvin also was 
affected by events that related directly to prophecy which occurred after 
Zwingli’s death. I am thinking especially of the Munster affair that cul-
minated in 1536. Thus, by the time Calvin came to an appreciation of 
his prophetic calling, the spectre of Anabaptism and the shadow it cast 
over Europe was enormous, as (I might add) had the separation between 
Catholics and Protestants – here I am referring to things like the Regens-
burg Colloquy, which Calvin attended. I would suggest these historical 
differences likely affected their thinking on prophecy.

tin Schneider, «Der Mensch als ‹Gefäß Gottes›». Huldrych Zwinglis Gebetslied in 
der Pest und die Frage nach seiner reformatorischen Wende, in: Zwing. XXXV 
(2008), 5–21. For much of this, I am indebted to Bruce Gordon, «For I f We Are True 
Prophets». Huldrych Zwingli on Martin Luther, in: Reformation 22 (2017), 102–
119.

3 See Z II, 144, 17–145, 4; 149, 33–36; Peter Opitz, The Exegetical and Hermeneuti-
cal Work of John Oecolampadius, Huldrych Zwingli and John Calvin, in: From the 
Renaissance to the Enlightenment, ed. by Sæbø Magne, Göttingen 2008, 407–451.

4 Alexandre Ganoczy, Le Jeune Calvin. Genèse et Évolution de sa Vocation Réform-
atrice, Wiesbaden 1966, 261; Thomas Henry Louis Parker, John Calvin. A Biography, 
Philadelphia PA 1975, 199–204; Bruce Gordon, Calvin, New Haven CT 2009, 324.

5 Max Engammare, John Calvin’s Seven Deadly Sins, in: Calvin – Saint or Sinner?, ed. 
by Herman Selderhuis, Tübingen 2010, 36–45.
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Another thing that, I want to suggest, both affected and was shaped 
by their thinking on prophecy is an apocalyptic outlook on history and 
on their current day. Though neither Zwingli nor Calvin held the book 
of Revelation in high regard,6 they accepted much of the content that 
came from that book in terms of a construction of the circumstances 
that prevailed within European Christendom at that time. They believed 
that the Pope was the antichrist; that the true church, which had been 
reawakened by the rediscovery of the gospel, was under attack from 
the forces of antichrist, and was, thus, a suffering church. They believe 
the main church had become corrupted, and they dwell as a remnant 
within that larger body and that they were in an eternal battle against 
the larger body.7 In addition to this, both saw their own age mirrored 
in the prophetic books. They spoke about the struggles of Elijah against 
Ahab and the priests of Baal as offering a blueprint for the work in 
which they themselves were engaged. And it was within this context 
that they develop their thinking on prophecy and on themselves and 
their ministries.

So then what was that thinking? The most basic question we need to 
address here is: what did they think a prophet was? The answer they give 
to that question is an (arguably) slightly confusing one. This is not enor-
mously surprising, because the understanding of prophecy bequeathed to 
them by the medieval church was, itself, not entirely clear.

Prophecy in Church Theology

Thinking on prophecy within the Christian church had coalesced into 
two strands very early on. So, we find a Carolingian author like Rhaba-
nus Maurus to comment on the existence of two kinds of prophets (duo 
prophetarum genera): «We understand prophecy in a two-fold manner, 
not only as predicting the future but also as revealing the Scriptures.» 
The same is true of many others, including Bruno Carthusianorum, 
Herveus Burgidolensis, Lanfranc, and Peter Lombard, Thomas Aqui-

6 See Irena Backus, Reformation Readings of the Apocalypse. Geneva, Zurich, and 
Wittenberg, New York NY 2000.

7 See inter alia Jane Dawson, The Apocalyptic Thinking of the Marian Exiles, in: Pro-
phecy and Eschatology, ed. by Michael Wilks (Studies in Church History: Subsidia 
10), Oxford 1994, 75–91.
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nas – all citing or alluding to Ambrosiaster on 1Corinthians 12,28, the 
fourth century commentary.8

