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The Catechism: The Heart of the Reformation

JoHN NORDLING

CCORDING TO THE 1986 version of Luther’s Small Cat-
echism, a catechism is a “book of instruction, usually
in the form of questions and answers.” The word “cat-
echism” does not occur as such in the Bible, although the idea of
having been taught (from the Greek verb katnyéw) does occur
several times in the New Testament. For example, in Luke 1:4 St.
Luke writes to Theophilus concerning the certainty of the things
“you have been taught” (nepi @v katnynOng). Likewise, in Acts
18:25 St. Luke describes Apollos as a man with a thorough knowl-
edge of the Scriptures “who had been taught” (katnynpévog) in
the way of the Lord. Finally, in Galatians 6:6 St. Paul exhorts
the “man who has been taught” (6 katnyovpevog) to share all
manner of good things with “his instructor” (1@ katnxodvt),
with his “catechist,” if you will. We see from such indications
that the word katnyéw in its various manifestations? could be
used in a technical sense for “Christian teaching.” This was mil-
lennia before Luther applied it as a title to his Small and Large
Catechisms that appeared in 1529.3
In what way does the catechism represent “the heart of the
Reformation™?# I shall provide an answer to this question at the
end of this article. Let us consider three matters that do in fact
contribute to the idea that the catechism represents “the heart of
the Reformation™ first, historical development of the catechism;
second, learning the catechism; and third, living the catechism.

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENTS
OF THE CATECHISM

Luther was hardly the first to prepare a catechism for students.>
As concern mounted for instruction in the basics of the Chris-
tian faith in the years immediately preceding the Reformation,
various primers for the catechization of children and adults ap-
peared as early as the thirteenth century. At the Fourth Lateran
Council (1215) a set of laws emerged that would shape catecheti-
cal practices in the church for centuries to come:

Among other things, [the council] decreed that once a
year each male or female believer (after they reached the
age of discretion) go to his priest and faithfully confess his
sins, fulfill to the best of his abilities the assigned penance,
and receive Holy Communion during the Easter season.

JonN NORDLING is Associate Professor of Exegetical Theology at Con-
cordia Theological Seminary, Fort Wayne, Indiana.

The decree was given weight by the threat that those who
would not comply with it would be excommunicated and
denied Christian burial upon their death. To this decree
were added suggestions about how priests should handle
confession, and the threat of punishment (defrocking and
imprisonment) for those priests who failed to keep the
confessional secret.®

The medieval church pushed the responsibility of religious
instruction onto the people: “Parents and godparents were
charged with teaching the children the Creed, Lord’s Prayer,
Hail Mary, Ten Commandments, and all that was necessary for
‘a good confession’ of sins.”™ Priests, meanwhile, became sin-
ister physicians of the soul, “carefully inquiring into the cir-
cumstances of the sinner and the sin” (diligenter inquirens et
peccatoris circumstantias et peccati).® A brief sampling of cat-
echetical materials from this time reveals the investigative, or
even inquisitorial, role of the man who heard the sins of the
people:® Manuel des péchés (1260),'° The Lay Folk’s Catechism
(1357)," and Jean Gerson’s ABCs of Simple Folk (fourteenth cen-
tury).!? Additional titles confirm the same impression.13

The term “catechism” as a title for instructional primers did not
come into extensive use until the mid to late 1520s when “a flood
of catechetical literature hit the market.”"* There were some six-
ty-two printings of thirteen different instructional booklets that
emerged in Wittenberg alone between the years 1522 and 1529.
The total number throughout Germany — published between
1524 and 1529 — numbered some 176 separate catechisms.!?

Luther’s Small Catechism came about as a result of three sep-
arate, though interrelated events: first, one pastor’s persistent
request for a catechism to cement the teachings of the Refor-
mation in territories adjacent to his congregation; second, the
so-called Church Visitations undertaken by the reformers in
the 1520s; and third, as a response to a controversy that raged
between two of Luther’s closest co-workers, Philipp Melanch-
thon and Johannes Agricola.

