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What does it mean to learn something “by heart”? Those who grew up in the Lutheran Church 
may have gone to confirmation and may have memorized the Small Catechism. For some, those 
were terrible memories! I’ve heard many stories about Confirmation Day and the questioning! 
In the Introduction to “By Heart” from Augsburg Fortress, this “by heart” thing is addressed: 

“When the gospel is yours “by heart,” that is, when the Holy Spirit speaks the gospel into your 
heart, that’s when God will set your lips to singing the language of the catechism: God’s work 
“is done out of pure, fatherly, and divine goodness and mercy, without any merit or worthiness 
of mine at all!” Christ “has redeemed me, a lost and condemned human being.” “I believe that 
by my own understanding or strength I cannot believe in Jesus Christ my Lord or come to him.” 
Arriving empty-handed before God and hearing the gospel in response will draw out these 
words of true confession, of being a real sinner, and of the greatness of Christ’s gift on the cross 
and in the empty tomb. And God will move you to life faithfully because you’re being created 
anew. No longer will you simply fear God’s judgment, but now God will be the object of your 
love.” 

Ancient Israelites recited Deuteronomy 6:4-7 as a daily prayer ritual. It is called The Shema, 
which is Hebrew for “hear!”.  

“Hear, O Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD alone. You shall love the LORD your God with all 
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. Keep these words that I am 
commanding you today in your heart. Recite them to your children and talk about them when 
you are at home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise.” 



This teaching, when recited over and over becomes part of a person. This imbedded theology is 
formative. You don’t have to test yourself or force memorization. You just need to recite it 
again and again. 

Now, Luther’s Small Catechism was not the first book of teaching. In fact, there were many, but 
notably, I want to tell you of the Didache (Greek for “teaching”). The Didache, credited to the 
first century, has as its first line: “The Lord’s Teaching through the Twelve Apostles to the 
Nations”. It is a teaching about living a moral and holy life and about rituals such as baptism and 
holy communion. Sound familiar? 

From “By Heart”: 

For everything you may ever want to know about this curious first-century writing, check out 
Thomas O’Loughlin, The Didache: A Window on the earliest Christians (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2010).  

I really don’t know if teaching middle schoolers all about the faith is such a good idea. They are 
still developing their cognitive minds and sitting still is so hard for them! But, making 
relationships with one another and with the church is vital at this age. I guess, the best thing is 
to never stop studying the catechism! So – dust off your old Small Catechism, that I’m sure you 
kept from your Confirmation days! Or, download one from the internet. Or, stop by the church 
and check out an Evangelical Lutheran Worship Book (hymnal) because it is in back on page 
1160. We begin a study of Luther’s Small Catechism – for adults!  

Questions: 

1. What are your memories of bible and faith teachings? 

 

2. Can you think of something that you did not intentionally memorize but that you know 
“by heart”? 

 

3. Ritual and “by heart” are really disciplines. What other disciplines do you have? 

 

Luther’s Morning Prayer:  

We give thanks to you, heavenly Father, through Jesus Christ your dear Son, that you have 
protected us through the night from all danger and harm. We ask you to preserve and keep us, 
this day also, from all sin and evil, that in all our thoughts, words, and deeds we may serve and 
please you. Into your hands we commend our bodies and souls and all that is ours. Let your holy 
angels have charge of us, that the wicked one have no power over us. Amen. 