Yet even within that fairly tidy distinction, there was a significant 
degree of variation. One need only think of something like the Cedars 
of Lebanon vision about which Robert Lerner has written so brilliant-
ly,9 or the innumerable private predictions that punctuate the Middle 
Ages, or the expansive prophecies of Joachim of Fiore. Likewise, Ber-
nard of Clairvaux and a host of medieval theologians gladly referred to 
preaching as prophecy, and elaborated on this idea with remarks on the 
nature of the preacher’s task; whether he, or she, was given a special gift 
from the Spirit to discern the meaning of the text they were preaching 
on, whether they received a gift to apply the text to their own circum-
stances, whether the preacher had to study in order to know the mean-
ing of the text or perhaps the meaning came to them without the need 
for the exertion of human effort, and many other, similar queries.

Zwingli and Calvin would embrace and embellish the interpretive 
strand of prophecy. They generally held that prophecy as prediction 
was now abrogated. And yet, I need to add a caveat here because if one 
reads Oswald Myconius’ Vita Huldrici Zwinglii10 one finds a descrip-
tion of Zwingli predicting his own death as well as that of Johannes 
Oecolampadius. Likewise, in Beza’s vita Calvini, he declares: «Calvin in 
the dedication of his Lectures on the prophet Daniel to the French 
churches, declares, as in a prophetic voice, that tempestuous and severe 
trials were hanging over their heads.»11 Thus, both men had prophecy 
as a prediction of the future attributed to them, whether they believed 
in it or not. I shall return to both these vitae at the end of this paper.

 8 Ambrosiaster, Divi Ambrosii episcope […] omnia (Basel 1516), 2, f 208 vo on 1Cor 
12,28; see Rhabanus Maurus, Enarrationum in Epp. Pauli lib XI  – Epist. 1 ad 
Corinthios 12 (PL 112, 116); Lanfranc of Bec (PL 150, 197); Herveus Burgidolen-
sis (PL 181, 944); Bruno Carthusianorum (PL 153, 102; 192, 197); Lombard on 
1Cor 12,18–30 (PL 191, 1657) and 1Cor 14,6–14 (PL 191, 1665). I discuss this 
division in more detail in Balserak, John Calvin as Sixteenth-Century Prophet, 
Oxford 2014, 17–65.

 9 Robert Lerner, The Powers of Prophecy: The Cedar of Lebanon Vision from the 
Mongol Onslaught to the Dawn of Enlightenment, Berkeley CA 1983.

10 Vitae quatuor reformatorum: Lutheri a Melanchthone, Melanchthonis a Camerario, 
Zwinglii a Myconio, Calvini a Theod. Beza conscriptae, ed. by August F. Neander, 
Berlin 1841, 13 f.

11 CO 21, 41.
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Prophecy in Zwingli and Calvin: An Overview

Relatively early in Zwingli’s time in Zurich, he published works insist-
ing upon the authority of God’s word, which (he contended) must be 
free to be heard in the church of God and upon which God’s church was 
constituted – rather than on the authority of Roman and the Antichrist. 
Basing his thought particularly on texts like 1 Corinthians 14, Zwingli 
taught that believers within the church were able to understand and 
interpret God’s word, allowing that word to speak within the assembly 
of believers. So here prophecy, as Daniel Timmerman nicely described 
it, was, for Zwingli, a «congregational enterprise»12.

Nor was Zwingli alone. This sort of «prophethood of all believers»13 
position is found elsewhere. Works like Zwingli’s On the Clarity and 
Certainty of the Word of God entered a crowded field of writing by col-
leagues articulating many of the same points. I will not take time to note 
them all, but note that works by Matthew Zell, Martin Bucer, Johannes 
Oecolampadius and Martin Luther could all be mentioned here.
1. Zwingli, Klarheit und Gewissheit des Wortes Gottes (1522)
2. Luther, Dass ein christliche Versamlung oder Gemeyne Recht und 

