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One long-neglected aspect of telling the Christian story is how it must be 
taught to Christians and non-Christians alike. The classic tradition of cat-
echetical instruction has deep roots in Christianity, and can be utilized in the 
modern world as an effective way of telling and deepening the Christian story.
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For too long Lutherans have viewed catechesis and evangelization as two 
 different—and sometimes even opposed—activities. Lutherans in North 

America have considered instruction in the basic beliefs of the Christian faith (cat-
echesis) as something for those already baptized, chiefly adolescents growing into 
maturity. Evangelization has been seen as an activity aimed at those unrelated to 
church. Further, the words evangelism and evangelization have been troublesome 
for Lutherans, chiefly because they have had bad associations—mere mention of 
the words arouses thoughts of manipulation, guilt-tripping, scare-mongering, 
“sheep stealing,” and other questionable tactics used by some Christian groups.

Lesslie Newbiggin addresses this problem directly:

“Evangelism” has been misunderstood as proselytism. There is reason 
for this, and all of us who seek to be true bearers of the gospel need to 
take note. If “evangelism” is the attempt of a religious group to enlarge 
itself by cajoling or manipulating those unable to resist, then it is rightly 
suspect. But a believing, celebrating, loving Christian fellowship, fully 
involved in the life of the wider community and sharing its burdens 
and sorrows, cannot withhold from others the secret of its hope, and 
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certainly cannot commit the monstrous absurdity of supposing that the 
hope it lives by applies only to those of a particular ethnic origin.1

Lutherans have rightly tried to avoid many of the questionable beliefs and 
tactics associated with words like evangelism and evangelization. But the question 
persists: How can Lutherans disclose to others the basis of our hope, and do so 
without “cajoling or manipulating those unable to resist”?

This article sees catechesis—basic instruction in and reflection on the core 
teachings of the Lutheran Christian faith—as key to evangelization in twenty-
first-century North America. To be clear: this article focuses primarily on the 
instruction of adults unfamiliar with Christianity. While the instruction of 
already-baptized adolescents is very important, it is not the focus of this article.

In North America today, basic instruction in the Christian faith is needed 
more than ever. Many adults have had little or no exposure to Christian beliefs 
and often have false or incomplete ideas of what these are. Many raised in other 
Christian traditions have little idea of distinctive Lutheran beliefs. Many “out-
reach” or “evangelization” programs assume that, for these people, the worship 
service should function as the entrance to the church. We need to recognize that 
for many unfamiliar with the church, worship, no matter how “user-friendly” 
or “seeker-friendly,” is confusing, even off-putting. Worship requires them to sit 
(and occasionally stand) for an hour or more and only allows them to give pre- 
programmed responses. Questions and comments are not allowed. Rituals may 
be obscure. Participation is overtly or covertly demanded. It can feel both coercive 
and mystifying. The solution is not to engage in yet another effort to make wor-
ship more “welcoming” or “user-friendly.” Much more relevant and welcoming, 
particularly for those who have little or no Christian background, may be a basic 
course of instruction.

In North America today, basic instruction in the Christian 
faith is needed more than ever. Many adults have had 
little or no exposure to Christian beliefs and often have 
false or incomplete ideas of what these are.

Both Roman Catholic and a variety of Protestant groups have taken the path 
of using instruction for evangelization. Through RCIA (Rite of Christian Initiation 
of Adults) instruction and through Alpha classes, they have succeeded in introduc-
ing many to their particular brands of Christianity. Lutherans have the opportu-
nity to step up and convey what a Lutheran understanding of Christianity is.

Luther and the Wittenberg Reformers knew that people cannot experience 
the hope, consolation, and reconciliation of the gospel unless they know what that 
gospel is. Catechesis is not about mere information but rather addresses the key 

1  Lesslie Newbigin, A Word in Season: Perspectives on Christian World Missions (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1994), 46.
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questions of what kind of God we have and what that God has done, is doing, and 
will do for us. We can appropriate that catechetical heritage today. This church his-
torian now steps outside the box of history—and outside the box of pure scholarly 
discourse—to consider catechesis today.

Advantages of Education/Catechesis

I advocate that congregations regularly offer a program of instruction in basic 
Lutheran beliefs for adults. Offering such instruction in “What Lutherans Believe” 
has many advantages.

First, such instruction gives an honest disclosure of what Lutherans believe 
and allows a methodical and calm exploration of Lutheran beliefs. People are sus-
picious of hidden agendas and want to know what they may be getting into. They 
respect an honest disclosure of what we believe and why we believe it.

Second, such instruction takes class members seriously and considers them 
thoughtful, inquiring people who deserve a careful exploration of the Lutheran 
Christian message. It lets them know that we take both that message and them 
seriously—so seriously that we want to spend time sharing it with them and allow-
ing them to ask questions and voice doubts.