With respect to the persistent request for a catechism, Nicho-
las Hausmann, a pastor in Zwickau, requested the Elector of
Saxony to initiate a visitation of the churches as early as 1523.16
Failing to obtain his request, Hausmann turned directly to
Wittenberg and reiterated the need for a visitation towards the
end of 1524. At this time Hausmann apparently requested that
a catechism be prepared for the young. Luther responded on
2 February 1525 (WA Br 3: 431) that he had instructed Justus



Jonas and Johann Agricola to prepare a catechism for children
(catechismus puerorum).'” This is the first time that the word
catechism, which hitherto signified oral instruction, was ap-
plied to a book.!® After waiting several more months, Haus-
mann turned to the court of Electoral Saxony and on May 2
asked, “What kind of lessons should be held for the unlettered
small children?”!® Then he repeated his desire yet again on 23
August 1525 to Stephen Roth, assistant at the Wittenberg city
church: “O that it [the catechism] would be supplied and quick-
ly published!”?® Luther had in fact assigned the task of writing
a catechism to trusted colleagues Justus Jonas and Johannes
Agricola by 1525; however, their joint work on the project ended
when Agricola settled in Eisleben to become rector of the newly
established Latin school there.

These unfortunate consequences
of the early Reformation produced
repeated calls for visitations

of congregations.

One year later (1526), in his preface to the German Mass, Lu-
ther called again for the production of a simple catechism and
also proposed an outline of what it might look like. Here Luther
proposed that children and catechumens should be questioned
“point by point,” and provided answers to what each part means
and how to understand it. Luther wrote:

If everything cannot be covered at once, let one point be
taken up today, and tomorrow another [point]. If parents
and guardians will not take the trouble to do this, either
themselves or through others, there never will be a cate-
chism. . .. In this manner they should be questioned:

What do you pray?

Answer: The Our Father.

What is meant when you say: Our Father in Heaven?

Answer: That God is not an earthly, but a heavenly Fa-
ther who would make us rich and blessed in heaven.

What is meant by Hallowed be thy name?

Answer: That we should honor his name and keep it
from being profaned.

How do we profane or dishonor his name?

Answer: When we, who should be his children, live
evil lives and teach and believe what is wrong ... etc.
(AE 53: 65)%

And so on, through the remaining articles of the Lord’s Prayer,
the Creed, and the Ten Commandments (AE 53: 65-66).22 Here
in 1526 we begin to see the form that the finalized version of the
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Small Catechism would take in 1529. Meanwhile, Luther sug-
gested that his Liftle Prayer Book (Ein Betbuchlein), first pub-
lished in 1522 and revised in 1525, should serve as a source for
catechesis.?® The Betbuchlein was not so much a catechism as a
medieval prayer-book, “designed to assist especially the laity in
their devotional life.”**

Another event contributing to the urgency of developing a
catechism was the church visitations that began in the first half
of 1526. The “Instructions for Visitors,” however, would not be
drawn up until 1527 to 1528.2° The early days of the Reformation
had produced mixed results in church life. First, the nobility
plundered the assets and property of monasteries, so church
property began to fall into ruin. Second, the laity stopped pay-
ing their offerings with the result that dedicated pastors often
went unpaid and so lived at subsistence levels.26 Then too, the
Reformation left a large swath of religious indifference in its
wake: “The peasants learned nothing, knew nothing, prayed
not at all, did nothing except [to] abuse religious freedom, and
did not go to confession or commune.”?” On top of this, con-
gregations remained agitated and unsettled following the Peas-
ants’ Revolt (1524-1525).28

These unfortunate consequences of the early Reformation
produced repeated calls for visitations of congregations, in or-
der to assess the condition of parishes and to assist in the intro-
duction of the guiding principles of the Reformation. We have
already considered the request of pastor Nicholas Hausmann for
a visitation of congregations in Zwickau in 1523. In October 1525
and again in November 1526, Luther joined Hausmann in urg-
ing that visitations be carried out, with the intention of making
sure faithful pastors received a regular income. However, these
early calls were delayed, first by the death of the Elector Fred-
erick in 1525, and then by the hesitation of subsequent princes
about the possibility of having to finance church reforms out of
the state chest.?”

