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Welcome to Lent, and may your Lenten journey be one that is filled with blessings and grace. 
Given the 500th anniversary of Martin Luther starting the Reformation, we thought it would be 
good to look at the small catechism during our Lenten gatherings. The catechism includes 
instruction for the Apostles’ Creed, the Ten Commandments, the Lord’s Prayer, Baptism, and 
Eucharist.  It may seem a bit outdated to some, and, perhaps for others, there is a good deal of 
motivated forgetting inspired by a less than inspiring confirmation experience.  However, the 
catechism may be, as they say, just what the doctor ordered.  Indeed, the very reason that Martin 
Luther developed the catechism was for a guide to parents in raising their children in the 16th 
century.  (When we think that there was some golden age of belief, these artifacts from our 
history remind us that communities have always struggled with belief, practice, and living 
together.) 
 
Just listen to the beginning of Luther’s small catechism: 

Grace, Mercy, and Peace in Jesus Christ, our Lord. 
The deplorable, miserable condition which I discovered lately when I, too,  
was a visitor, has forced and urged me to prepare [publish] this Catechism, or Christian 
doctrine, in this small, plain, simple form. Mercy! Good God! what manifold misery I 
beheld! The common people, especially in the villages, have no knowledge whatever of 
Christian doctrine, and, alas! many pastors are altogether incapable and incompetent to 
teach [so much so, that one is ashamed to speak of it]. Nevertheless, all maintain that they 
are Christians, have been baptized and receive the [common] holy Sacraments. Yet they 
[do not  understand and] cannot [even ] recite either the Lord's Prayer, or the Creed, or the 
Ten Commandments; they live like dumb brutes and irrational hogs; and yet, now that the 
Gospel has come, they have nicely learned to abuse all liberty like experts. 

 
For Luther, the problem was that people didn’t know the tradition very well.  The great 
technological advancement of the 16th century--the printing press--was moving the world out of 
ignorance into a new world of understanding and communication.  Because the Bible and Mass 
were not in the vernacular of the people, it is easy to understand why superstition and ignorance 
were what Luther experienced as he visited villages in Germany.  Our experience is vastly 
different from the experience of peasants in the 16th century.  And, yet, while the more things 
change, the more they stay the same.  
 
With the explosion of technology,  the deconstruction of post-modernism, the influence of the 
scientific method, and the hyper-individualized world in which we live, it is easy to recognize 



that we also live in a world that does not necessarily know the fundamentals of our faith.  Thus, 
over the next few weeks we will look at the Apostles’ Creed, the Ten Commandments, the 
Lord’s Prayer, and the Sacrament of Baptism.  (The Sacrament of Holy Communion will be 
eclipsed by the Interfaith Seder that will take place on April 5, at Grace Farms in New Canaan.)  
 
Tonight’s focus is on the Creed.  A few vignettes to start.  
 
The first one pertains to the movie by Ingmar Bergman, The Best Intentions .  It’s the story of 
Bergman’s parents.  His father was a Lutheran minister, and his mother was from the upper crust 
of Swedish society.  While they were madly in love, you know that with Bergman, things 
become, well, complicated.  I often feel that the creeds are also an expression of the best 
intentions.  There was such a desire to get the belief of the early church, especially as it rose to 
power after the conversion of the emperor Constantine in 325 CE.  Unfortunately, the best 
intentions fostered a way of thinking about the tradition that seemed more a litmus test on what 
one thought and subscribing to doctrine rather than living into the Christian tradition.  Indeed, 
the creed has, unfortunately, created a whole host of individuals down the century who think 
about faith as an assent to certain dogma and less about a relationship with the Holy. 
  