Third, such instruction allows the teacher to speak and elaborate on the mes-
sage in a non-coercive fashion. In a class, there is no demand that the participants 
attend worship, pray, sing, or commune in order to find out what Lutheran Chris-
tianity is all about. They need only listen and ask questions.

For, fourth, a chief advantage of this instruction is that people can ask ques-
tions. Americans have never liked being lectured or dictated to—they want to 
question, consider alternative views, and discuss. They may want to think about 
something for a while before deciding where they stand. A class allows them the 
space to do all of these. It also conveys the message that we are interested in their 
questions and are not simply trying to dump answers or beliefs on them. Too often 
forgotten among Lutherans is our lively heritage of instruction and of encouraging 
questions. Luther wrote his catechism with questions and answers. He knew that 
questions are key to the Christian faith and open the way not to pat answers but 
rather to responses that invite further reflection. (Remember that Luther didn’t 
stop with the Small Catechism. He wrote the Large Catechism to assist those who 
wanted a “richer and fuller understanding.”2)

Fifth, learning is empowering. It empowers people to distinguish between 
true and false teaching, to judge what is being preached and taught to them. It thus 
provides the laity, even newly catechized laity, with an oversight function. (Luther-
ans have long recognized this.3) Mutual accountability is enhanced by teaching 

2  Martin Luther, “Preface to the Small Catechism,” The Book of Concord, ed. Robert Kolb and Timothy 
Wengert (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2000), 349.

3  Mary Jane Haemig, “Laypeople as Overseers of the Faith: A Reformation Proposal,” Trinity Seminary 
Review 27 (2006), 21–27.
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and learning the basics of the faith. It sends a message that we are part of a broader 
way of thinking about Christianity and are not simply making it all up as we go 
along. We are accountable to the witness of scripture, and we value the witness of 
those who have confessed the faith before us.

Sixth, such a class on what Lutherans believe also sends a strong message 
that, among Lutherans, it is the life-giving gospel that matters most, that is our 
center. Forms of organization, clergy, hierarchy, questions of worship practice, etc. 
are all secondary. What God is doing—and most particularly, what God is doing 
in Jesus Christ—is what is primary.

A final advantage of such a course of instruction is its impact on those who 
already are associated with a congregation. They too should be encouraged to 
take the class to review and refresh what they learned in confirmation or in other 
instruction. The class can lead to reflection upon important questions, create dis-
cussion, enhance their capability to confess the faith, and contribute to the dis-
cipleship emphases in many congregations. Many faithful churchgoers have only 
a vague idea of what they believe and are unable to articulate it in any meaningful 
way. A course of instruction can help them—as well as giving them an opportu-
nity to know some of the people who may become part of their Christian commu-
nity. Both “new” and “old” can explore the Christian faith together, often forming 
friendships that encourage mutual conversation and consolation.

Many faithful churchgoers have only a vague idea of 
what they believe and are unable to articulate it in any 
meaningful way. A course of instruction can help them—
as well as giving them an opportunity to know some 
of the people who may become part of their Christian 
community.

Obstacles and Objections

Some pastors and laity hesitate when presented with the possibility of offering a 
class in basic Lutheran Christian beliefs. Some hesitate because they have a narrow 
view of the Word—thinking that the Holy Spirit can only create and sustain faith 
through the preached word in a formal sermon. While they are right to recognize 
the importance of preaching, Lutherans have long recognized that the Holy Spirit 
also uses the words used in teaching and in conversation to convey the life-giving 
Gospel and to create and sustain faith.

Some hesitate because they think of education or catechesis as “information” 
or as “intellectualizing the faith.” They fear that Christianity will become merely a 
“head” matter with no impact on the rest of the person. We need to remember that 
any discussion of what God is doing in creation, redemption, and sanctification 
does not remain mere information. It impinges on our lives, judges what is old, 
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and creates new opportunities and challenges. The word of instruction is never a 
dead or empty word; rather it too is a means through which God works.

Some hesitate because they believe that for the unchurched, the only avenue 
into the church is the worship service. They may think that one needs to “first 
belong, then believe.” (Numbers today, however, suggest that people are neither 
belonging nor believing.) As mentioned, worship may be confusing, and the 
expectation that one must first “belong” may be perceived as coercive. A course 
of instruction requires neither belonging nor believing. Ironically, once the course 
is underway, the fellowship of attendees may offer a sort of belonging. Further, 
instruction may help people to understand and appreciate Lutheran worship and 
then desire to participate.

Some may object that their congregation already has ample educational pro-
grams, often called “faith formation,” and that if “inquirers” simply come to enough 
of these, they will eventually absorb enough Christian instruction. Undoubtedly 
many congregations have fine educational programs for adults. But virtually all 
assume prior knowledge, and few are geared to those who know nothing about the 
Christian faith. The time is past when one could assume that all in North America 
have an elementary grasp of Christian beliefs. Show respect and care for these 
people by offering instruction specifically geared to them.