An initial visitation was carried out under George Spala-
tin in the first half of 1526 for the purpose of examining the
theological aptitude of pastors. It is interesting to note that the
Reformation succeeded or failed in large measure according to
the quality of those pastors who brought the teachings of the
Reformation to a specific area. Men like the aforementioned
Hausmann and Jonas came to embody a new type of Lutheran
cleric who was schooled in the languages and in the distinc-
tive doctrines of the Reformation. But there were other clergy-
men who, though they had renounced the abuses of the Roman
church in varying degree, were hardly competent in carrying
out the objectives of the Reformation. Many had adopted the
new Lutheran faith for the “sake of the belly.” For example, one
odd preacher carried a canister of beer into the pulpit to refresh
himself occasionally during the preaching.?® Then there were
clergy who dressed outlandishly, striving to give the broadest
possible interpretation to the new freedom from Rome.?! Nor
was it unusual for the peasants to talk or to walk about outside
the church in the graveyard during the service.?? By 1527 teams
of theologians, jurists, and court counselors were crisscrossing
the territories of Saxony for the purpose of conducting visita-
tions of the congregations there. Melanchthon prepared “In-
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structions for Visitors,™? and even Luther, despite his press of
duties at the University of Wittenberg and elsewhere, served as
a visitor in 1529, and again in 1530.%*

The visitations revealed that the stereotype of the sixteenth-
century peasant was all too true. Many of the peasants were a
“harsh, crude folk who far preferred fairs and hard drinking to
church services.”® Visitation records reveal the deplorable state
of affairs that Luther complains about in his Preface to the Small
Catechism.?¢ For example, only three people attended worship
services in a town called Ducher where some 110 families lived;
at Werche the peasants could not recite the Lord’s Prayer, the
Ten Commandments, nor the Creed; and at Zinna the peasants
refused to learn the Lord’s Prayer because it was too long!*” No
wonder that Luther expressed frustration at those who stub-
bornly refused to learn the faith.3® Such experiences undoubt-
edly compelled Luther to complete the catechism.

The third event that had a direct bearing upon the publication
of the catechisms was the first Antinomian Controversy, which
broke out between two of Luther’s closest colleagues, Johann
Agricola and Philipp Melanchthon. Without entering too deeply
into the specific nature of the controversy,? we may nonetheless
observe that Agricola attacked Melanchthon for teaching that
the law has a necessary role in salvation by moving a sinner to
contrition, defined as “sorrow for sin,” in advance of the work of
the gospel, that is, the announcement that the death of Christ has
paid for all sins completely. Agricola taught, wrongly, that the
true knowledge of sin is produced not by the law but by the gos-
pel, and that “there is in the Church no use whatever for the Law
of God.™® Melanchthon maintained his doctrine of the law on
the basis of situations found during the visitations.*! Eventually
it became clear that both Agricola and Melanchthon diverged
significantly from Luther, but each in a different direction:

In a compromise presented and formulated by Luther, the
necessity of preaching repentance was expressly affirmed,
and thereby Melanchthon was largely vindicated. Agri-
cola was granted that repentance “follows from and after
faith,” and that repentance and the law belong to faith. At
the same time it was said that one must believe that God is
the one who threatens, commands, and frightens. Because
of the limited ability of “the unschooled, common people”
to understand this, one had to distinguish repentance,
commandment, law, and fear from the justifying faith in
Christ. Thus they achieved no real clarification.*?

The practical effect of the controversy was that it postponed
publication of the two catechisms by several years.’* One
should recall that Luther had charged Agricola and Jonas with
the publication of the Small Catechism in 1525. By November
1527 Agricola had completed a catechism in question-and-an-
swer format entitled One Hundred and Thirty Common Ques-
tions for the Young Children in the German Girls’ School in
Eisleben.** However, this catechism-of-the-long-title “was seen
as too complicated and difficult for beginning students,™ plus
it was compromised by Agricola’s theological inadequacies just
described. When Luther’s Small Catechism appeared in Janu-

ary 15296 Agricola’s sank into obscurity. In contrast, Luther’s
Small Catechism was issued in thirty German editions before
Luther’s death in 1546.47 By the end of the sixteenth century it

Agricola taught, wrongly, that the
true knowledge of sin is produced
not by the law but by the gospel.

appeared in at least 125 more editions.*® Luther himself regard-
ed his two catechisms to be among his most important books.
In a letter to Wolfgang Capito in July 1537, he wrote:

I am quite cold and indifferent about arranging my books,
for, incited by a Saturnine hunger, I would much rather have
them all devoured, eo quod Saturnina fame percitus magis
cuperem eos omnes devoratos. For none do I acknowledge
as really my books, except perhaps De Servo Arbitrio and
the Catechism.?