The second vignette is the comment of a rabbi friend, Jay TelRav, to students in a World 
Religions course.  He was giving an explanation of Judaism, and he told the story of a teenager 
in his synagogue who was struggling with confirmation because she did not believe in God. 
Rabbi TelRav’s response was, “That’s okay.”  He then had a conversation about how, on the one 
hand, you could spend the rest of your life trying to understand what is meant by the term 
“God,”and, on the other, the Jewish tradition is more interested in what one does  rather than 
what one believes .  Knowing this girl to be a very socially conscious  individual, the rabbi had no 
doubt that while she might not believe in God, she was a very religious person because of her 
embodiment of care and concern for others and the world.  I think that this perspective builds on 
the first vignette to help us get out of our heads, as it were, and into our hearts and bodies about 
what is it that we should do in the world to, as the Jewish tradition would say, bring about Tikkun 
Olam  (the repairing of the world). 
  
The final vignette is of the former priest at St. Francis, Mother Molly Mcgreevy, and her 
comment on the Creed itself to those who struggled with particular elements in the creed that 
they did not necessarily believe.  “I double space the Creed,” she said,  “So when I say each line, 
I have another line to say, ‘By which I mean. . .’”  I’ve always loved this creative approach to the 
ancient creed.  It underscores the Episcopal tradition of recognizing a large umbrella under 
which many ideas and beliefs can co-exist.  We don’t need to all think in lock-step, and the 
elements of the tradition are living elements.  They breathe and change with time, and we can see 
them in different ways given the uniqueness of our context.  Of course, there are elements that 



abide across time, and this is the beauty of our connection to people who have gone before 
because of these creedal gifts.  We are connected, and we can strike out to new and different 
places of thought and experience in living into the Christian tradition. 
 
As Mother Molly noted, the creed may be a bit hard to swallow in certain places (e.g. the virgin 
birth).  However, what I find wonderful about Luther’s explanations to the three articles--Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit or Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer--is the grace that is at the center of this 
affirmation of faith and the God of the Christian tradition.  Read through the Creed and the 
explanation below.  It is so rich with God’s initiative in love toward us and the whole of creation. 
I hope that this is something we can, not necessarily believe, but trust and then live into.  
 
 
THE CREED The First Article: On Creation  
I believe in God, the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth.  
 
What is this? or What does this mean? 
 I believe that God has created me together with all that exists. God has given me and still 
preserves my body and soul: eyes, ears, and all limbs and senses; reason and all mental faculties. 
In addition, God daily and abundantly provides shoes and clothing, food and drink, house and 
farm, spouse and children, fields, livestock, and all property—along with all the necessities and 
nourishment for this body and life. God protects me against all danger and shields and preserves 
me from all evil. And all this is done out of pure, fatherly, and divine goodness and mercy, 
without any merit or worthiness of mine at all! For all of this I owe it to God to thank and praise, 
serve and obey him. This is most certainly true.  
 
The Second Article: On Redemption  
I believe in Jesus Christ, God's only Son, our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born 
of the virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and was buried; he 
descended to the dead [or, "he descended into hell," another translation of this text in widespread 
use]. On the third day he rose again; he ascended into heaven, he is seated at the right hand of the 
Father, and he will come to judge the living and the dead.  
 
What is this? or What does this mean?  
I believe that Jesus Christ, true God, begotten of the Father in eternity, and also a true human 
being, born of the virgin Mary, is my Lord. He has redeemed me, a lost and condemned human 
being. He has purchased and freed me from all sins, from death, and from the power of the devil, 
not with gold or silver but with his holy, precious blood and with his innocent suffering and 
death. He has done all this in order that I may belong to him, live under him in his kingdom, and 



serve him in eternal righteousness, innocence, and blessedness, just as he is risen from the dead 
and lives and rules eternally. This is most certainly true.  
 
 
The Third Article: On Being Made Holy  
I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of 
sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting.  
 
What is this? or What does this mean?  
I believe that by my own understanding or strength I cannot believe in Jesus Christ my Lord or 
come to him, but instead the Holy Spirit has called me through the gospel, enlightened me with 
his gifts, made me holy and kept me in the true faith, just as he calls, gathers, enlightens, and 
makes holy the whole Christian church on earth and keeps it with Jesus Christ in the one 
common, true faith. Daily in this Christian church the Holy Spirit abundantly forgives all 
sins—mine and those of all believers. On the last day the Holy Spirit will raise me and all the 
dead and will give to me and all believers in Christ eternal life. This is most certainly true. 
 