Macht habe, […] (1523)
3. Matthäus Zell, Christeliche Verantwortung (1523)
4. Martin Bucer, Das ym selbs niemant, sondern anderen leben soll, 

und wie der mensch dahyn kummen moeg (1523)
5. Martin Bucer, An ein christlichen Rath und Gemeyn der stadt Weis-

senburg Summary seiner Predigt daselbst gethan (1523)
6. Zwingli, Der Hirt (1524)
7. Zwingli, Von dem predigamt (1525)
8. Zwingli, De vera et falsa religione commentarius (1525)

There is, incidentally, a lovely description of this congregational proph-
ecy in Oecolampadius’ commentary on Romans 12,6.14 These thinkers, 
then, espoused views which sought to liberate the word of God to speak 
freely within the congregation of God’s people.

12 Daniël Timmerman, Heinrich Bullinger on prophecy and the prophetic office (1523–
1538), Göttingen 2015, 85.

13 See Sujin Pak, The Reformation of Prophecy. Early Modern Interpretations of the 
Prophet & Old Testament Prophecy, New York NY 2018, 35–63.

14 Johannes Oecolampadius, In epistolam Pauli ad Romanos adnotationes (Basel, 
1525) on the phrase «siue prophetiam secundum rationem fidei».
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Zwingli’s more mature teaching on prophecy exhibits several dis-
cernible changes from what he set out in 1522, and the rise of Ana-
baptism represents the major catalyst for these changes. Before turn-
ing to look in more detail at them, I will briefly address one, namely, 
the question of the congregational aspect of prophecy. Zwingli wres-
tles with this aspect of prophecy in light of the Anabaptists. He seems, 
in my judgement, to hold onto it albeit a somewhat curtailed version 
of it15 (see also his commentary on Corinthians 1416). So, I would reg-
ister my agreement with Timmerman and disagreement with Sujin Pak 
on this point.17 John Calvin, by contrast, does not follow Zwingli 
here. He is, of course, writing more than fifteen years after Zwingli; 
Calvin’s Romans commentary being published in March 1540 and his 
1 Corinthians in January 1546, both in Strasbourg. In these exposi-
tions, Calvin described prophecy in terms of an office and the prophet 
as language-trained minister.

The Prophezei and Congrégations

Before moving away from congregational prophecy, I will say a brief 
word on one other form of it. The Zurich lectorium, known as Prophe-
zei, commenced on 19 June 1525 in the Grossmünster. Geneva’s ver-
sion, known as the Congrégations began in the autumn (ca. 21 Nov) 
1536.18 The aim of both was the reading of the Bible in the original 
languages and, in this way, the training of clergy in both cities. The 
specific details of each are set out in scholarly works from Peter Opitz, 
Bruce Gordon, Erik de Boer, and need not occupy us here, except to 
point out that, again, 1Corinthians 14,26–33 appear to have been 

15 Specifically, Z IV, 397; more fully Z IV, 395 ff., 427. For more on aspects of this, 
Peter Opitz, Von prophetischer Existenz zur Prophetie als Pädagogik. Zu Bullingers 
Lehre vom munus propheticum, in: Heinrich Bullinger. Life – Thought – Influence. 
Zurich, Aug. 25–29, 2004. International Congress Heinrich Bullinger (1504–1575), 
hg. von Emidio Campi und Peter Opitz, Zürich 2007, 493–513.

16 Z VI, 178–181.
17 For an able articulation of the contrary position, see Pak, The Reformation of Pro-

phet 104.
18 On the Congrégations see, Erik de Boer, The Genevan School of the Prophets. The 

Congrégations of the Company of Pastors and Their Influence in 16th Century 
Europe, Genève 2012. On the Prophezei, see Fritz Büsser, Die Prophezei. Humanis-
mus und Reformation in Zürich. Ausgewählte Aufsätze und Vorträge, Bern 1994; 
Bruce Gordon, The Swiss Reformation, Manchester 2002, 232–239.
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employed as the blueprint (of sorts) for both endeavours. Only the Old 
Testament was expounded in the Prophezei (the New Testament was 
handled in afternoon sessions at the Fraumünster church). What was 
hinted at already is now brought front and center, namely, the languages 
were according to Zwingli and Calvin essential to the work of proph-
ecy. Thus, this endeavor was not open to entire congregations in either 
Zurich or Geneva, but only to educated ministers and youth. The 
emphasis on translation work found in Zurich does not appear to have 
been emphasized in Geneva’s Congrégations, which included transla-
tion within the work of exposition.

