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JESSE SPOHNHOLZ, The Convent of Wesel: The Event that Never Was
and the Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2017), xiv + 283 pp. ISBN 978 1 107 19311 6. £75.00

Jesse Spohnholz, Associate Professor of History at Washington State
University, devotes his second book to one single historical docu-
ment: a handwritten Latin church ordinance, nowadays kept in the
Utrecht Archives, that until now has generally been thought to be a
record of the ‘Convent of Wesel’—the protocol of a clandestine meet-
ing of more than fifty Reformed leaders from the Netherlands in the
German city of Wesel on 3 November 1568. Spohnholz has been re -
searching the city of Wesel and the community of Dutch refugees
who lived there for one and a half decades during the Dutch Revolt,
but his recent publication may be justifiably called his masterpiece.
Not only does he revise a venerable historical narrative that featured
more or less prominently in Reformed church history for four cen-
turies; he also utilizes his findings as an example of the history and
development of early modern and modern historiography, and of the
general methodological problems every prudent historian needs to
face.

The book is divided into two parts. Part one provides a meticu-
lous historical investigation of the above-mentioned document, a
deconstruction of its ancient interpretations, and a reconstruction of
the actual circumstances and conditions of its composition. Spohn -
holz demonstrates convincingly that the conventional understanding
of the document cannot be upheld. In reality this ‘Convent of Wesel’
(which, if it had taken place, would have been by far the largest event
of this kind in the Reformation era) was no more than a mystification
by later historians. The neatly written Latin text of twenty-three
pages, comprising articles on the institution of local church councils,
ministers, the catechism, elders, deacons, baptism and communion,
marriage, and church discipline, fits perfectly with the historical set-
ting in early November 1568, when Dutch refugees were expecting
William of Orange to win a military victory that would allow them to
return to their homeland and build up a Reformed Church. The arti-
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cles advocate a clearcut Reformed church model but are not really
representative for the Dutch Reformed movement of their time.
Instead they emphasize the model of the Reformed Churches of
Geneva, France, and the Palatinate. 

In fact, they were not the outcome of a one-day discussion, but the
project of an individual man who wanted to promote his ideas about
the future organization of the Dutch Reformed Church. As Spohnholz
shows, the author (and first signatory) of the articles was the exiled
Flemish minister Petrus Dathenus (c.1531–88). The sixty-three signa-
tures were added to the document not at one single meeting, but in a
series of several small encounters at Wesel, Emden, and London, to
where it was taken by another exiled minister, Herman Moded, dur-
ing the following two or three months. Early in 1569, however, the
document was tacitly deposited in the archive of the Dutch refugee
congregation in London, in response to the changed military situa-
tion and William of Orange’s new political strategy. Accordingly,
there is no evidence that it had a significant impact on the Synod of
Emden in 1571, as has long been assumed, nor on the building of the
Dutch Reformed Church or Reformed churches in north-west
Germany. The articles of 1568 turned out to be a failure. On the whole,
Spohnholz has thus convincingly demonstrated that the alleged ‘Con -
vent of Wesel’ must be considered ‘an event that never was’.

How could it be, then, that the failed initiative of an individual
was reinterpreted as the documentary foundation of Reformed
church-building in the Netherlands and on the Lower Rhine in
neighbouring Germany? This is the theme of the second part of this
book. Here the author traces, in chronological order, the history of
tradition, archiving, research, and interpretation of the Wesel articles,
and positions this history within the changing religious, political,
intellectual, and scholarly contexts of the last four hundred years.
The articles of 1568 were only rediscovered in 1618 on the fringes of
the Synod of Dort, when orthodox, Contra-Remonstrant Calvinists
sought archival evidence to prove that their tenets had been held by
Dutch Protestants since the very beginning of the Reformation.

It was Simeon Ruytinck, the minister of the Dutch Church in
London, who found the forgotten document in the local archive and
praised it in his Harmonia synodorum belgicarum as the first of a series
of six national synods. Thus the ‘National Synod of Wesel’ saw the
light of day. Transferred to the Continent, the original document had



found its way into the office of the Provincial Synod of South Holland
by 1638/40 and was published in print for the first time soon after-
wards. In 1737 it was carefully scrutinized by the president of the
synod and made part of a bundle of acts of National Synods. In addi-
tion, some transcripts were made and sent to other archives. On the
occasion of its bicentenary in 1768 Adrianus ’s-Gravenzande dedicat-
ed the first monograph to ‘the first Synod of the Netherlandish
Churches’ at Wesel.

In the nineteenth century the narrative of the ‘Synod of Wesel’
(the adjective ‘national’ was now omitted) reached its climax. In the
Netherlands, under the influence of emerging romanticism and
nationalism (largely promoted by the Dutch Réveil), anti-Catholic
and anti-liberal sentiments culminated in the formation of a neo-
Calvinist orthodoxy. To combat liberal tendencies in the newly estab-
lished state church, orthodox authors frequently referred to the
alleged Synod of Wesel and other synods of the Reformation era. In
Germany, the Synod of Wesel served as evidence for the ancient
adoption of a presbyterial–synodal constitution by the Reformed
com munities on the Lower Rhine, which was eventually granted to
the Protestant Churches of Rhineland and Westphalia by the Prussian
King in 1835 (not 1855, p. 170). The joint celebration of the Synod of
Wesel’s tercentenary in 1868 by German and Dutch Reformed church-
es was an impressive event that finally made the Synod a ‘site of
memory’.

With the rise of modern historiography, research on the event that
now came to be known simply as the ‘Convent of Wesel’ was inten-
sified. Historians were intrigued by what Spohnholz calls the ‘mys-
tery’ (passim) of the articles, that is to say, the lack of further archival
evidence, and some even took refuge in alternative ascriptions to dif-
ferent years or places. But it was left to our author to draw the ulti-
mate conclusion: that there never had been such a thing as the
‘Convent of Wesel’. Thus the present study not only solves a cen-
turies-old mystery and corrects our notion of the origins of the Dutch
Reformed Church, but can teach present-day historians vital lessons
on history, methodology—and themselves.

WOLF-FRIEDRICH SCHÄUFELE is Professor of Ecclesiastical His -
tory at the University of Marburg. His research focuses on medieval
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and early modern church history with a particular emphasis on the
period of the Reformation. His publications include Christoph Mat -
thäus Pfaff und die Kirchenunionsbestrebungen des Corpus Evange licorum
1717–1726 (1998) and ‘Defecit Ecclesia’: Studien zur Verfallsidee in der
Kirchengeschichtsanschauung des Mittelalters (2006). Most recently he
has published a textbook, Christliche Mystik (2017).
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