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Jay recently introduced me to the Mennonite catechism entitled 

Fundamentals of Faith (1963 edition) as well as the 1902 Mennonite 

Brethren Church Confession of Faith. The introduction states,, “the bulk of 

the actual work of compilation has been done by Dr. D. Edmond Hiebert, 

and the Board feels much indebted to him for warmhearted cooperation 

and efficient services.” 

Also, he sent me a PDF of an article by my major Professor, W. R. Estep, on 

the issue of Law and Gospel in the Anabaptist/Baptist tradition. Another 

friend, Mack Tomlinson, sent me a book entitled Christian Spiritual 

Conversation on Saving Faith for the Young, in Questions and Answers 

and a Confession of Faith of the Mennonites. It was published by John Baer 

and Sons in 1857 in Lancaster PA. This reading has stirred some reflections 

on the historic theological-pedagogical discipline of catechizing in the 

church. 

I love catechisms. Even above attending sports events, choral concerts, 

piano recitals, and birthday parties, the time with my children—all 

together—memorizing well-articulated, biblically-coherent truth gave a 

sense of reverence and gratitude toward a gracious God for revealed truth. I 

knew in mind and conscience that no moment of that time was wasted. 

Sinclair Ferguson calls these answers Velcro strips to which the words and 

teachings of Scripture can stick to make Bible reading and sermon 

consumption more informative and spiritually edifying. 

Beyond this personal sense of spiritual satisfaction, history confirms great 

usefulness from the earliest patristic period through the Reformation. 

Clement of Rome referred to the Corinthians’ “giving heed to Christ’s 

words, you store them up diligently in your hearts.” The Didache’s 

instruction, “You must not forsake the Lord’s commandments, but must 

guard what you have received, neither adding nor subtracting anything” 

indicates some kind of established set of teachings that distinguished 

Christians from both Jews and pagans. Also, before baptism, the 

instruction stands, “After you have reviewed all these things, baptize in the 

name of the Father and Son and Holy Spirit.” The review consisted of an 

ability to affirm both the doctrinal and moral instructions given in the “two 



ways, one of life and one of death.” Calvin’s production of a Catechism of 

the Church of Geneva, the Heidelberg Catechism, The Westminster Longer 

and Shorter catechisms, a large number of catechisms written by Baptists 

such as Henry Jessey, Dan Taylor, Thomas Grantham, E. T. Winkler, J. P 

Boyce, John A. Broadus and others [!] have been useful for inculcating 

biblical truth in the minds of children and adults. Balthasar Hubmaier used 

a catechism to set forth Christian doctrine based on the Apostles’ Creed and 

included instruction on baptism. An English Baptist association in 1777 

included in its minutes a report that “Our confession of faith and our 

catechism for the instruction of our young people are published to the 

world: and from these glorious principles we hope you will never depart.”  

The Bible sanctions and encourages such instruments for saturating our 

minds, hopefully as a path to the heart, with the propositional truths and 

the worldview of divine revelation. When a child asked, “What is the 

meaning of the testimonies, the statutes, and the judgments which the Lord 

our God has commanded you?” (Deuteronomy 6:20), the answer was in the 

form of a historical summary in catechetical form with the important 

doctrinal summary, “It will be righteousness for us.” In fact, it is hard to 

read the entire sixth chapter of Deuteronomy without envisioning the 

power of catechetical instruction. Nehemiah 8:8—“and gave the sense, and 

caused them to understand the reading”—sounds like a good biblical 

justification for catechizing. The New Testament contains many evidences 

of confessional, or even catechetical, enforcements of doctrine for the 

protection and spiritual growth of Christians. “The form (or pattern) of 

sounds words,” (2 Timothy 1:13) was to determine the preaching of 

Timothy. Aquila and Priscilla saw that Apollos had been “instructed 

(catechized)  in the way of the Lord” and was thus accurate in his teaching 

laying a groundwork for their explaining “to him the way of God more 

accurately” (Acts 18:25, 26). Other examples could include Ephesians 4:4-

6; 1 Timothy 1:15-17; 3:12-16; 2 Timothy 1:8-10; 2:11-12; Titus 2:11-14. This 

last text expresses the propositional foundation for the way in which 

Christians may “adorn the doctrine of God our Savior in all things.” The 

passage is followed with the admonition to Titus, “Speak these things, 

exhort and rebuke with all authority” (Titus 2:10, 15). 

In my observation two factors have challenged the former virtually 

universal acceptance of catechisms as a healthy means of biblical and 



doctrinal instruction. One is the sinister intrusion of liberalism into 

pseudo-Christian thought.  From Schleiermacher (1768-1834) and Bushnell 

(1802-1876) to Rauschenbusch (1861-1918) and Harnack (1851-1930), 

theology has been relativized, culturized, derevelationized, and vacuumed 

from the dust of serious soteriological concern so that propositional 

doctrinal answers are developmentally antiquated and existentially 

irrelevant. Completely alien to the assumptions of the theological flow 

represented by those names would be the response to the question, “How 

does Christ execute the office of a priest?” (Keach’s Catechism # 28). 

Answer: “Christ executes the office of a priest in his once offering up 

himself a sacrifice to satisfy divine justice (Heb. ix 14, 28) and reconcile us 

to God (Heb. ii:17), and in making continual intercession for us (Heb. vi. 

24, 25).” Every doctrinal assumption embedded in that answer had been 

reduced to a non-entity in the clean sweep liberalism made of biblical 

Christianity: the incarnation of the Son of God, the Son’s assumption of 

human nature and the typological offices of prophet, priest, and king, a 

vicarious, propitiatory atonement, satisfaction of divine wrath, 

reconciliation only by this death, the necessity of the continual efficacy of 

this blood sacrifice for effective intercession, and a resurrection showing 

that the wages of sin had been received for sin’s debt paid in full. The 

theology of the catechisms ontologically, philosophically, and 

epistemologically had been bypassed. 

In the second post, I will talk about the second reason catechisms have 

been largely ignored in the last one hundred years and why we should 

ignore them no longer. 

 