So far, so good. There does not appear to be a huge amount of con-
fusion. And yet we need, now, to turn to both men’s reflections on the 
office of the prophet and the relationship between minister and the 
prophet. Here we need to acknowledge that both Zwingli and Calvin – 
and for that matter, Bullinger too – can appear to refer to all ministers 
as prophets. That seems clear and there are examples from their writ-
ings which support it.

Part of this tendency seems to come down to an earnest insistence 
on their part that the word of God possesses such authority that it flat-
tens all offices into one – i. e. a bringer of God’s word. And yet, there are 
other ways in which special qualities appear to be associated with the 
prophet, in particular.

Prophet as Reformer: Jeremiah 1,9–10

This leads us to the third form of prophecy I shall address. As both 
Zwingli and Calvin settled down to discuss in a more rigorous manner 
what a prophet is, they turned predominantly to the Old Testament19 
to provide content to their thought and to the prophetic calling as set 
out in Jeremiah 1,10.

«See, today I appoint you over nations and kingdoms to uproot and tear down, 
to destroy and overthrow, to build and to plant.»

19 From Zwingli: Der Hirt (1524); Von dem Predigtamt (1525); In Priorem ad Corint-
hios Annotationes (1526); Prophetenbibel (1529); and from Calvin: Praelectiones, 
in duodecim prophetas (quos vocant) minores (1559); Praelectiones in librum pro-
phetarum Danielis (1561); Praelect. in Librum prophetiarum Jeremiae, et Lamen-
tationes (1563); I. C. in viginti prima Ezechielis Prophetae capita Praelectiones 
(1565), and other writings.
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Both saw the prophetic era as a mirror of their own day (a belief rested 
on, among other things, an extremely strong sense of covenant continu-
ity), and interpreted the prophet with that assumption firmly in place.

The prophet, then, in the simplest sense is an interpreter who adds 
nothing new to divine scripture, but rather interprets rightly and applies 
authoritatively the word of God to a church and society who have 
strayed from it. Both Zwingli and Calvin produced comparisons to 
make this point. Zwingli, slightly awkwardly, compared the prophet 
with ephors of the Spartans (or Roman tribunes or German guildmas-
ters). «I f the authorities help, then vice can be dispelled with greater 
peace, but if they do not, then the shepherd intervenes.»20 Calvin’s 
comparison is clearer and stronger: «when», he said, «through laziness 
or ignorance, the priests fail to perform their office, God raises up 
prophets in order to save the church from ruin»21. It is, then, a kind of 
munus extraordinarium.22 For both, the prophet is a figure raised up to 
respond to problems in the world.

Both Zwingli and Calvin attribute unrivalled authority to scrip-
ture  – and insist that the prophet speaks God’s word only with no 
human interference or intrusion. The prophet is especially gifted by the 
Spirit for this work of interpretation and for the work of application.23 
Calvin’s well-known prayer with which he began each of his lectures 
alludes plainly to this aid. With this aid, the prophet speaks God’s word 
pure word and not his own word; not a human word.

Returning to the words of Jeremiah 1,10, for Zwingli and Calvin, 
the prophet is one who plucks up and plants. This theme and, in fact 
this phrase, is frequently employed, particularly by Zwingli. It arguably 
represents the best single sentence summary of the nature of the pro-
phetic office that one can think of to describe their positions – this is 
particularly true because of the accent it places on the idea of the 
prophet as spiritual juggernaut. So, in his lecture on Jeremiah 1,10, 
Calvin declared «why are teachers and prophets sent? That they may 
reduce the world to order».24