Still later, the catechisms were pointed out repeatedly as rep-
resentative of that which epitomized the evangelical purpose of
the Reformation.3°

LEARNING THE CATECHISM

We have just mentioned the large number of catechisms that
were published during the sixteenth century. However, the
publication, buying, and selling of such instructional books
does not in itself explain how the catechism reached the major-
ity of people with the message of the Reformation. Even though
the publication of Luther’s Small Catechism, in particular, was
a great success, most people could not read it. The literacy rate
throughout the Holy Roman Empire was perhaps five percent.
It never rose higher than thirty percent in the cities where, to be
sure, there were more people who could read and write. If the
Reformation was “an urban event,”! it remains the case that it
was “a minority event as well.”>> Only about ten percent of the
population of the Holy Roman Empire lived in cities:

[These] ranged in size from about fifty thousand inhabit-
ants for a city such as Nuremberg to around two thousand
inhabitants, a more typical size for the great majority of
towns and cities. These were obviously not the great me-
tropolises we are familiar with today. As is often the case
even in major shifts in Western history, the great bulk of
the population did not —at least at first— participate ac-
tively in the change. It was activists, first of all in the city
butalso. .. in the countryside, who propagated or opposed
the Reformation.>?



Thus, face-to-face oral transmission remained “the primary
mode of communication” by which information was passed.>*
Scholars suppose that the reformers utilized a “two-stage com-
munication process™® by which face-to-face communication
was integrated with the new technology of the printing press.
First, reformers took advantage of whatever literacy there was
by targeting those who could read — persons who, incidentally,
happened also to be the “opinion makers” of the day: preachers,
teachers, and government officials. Even country villages usu-
ally had one or two such persons — the village priest, perhaps,
or minor officials associated with the economic aspirations
of the community.®® These literate priests, pastors, and mi-
nor officials passed the message of the catechism on to greater
numbers of nonreading folk in the traditional manner, that is,
orally: “One reader could share the fruits of his or her reading
with hundreds and even thousands of other people.”” Thus,
the Strasbourg preacher Mattheus Zell stated that he was put-
ting into print that which he had already taught orally to some
3,000 people.”® A treatise such as Luther’s On the Freedom of a
Christian (1520) might be reprinted some twelve times within a
year or two of its initial publication, representing perhaps some
13,000 copies.® But one preacher, such as Zell, who read the
treatise and incorporated its message into sermons, could mul-
tiply Luther’s influence many times over.

Luther was not concerned about
a student’s inner creativity.

It is important to remember, then, that Luther’s Small Cate-
chism still reflected the process of transmitting the contents of
the catechism from a small group of literate persons to a much
larger group who could not read or write. Luther intended his
catechism to target primarily pastors, but also parents, and
other “opinion makers” who would in turn share the teachings
of the catechism orally with children and illiterate members of
the household. Let us suppose, then, that a document such as
the Small Catechism followed a three-stage process designed
to move children, or indeed semiliterate adults, from knowing
little or nothing about the faith to having it impressed upon
one’s heart, to coming to internalize its contents, and finally
to behold, and love Jesus Christ through an encounter with
saving doctrine.

In the first stage, then, Luther wanted catechumens to learn
the bare texts of the catechism itself. In the second stage, cat-
echumens were to learn the meaning of the memorized pas-
sages through such explanations as those which the Small
Catechism itself provides. In the third stage, Luther intended
that the pastor should take up a larger catechism, such as his
Large Catechism published in 1529, and so explore the vari-
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ous components in greater detail.®? The general movement
was from pastor to people, from parent to child, and from the
simple and bare teaching of an easily memorized passage to
the increasingly more complex teachings which a Christian
ponders, meditates upon, and indeed prays for the rest of his
life.!

