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 “Definitions: items related to catechisms ”
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From its beginning, the church has taken seriously its responsibility to teach and train converts. Usually this has been a formal process with lessons and examinations, but the process has changed over the years and, in some instances, Christian education or discipleship has been neglected. This letter will take a brief look at the history of formal teaching through catechisms and confessions. 

The catechist is the person who instructs others in the Christian faith. In the early church this was the person who taught converts the faith and ethics of the church during the time preceding baptism. 
The catechumen is the person receiving instructions for being a Christian. In the early church each person desiring to join a local congregation of believers was required to attend Sunday worship and to receive instruction prior to being baptized. This period of instruction lasted for one to three years and ended with a rigorous examination during Lent. This procedure was called the catechumenate. During the rule of Constantine the Great (fourth century) the church became more socially acceptable and a large number of catechumens was required, so the time of the instruction was reduced and included the meaning of the Creed, exorcism, and learning so that the person could memorize the material. During this time infant baptism within a week of birth became an accepted practice. 
A catechism is a manual of instruction in Christian beliefs that normally appears in a question and answers form although it was not used in this format until the early sixteenth century.  The formal instruction originated very early in the church as it was given to converts to Christianity before baptism. It reached its peak in the fourth and fifth centuries and was designed to protect the integrity of the faith. As infant baptism became popular, the catechumenate declined in use. During the medieval period there was no ecclesiastical catechesis provided for children but some teaching materials based upon the Apostles’ Creed and the Lord’s Prayer were produced. In the Middle Ages the confessional material manuals increased in number and requirement for all penitents to recite. At the Reformation catechism production exploded as many individual Lutheran pastors compiled their own. Most of them were not being used in association with baptism or communion. 
Calvin produced a French catechism in 1537 and a simpler one in 1541 as he claimed to be restoring an ancient practice that had been long corrupted. The one that became the widest accepted of Reformation catechisms was the Heidelberg catechism of 1563. It is predominantly Calvinist but contains enough of the doctrine of Luther to be widely accepted. It has three parts: misery (brief), redemption (the Creed, including word and sacraments), and gratitude (including Decalogue and Lord’s Prayer). It was approved by the Synod of Dort in 1618 and remains widely accepted and produced in many languages. 
The Roman Catholic Counter-Reformation produced some other catechisms but none seem to have attained a general use. Pope Paul VI in 1971 gave guidelines for local hierarchies to follow. Other traditions also produced their own catechisms such as the Baptist Catechism of 1693 that is often known as Keach’s Catechism. Orthodox churches produced an Orthodox Confession of the Catholic and Apostolic Eastern Church that was approved at the Synod of Jerusalem in 1672. A revision was produced and approved in 1839. 
The Westminster Confession of Faith was developed by the Westminster Assembly that was commissioned by the English Parliament in 1643. The assembly included 121 ministers (called the “divines”), 10 members of the House of Lords, 20 of the Commons and 8 nonvoting representatives of Scotland. It was completed in December of 1646 and has been widely accepted by the British and American Presbyterian churches and many Congregational and Baptist churches. Among other aspects, it contains the first confessional distinction between the visible and invisible church. The group then developed two catechisms. The Shorter and Longer Catechisms of the Westminster Assembly (1647) mostly replaced all others in Reformed/Presbyterian churches. They leave out the Creed but incorporate other traditional ingredients. The Larger was for pulpit exposition and the Shorter was for instruction of children. Their theology is the same as the confession and they are presented in two parts. The first is what Christians are to believe about God and the second is what duty God requires of us including the means of grace. 
The term Reformed usually distinguishes the Calvinistic from the Lutheran and Anabaptist traditions. The tradition has always been involved in the education of church members. Calvin insisted on the catechetical training of the young and he established what became the University of Geneva. This approach was copied by John Knox in the Netherlands by the establishment of institutions such as the University of Leiden and in France with the establishment of various seminaries. In America this tradition led to the establishment of Harvard and Yale universities. 
While those catechisms and confessions may be helpful, their purpose is to guide believers to a clear understanding of what they believe and the ability to articulate sound doctrine. These attempts are certainly in response to the command of our Lord: 
Mat 28:19-20 "Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age."

A danger of using such instructional materials is that people may just memorize the information without actually being regenerated and Christianity may then become just another religion instead of an assembly of born-again children of God. The command of Jesus to make disciples involves teaching those whom He had already justified. The church needs to also help people not become self-deceived about their spiritual condition before God. 