The prophet possesses unrivaled authority. For both Zwingli and 
Calvin, the prophet applies the divine word fearlessly. What comes 
across extremely clearly and forcefully in both their writings is the notion 

20 Z III, 36.
21 CO 39,28.
22 Ganoczy, Le jeune Calvin 176.
23 See, e. g. CO 49, 506.
24 CO 37, 480.



Comparing Zwingli’s and Calvin’s Calling as Prophets 191

www.claudia-wild.de: ZBRG_29__01__[Erstumbruch]/26.02.2021/Seite 190 www.claudia-wild.de: ZBRG_29__01__[Erstumbruch]/26.02.2021/Seite 191

that to disagree with them is to disagree with God. Zwingli and Calvin 
saw themselves as divinely-called prophets and not merely «teacher[s] 
with prophetic functions».25 The latter position has recently been argued 
by Sujin Pak. Her argument is based, in part, on the belief that the rise 
of the Anabaptists and Radicals in the mid-1520s prompted a rethinking 
of the locus of prophecy and the notion of a prophetic calling.26 While I 
concur with Pak to certain degree (i. e. I believe the rise of Anabaptism 
represented a serious challenge to the reformers in numerous ways 
including in their thinking on prophecy), I nonetheless maintain in line 
with Alexandre Ganoczy, Olivier Millet, and others that the evidence 
which appears in the corpora of Zwingli and Calvin reveal a personal 
conviction of having been raised up by God as prophets. I have written 
at greater length on the subject elsewhere, and cannot do justice to the 
question here.27 I will, thus, simply mention, in an effort to hint at the 
kind of material I have in mind, Ganoczy’s discussion of Calvin’s allu-
sion to the calling of Jonah found in one of his letters to Louis du Tillet.28

Zwingli articulated a vision in which the divine word carries so 
much authority that it flattens all offices into effectively one, and thus 
the role of prophet is the role of one who interprets God’s word with the 
sole aim of allowing God to speak in the clearest possible manner to 
church and society. «Thus, the office of a prophet, the office of bishop 
or priest, the office of evangelist are all in fact one office», he says in 
The Preaching Office.29

For Zwingli and for Calvin, the calling of the prophet was to speak 
for God to church and society. They perceived a conflict between the 
prophet and the authorities, civil and ecclesiastical. They are the adver-
sary of popes and kings. Both Zwingli and Calvin eschewed any claim 
of papal authority, of course, regarding the pope as the Anti-Christ. 
They also insisted that the magistrates had as his principle duty a care 
for religion and the magistrate is guilty of heinous sin if he does not 

25 Pak, The Reformation of Prophecy 167.
26 Ibid. 35–63, et passim.
27 See Balserak, John Calvin as Sixteenth-Century Prophet 17–65 (for Zwingli), 66–101 

(for Calvin); Id., Inventing the Prophet: Vermigli, Melanchthon, and Calvin on the 
Extraordinary Reformer, in: Zwingli to Amyraut: Exploring the Growth of European 
Reformed Traditions, ed. by Jon Balserak and Jim West, Göttingen 2017, 123–136.

28 Ganoczy, Le jeune Calvin 336–368. See also, Olivier Millet, Calvin et la dynamique 
de la parole. Étude de rhétorique réformée, Paris 1992, 447 ff.

29 Z IV, 398. Calvin can speak in broadly similar ways at times; for reflections on this, 
Jon Balserak, «There will always be prophets»; Deuteronomy 18, 14–22 and Cal-
vin’s Prophetic Awareness, in: Saint or Sinner?, 85–112.
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labor to ensure the true religion flourishes. This being so, it is the duty 
of the prophet to confront. Zwingli’s discussions are replete with images 
from the prophetic books of Samuel and Saul, Nathan confronting 
David, Elijah doing battle with Ahab, and so forth.

The primary focus of this confrontation with the civil authorities 
has to do with correcting worship and specifically with the eradicating 
of idolatry from the land. Both men – in their lives and in their exposi-
tions of the character of the prophet – prioritized ridding the world of 
idols and idol worship. The frequency of the comparisons of Israelite 
and Romanist idolatry is almost astonishing. Both men are absolutely 
convinced that the idolatry (as they see it) that characterizes the Roman 
mass is precisely the same that characterized Israel’s worship of Baal.