Stage one, then, was “Learn and Remember the Basics.” This
stage assumed that those who learned the catechism would do
so by hearing it, not by reading it. Accordingly, the catecheti-
cal instruction would only do catechumens some good if they
remembered what they heard. Hence the purpose of the first
stage was to get a catechumen to learn the teaching by heart,
then reproduce it by heart, That is why Luther insisted in his
Preface to the Small Catechism that a pastor should decide
upon a single text of the Ten Commandments, the Creed, and
the Lord’s Prayer, and stick with it “year after year.”? To be
sure, this method seems needlessly rigid to many pedagogues
today, who typically fret about the damage that memory work
allegedly does to the inner creativity of a student. Luther, how-
ever, was not concerned about a student’s inner creativity; his
technique instead conforms the heart of a young student to
what is important and precious, that is, the word of God. Lu-
ther also desired to avoid confusing students by inundating
them with conflicting versions of essentially the same idea: “If
hearing the catechism is the only way that they can learn it
by heart, it is important that it be used repeatedly in the same
way.”63

Let us reflect a moment upon the importance of memory in
Luther’s pedagogical agenda. It should become clear that Lu-
ther’s first stage represents not a form of mindless rote-learning,
but an effective procedure of internalizing a teaching complete-
ly, that is, a fixing into one’s heart that which is life-transform-
ing and precious. Luther was hardly the first to impose the rigor
of memorization on students. The memorization of important
concepts actually reaches far back into the educational agendas
of earlier church fathers with whom Luther and the other re-
formers were familiar.

Consider the Creed. The fathers universally exhorted their
catechumens to learn the Creed by heart. Cyril of Jerusalem
(315-368) urged: “This is what I want you to retain verbatim,
and which each of you must carefully recite, without writing
it on paper, but by engraving it by memory in your hearts.”*
Likewise, St. Augustine (354-430) declared:

Receive, my sons, the rule of faith, called the Creed. Upon
receiving it, write it in your heart, and every day recite it
among yourselves. Before you fall asleep, before you pro-
ceed to anything, gird yourselves with your Creed. No one
writes down the Creed just to be read; he stamps it on his
soul, lest forgetfulness should lose what diligence had giv-
en him. Your book is your memory.5?

Thus memory has its place in an oral culture in which people
either cannot read and write at all, or are only semiliterate. In
such a culture, and among such students, the spoken word rep-
resents the primary means of communication. In such a case,
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a person “knows” only that which he or she can remember.5¢
Luther, then, desired his catechism to be learned “by heart.””
Even in our culture there remains the advisability of mastering
certain items so thoroughly that they can never be forgotten,
such as, for example, the alphabet, the musical scales, or even
the dribbling of a basketball. The simple alphabet becomes one
of the nonnegotiable building-blocks of reading literature, just
as the mastery of musical scales becomes part and parcel of
learning to play the piano well. How can one play the game of
basketball without paying requisite attention to dribbling the
ball, playing defense, shooting, or rebounding?

The catechumen’s answer to the
question takes on the character
of a confession of faith.

Luther intended that the Small Catechism would come to
constitute the Christian’s internal “computer operating system”
(for example, DOS, Windows, Mac OS), which would become
fixed in the immediate stores of memory, and thereby become
the foundation for approaching God and all things spiritual.
In Luther’s mind, the endlessly repeated teachings of the cate-
chism act directly upon the mind and heart of the young Chris-
tian and thereby bring about the new attitudes, thoughts, and
actions associated with the word of God. After all, in Luther’s
theology, it is through the word of God that the Spirit bestows
his blessings and drives the devil away. Luther wrote:

The Holy Spirit does not come without the Word. But He
wants to come through the harp, that is, through medita-
tion on the Word or through the voices of father, mother,
or others. Otherwise the devil comes. As David, Isaiah,
and the entire Scripture testify, the Holy Spirit comes with
the Word and through the Word, according to the passage:
Blessed is the man who meditates in the Law of God day
and night (Ps 1:1£).%8

With respect to the second stage of the learning process,
we may observe that committing a text to memory does not
exhaust the learning of the passage, but instead provides a
foundation upon which stands all subsequent mastery. Con-
sider Luther’s rather notorious admonition that the pastor or
catechist should abide by a fixed form of teaching from year
to year “without altering a single syllable.”®® That admonition
represents stage one of learning the catechism, of course. In or-
der to promote an actual understanding of a text, Luther sug-
gested that ample time be allowed for coming to terms with
the text’s deeper meaning: “Nothing would be accomplished

by mere memorizing.””® One of the prime characteristics of the
catechism is its unique form of question and answer, ensuring
that what is learned, that is, memorized, might also be well un-
derstood at a deeper cognitive level.