Some may object, wearily, that this simply gives already overburdened pas-
tors one more thing to do. Yes, it is true that it takes time and energy to prepare 
for and teach this course—particularly the first few times one does it. Yet, such a 
course can also be energizing for the pastor, reminding him or her of what is really 
important about the gospel. To see the Holy Spirit work in ordinary and surprising 
ways through instruction in the faith can build up the faith of pastors and congre-
gations. Experience suggests that these courses can yield tangible fruit in the form 
of people associating with Lutheran congregations.

Practicalities

How can one begin a program of instruction in the Christian faith as Luther-
ans understand it? First, think about your congregation’s context, specifically the 
people to whom it can potentially minister. Careful consideration of context will 
help shape instruction. Then consider these points:

Assume no prior knowledge: no knowledge of Christian teaching, Bible sto-
ries, creeds, prayer, worship, etc. Assume that attendees may have many false or 
ill-informed ideas about Christianity. Do assume that these are intelligent people 
who, regardless of their educational level, are able to question and learn. One does 
not need to talk down to them.

Don’t label the class or look upon it as a “membership” or an “inquirers” class. 
Even being an “inquirer” is too much commitment for some people. And why wait 
until people have decided for membership to educate them in the faith? Present the 
class instead as “What Lutherans Believe” or “Basic Lutheran Beliefs”—or some 
other title that does not label participants.
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Who will come? Send invitations to adults who have come into contact with 
the congregation in some way, such as through attendance at a funeral, participa-
tion of children in VBS, an informal pastoral conversation, etc. Be persistent in 
sending invitations, and don’t give up if the response is initially slim. Encourage 
members to invite their family members, friends, and neighbors to take the class 
together with them. For those not associated with a church, taking instruction 
with a friend can be a nonthreatening, congenial way to learn.

Be persistent in sending invitations, and don’t give up if 
the response is initially slim. Encourage members to invite 
their family members, friends, and neighbors to take the 
class together with them.

Do consider that basic Christian content may be conveyed in several ways. 
Here are a few ways it has been done (listed here in no order of priority):4

• A program of regular study of the lectionary texts. Newcomers meet in 
an informal setting weekly and discuss the biblical texts. A leader helps 
elucidate Christian beliefs and Lutheran distinctives from these.

• A program of regular study of Luther’s Small Catechism—the Ten Com-
mandments, the Apostles’ Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, Holy Baptism, and 
the Lord’s Supper. It may be appropriate to relabel the parts. For exam-
ple, instead of “Law,” talk of “God’s intentions for our lives.” Discuss the 
Apostles’ Creed as “God’s actions for us.” “Talking back to God” can be 
your title for the session(s) on the Lord’s Prayer. And rather than using 
the word “sacraments,” discuss how “God assures us of new life and 
salvation.”

• A course that includes both a catechetical overview of Christian beliefs 
and an introduction to and overview of the Bible. This class might 
include homework that has participants read significant chunks of bibli-
cal books.

Various Lutheran publishers also offer materials that may help you shape the 
course of instruction.

Offer such a course regularly, at least twice a year on a predictable schedule. 
Don’t wait until you have “enough” people, for that can turn into an unreachable 
goal. Offer the class regardless of how many or how few sign up.

Make sure that this initial introduction to the Christian faith totals at least 
fifteen or twenty hours. Each session should be no more than two hours (with a 
break) so as not to overburden attendees. (Don’t rush through it all in four hours 

4  For two examples of fruitful approaches, see Richard Foege, “Thou Shalt Not Cheat Prospective 
Lutherans,” Lutheran Forum 47 (Spring 2013): 33–35; and Paul E. Hoffman, Faith Forming Faith: Bringing New 
Christians to Baptism and Beyond (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2012).
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on a Saturday morning.) This lets participants know that they are so important to 
us—and that the message is so important to us—that we want to share it in detail 
with them. We want to allow them time to think it over and come back the next 
week with questions. Needless to say, be available for questions and comments that 
may come up outside of class sessions.

One hardly needs to say it: no tests. The only certainty at the end of each 
course of instruction is that those not baptized should be offered baptism, and 
those not currently associated with a Christian congregation should be offered the 
opportunity to associate with this congregation. Ideally, a pastor would meet with 
each person individually to extend these invitations. Of course, great care must be 
taken not to be perceived as coercing or manipulating any person.

Give careful consideration to offering additional Bible studies and adult 
classes—perhaps in collaboration with other nearby congregations—so that those 
who have completed an initial course of adult instruction can continue their jour-
ney of learning and questioning.

Evangelization necessarily involves catechesis. Jesus in Matthew 28:19–20 
commands us to go, make disciples, and baptize, and explicitly includes teaching 
as part of this “great commission.” Lutherans have a great heritage of teaching the 
faith simply and candidly and encouraging questions. We can link into that heri-
tage to evangelize with integrity in North America today. 
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