Now, given the nature of Early Modern Christendom, this invari-
ably involved them both not only in preaching and writing against idol-
atry but also in direct political involvement aimed at changing the form 
of worship exercised in the Swiss Confederation (in the case of Zwingli) 
and in France (in the case of Calvin). So, Zwingli took up the sword in 
1531 in the Second Kappel war and Calvin involved himself in plots 
such as l’Affaire de Maligny.30 In fact, Zwingli wrote about war in his 
A Divine Warning to the Confederates of Schwyz (Eine göttliche Ver-
mahnung an die Eidgenossen zu Schwyz), from 16 May 1522.31 There, 
he wrote about a just war fought to defend the reformed faith by the 
community of the elect. He argued that when the Swiss fought for free-
dom rather than money, God supported them as he had supported the 
Israelites; that victory in war was proof of divine support.

Both men speak of an eternal battle. Zwingli writes: «I f the shep-
herd should read the prophets then he would find nothing other than an 
eternal battle with the powerful and the vices of the world.»32 Both are 
insistent that the battle in which they themselves are engaged with the 
force of Anti-Christ was real, spiritual, and possessed redemptive signif-
icance. Though it would be impossible to try to take up their views on 
eschatology at this point (nor am I equipped here to do that), we may 
say with some confidence that they both believed themselves, as proph-
ets, engaged in a battle against Anti-Christ which would advance the 
cause of Christ on earth.

30 Alain Dufour, L’affaire de Maligny (Lyon, 4–5  septembre 1560) vue à travers la 
correspondance de Calvin et de Bèze, in: Cahiers d’Histoire 8 (1963), 269–280.

31 Zwingli, Eine göttliche Vermahnung an die Eidgenossen zu Schwyz (1522) in Z I, 
155–188.

32 Z IV, 388.
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The Death of the Prophet

Talk of war, battles, and fighting raises the subject of death – on which 
I shall conclude. Both Zwingli and Calvin were treated as prophets in 
their deaths but in drastically different ways, and ways that cast an 
appropriate sense of mystery over the idea of prophet.

As will be known to many of us, Zwingli went into battle on Octo-
ber 11, 1531 and was killed. Zwingli’s enemies, so the story goes, burned 
his corpse and scattered his ashes. But rumors began to circulate that 
Zwingli’s heart had miraculously survived the flames and was enshrined 
in Zurich. And if one reads Oswald Myconius’ life of Zwingli one finds 
this story recorded with suitable devotion exhibited by Myconius for 
Zwingli.33 Thus, the prophet is honored; even venerated as a saint.

A very different fate awaited Calvin. His death was much less grand; 
collapsing as he did while lecturing on the prophet, Ezekiel. But Calvin 
had left explicit instructions that he be buried anonymously, to avoid 
inappropriate veneration. The Genevan authorities obeyed Calvin’s 
instructions. And Nicolas Colladon relates in 1565, «certain students 
who had come here recently to study found themselves deceived one day 
when they went to the cemetery specifically to see Calvin’s tomb, for 
they thought they would see some grand, towering monument, and 
there was nothing apart from simply earth, like the others».34 So, as 
Max Engammare relates: «Calvin had been buried in the manner of an 
Old Testament prophet.»35

As I say, these stories relay something of the burden of the prophet 
and brilliantly indicate the kind of other-worldliness which – whether 
Zwingli and Calvin liked it or not – is ascribed to the prophet by the 
church. In neither case were they treated in the normal way the world 
treats its dead – because, I would suggest, the world was not worthy of 
either of them.

33 Zwinglii a Myconio 13 f.
34 Vie de Calvin revised and augmented by Nicolas Colladon, in CO 21, 106.
35 Max Engammare, Calvin: A Prophet without a Prophecy, in: Church History, 67/4 

(1998), 643–661, see 660.