Here we come to the question so frequently met in any en-
counter with Luther’s Small Catechism, namely, “What does
this mean?” (Was ist das?). Luther was hardly the first to em-
ploy the method of question-and-answer in catechetical in-
struction,”! though we may say that Luther’s questions in the
Small Catechism are unique for their simplicity and directness.
Was ist das? has been translated into English most famously
as “What does this mean?” though perhaps a more correct
rendering is “What is that?” followed immediately by an an-
swer (Antwort) which supplies a direct answer to the question
posed. Luther was interested, then, not in “the deeper hidden
meaning” of a concept, nor in the learner’s own subjective in-
terpretation of the concept, but rather in the learner’s coming
to terms with, and direct expression of, the basic definition of
a concept. Luther was thereby interested in an encounter with
reality itself.72

Note that the “Answer” is less an “explanation” in the mod-
ern sense than a restatement of what was just said. Let us con-
sider the First Commandment in this light:

Thou shalt have no other gods before me.
Was ist das? (What does this mean?) Antwort: We should
fear, love, and trust in God above all things.

The question, “What does this mean?” functions as a link
between the original proposition “Thou shalt have no other
gods before me,” and the Answer (Antwort). The Answer, as a
restatement of the original proposition, is not open for discus-
sion but simply states what is: “We should fear, love, and trust in
God above all things.””® What follows the question is intended
to represent the response of the catechumen. Not only does the
structure of the catechism permit a catechumen to master a
point pedagogically, but the catechumen’s answer to the ques-
tion takes on the character of a confession of faith.

Consider in this connection the famous and much-maligned
statement, “This is most certainly true,” the phrase that con-
cludes each of the three articles in Luther’s explanation of the
Creed. “This is most certainly true” represents not a particular
interpretation on the part of the catechumen, but instead an
assent of faithfulness to what has just been stated about each
Person of the Godhead. The catechumen may be a mere child,
or mentally handicapped, or an unlettered peasant, but the
proposition confessed takes on the character of the affirma-
tion Christ says he will stand by before his Father in heaven
(Mt 10:32; Lk 12:8). Luther declares in this connection:

Those who confess [Christ] before this evil and adulter-
ous generation and must suffer much thereby, Christ in
turn will confess ... before his heavenly Father and re-
quite them for their suffering with the delights of eter-
nity [Mt10:32]. God himself says, 1 Samuel 2[:30], “He
who honors me, [ will honor.” Even if the waves of the sea
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are strong and huge billows rise up and roar furiously as
though they would drown us, the Lord is still on high and
has begun a kingdom as wide as the world which he now
rules and has decreed that it shall endure. He is greater,
yes, almighty, and he will accomplish it. Amen. (AE 43:
176-177)7

In addition to “question-and-answer,” Luther used a full
range of repetitive and mnemonic devices in the Small Cat-
echism that were intended to impress the truthfulness of a con-
cept not only upon the mind and heart of a learner, but also
upon his mouth and lips. In the oral culture for which Luther
wrote, repetition forced the mind to move forward slowly and

The Small Catechism shows a
decided preference for concrete
terms rather than abstract concepts.

thus reflect deeply upon what the lips declared. Consider the
following repetitions that should be quite familiar to anyone
who has had even a brief encounter with the Small Catechism:
“lie and deceive,” “house and home,” “wife and children,”
“clothing and shoes,” “gold or silver,” “body and soul,” “eyes
and ears,” “reason and all my senses,” and “fields, cattle, and all
my goods.”” In addition, the catechism is loaded with many
alliterative elements wherein initial consonants of successive
words share the same sound: Notdurft und Nahrung (“needs
and nourishment”); Leibes und Lebes (“body and life”); behiitet
und bewahret (“protects and defends”); Tod und Teufel (“death
and the devil”); and Worten und Werken (“in words and
deeds”).” Finally the Small Catechism shows a decided prefer-
ence for concrete terms rather than abstract concepts, for what
is concrete can be more easily grasped by the mind:

So where Luther could have used a more abstract term
like “family,” he writes “wife and child.” Instead of writ-
ing “economic livelihood,” he speaks of field and cattle,
Instead of referring to shelter, he has house and home,
clothing and shoes. In other words, Luther uses readily
understood examples from daily life in order to convey the
catechism’s teaching.””

The third stage of learning the catechism is what Charles
Arand refers to as “the lifelong practice of the fundamentals™
“Luther regarded the texts of the catechism to be of such fun-
damental importance that a Christian should daily make use
of them throughout life.””® By providing the basics, the two
catechisms were intended to be more of a companion for daily
reflection and refreshment along the journey of life. Here we
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could reflect upon the depth of the catechism.” We could de-
velop the idea that, in so many ways, the catechism remains a
brief compendium and summary of Scripture’s central con-
tents.?0 In this connection, however, we can do no better than
consider what Luther said in response to certain fellows who
were carrying on as though the catechism was “a simple, silly
teaching” which they could “absorb and master at one reading”
(LC Preface, 5; Tappert, 359). In response to such callous think-
ing, Luther declared:

As for myself, let me say that I, too, am a doctor and a
preacher —yes, and as learned and experienced as any
of those who act so high and mighty. Yet I do as a child
who is being taught the Catechism. Every morning, and
whenever else I have time, I read and recite word for word
the Lord’s Prayer, the Ten Commandments, the Creed,
the Psalms, etc. I must still read and study the Catechism
daily, yet I cannot master it as I wish, but must remain a
child and pupil of the catechism, and I do it gladly. These
dainty, fastidious fellows would like quickly, with one
reading, to become doctors above all doctors, to know all
there is to be known. Well, this, too, is a sure sign that
they despise both their office and the people’s souls, yes,
even God and his Word. They need not fear a fall, for they
have already fallen all too horribly. What they need is to
become children and begin learning their ABC’s [sic],
which they think they have outgrown long ago. (LC Pref-
ace, 7-8; Tappert, 359)%!

This is vintage Luther. The passage assumes that each and ev-
ery Christian remains a lifelong learner of the faith, including
Luther himself who actually wrote both the Small and Large Cat-
echism. Lutherans often submit to the catechism in their youth,
“kicking against the pricks” the entire time! Were it not perhaps
for a devoted parent—in my case, a mother who sat down with
me daily and listened patiently to my halting efforts to recite the
Six Chief Parts—we would never have memorized the catechism
and thus internalized the faith. What happens then, as we all
know, is that the young catechumen is thrown out into life, there
to test the catechism’s doctrines against life’s experiences. Along
this journey the catechism is intended to keep the Christian cen-
tered on the chief articles of the Christian faith:

In doing so, [the catechism] provides the Christian with a
defense against spiritual assaults on the one hand and as-
sists Christians in making sense of their lives on the other
hand. To that end, the catechisms provide an invaluable
service to the novice and veteran of the faith alike.®?

LIVING THE CATECHISM

Luther returned to Wittenberg from the Wartburg in Decem-
ber 1521 to face a congregation racked by turbulence caused by
Karlstadt and the “Zwickau prophets.” By March 1522 Luther
came to preach a remarkable series of sermons intended to lead
the congregation away from the fanatical enthusiasm inspired
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by Karlstadt and answer many questions agitating the Witten-
bergers at that time.®? In his first sermon, dated ¢ March 1522
on Invocavit Sunday, Luther observed:

The summons of death comes to us all, and no one can die
for another. Everyone must fight his own battle with death
by himself, alone. We can shout into another’s ears, but ev-
ery one must himself be prepared for the time of death, for
I will not be with you then, nor you with me. Therefore,
every one must himself know and be armed with the chief
things which concern a Christian. (AE 51: 70)%!

We might fairly refer to the catechism itself as “the chief
things which concern a Christian,” to quote Luther. Luther
remarks in many places that the Christian does daily battle
with sin, death, and the devil. However, with Christ by our
side upon the plain, we are daily forgiven much. Amid the
problems of daily life, Christian faith can be, and actually is,
refined and strengthened. It is true that I cannot die for you,
nor you for me, but Christ has already died for you, me, and
all sinners on the cross. His is the one death that avails be-
fore God the Father. A Lutheran perspective on life, then, is
to see one’s vocation, possessions, spouse, fields, and cattle as
the unique arena wherein each one, with Christ, does battle
with the devil and emerges victorious, for the Christian basks
in Christ’s victory. In other words, the catechism has much to
offer Christians who conceive of life as an exercise in the fine
art of living by grace through faith.

Which one of the Six Chief Parts of the catechism best ex-
presses the art of living by grace through faith? Each part of the
catechism has been set up to bring a Christian to repentance
and faith in Christ. Certainly each of the Ten Commandments
work this way, as does each article of the Creed, and each pe-
tition of the Lord’s Prayer. However, in order to see how the
catechism functions as an aid to developing the art of “living by
grace through faith,” let us turn to Luther’s catechetical treat-
ment of baptism in the Fourth Chief Part.

Luther avers that baptism is not simple water only, but is the
water “included in God’s command and combined with God’s
word.” Baptism, more than anything else, is the missionary
sacrament by which a person is transferred from the lordship of
the devil to the lordship of Christ. Paul says in Romans that we
were “baptized into Christ Jesus” (Rom 6:3); therefore, Luther
writes in the Fourth Chief Part:

The Old Adam in us should by daily contrition and repen-
tance be drowned and die with all sins and evil desires, and
... anew man should daily emerge and arise to live before
God in righteousness and innocence forever.%¢

In other words, baptism incorporates the Christian into
Christ himself. Thus in the Small Catechism, Luther uses the
same language to speak of baptism as he does to describe the
work of Christ in the Second Article of the Creed. Christ and
baptism do the same thing: Christ, in historical time, rescued

us “from all sins, from death, and from the power of the dev-
il,”87 and likewise baptism daily in my everyday experience as
a Christian “rescues from death and the devil.”®® In baptism,
God links our eternal destiny to the destiny of Jesus Christ, a
destiny of “dying and rising” (Rom 6:3, 4). The gifts that Christ
acquired for the world in the Second Article are here delivered
in baptism. In this way, baptism becomes the gateway to all
God’s blessings. Charles Arand writes on this point:

Baptism ... gives Christians a foundation for their entire
life. It is a miniature and complete picture of the Christian
life. It involves the believer’s birth, discipleship, conflict
with Satan, death, and resurrection.??

In another passage, Luther mentioned that baptism brings
about a real death and resurrection for the Christian: “This
should not be understood only allegorically as the death of
sin and the life of grace, as many understand it, but as actual
death and resurrection” (AE 36: 68). In our baptism, then, we
are linked to Christ, daily die to sin with him and, likewise, rise
with Christ to innocence and blessedness forever.

We have seen how, in so many ways, the catechism pres-
ents itself as the “heart of the Reformation.” Luther wrote
both catechisms when it seemed the priceless tenets of the
Reformation—sola fide, sola gratia, sola scriptura—could
well have been lost, due to the pressures of sometimes violent
social change and due to tendencies toward doctrinal indiffer-
ence. The things about the catechism that we took exception to
in our youth —its apparent simplicity and endlessly repetitive
nature — have proved to be key to the catechism’s success. Nor
should the catechism remain for us a painful memory of hav-
ing to submit to the authority of our pastor and parents in the
memorization of the Six Chief Parts. The catechism, as Luther
testifies, was something to which he himself submitted each
day joyfully as an adult and thereby daily relearned his spiritual
ABCs.%? The catechism represents the heart of the Reformation
because, in the Reformation, Luther and countless Christians
recovered the essential message of the gospel and so were re-
freshed and strengthened by the word of Jesus Christ. Luther
expressed himself quite positively about the evangelical nature
of catechetical instruction in September 1528, just before publi-
cation of the Small Catechism. Luther wrote that fifteen-year-
old boys and girls now know more about the word of God “than
all the universities and doctors before,” because the true cat-
echism was being taught — namely, the

Lord’s Prayer, the Creed, the Ten Commandments, what
confession, baptism, prayer, the cross, living, dying, and
the sacrament of the altar are, and about what marriage,
civil government, father and mother, wife and child, man
and son, servant and maid are. In sum, I have brought a
good conscience and order to all the estates in the world,
so that everyone knows how he is to live and serve God in
his estate, and not a little fruit, peace, and virtue has been
produced among those who have accepted it.%!
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