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     An Outline of the Faith is one of the more ignored parts of The Book of 
Common Prayer.  Catechisms were originally intended for memorization -- and 
that is not a popular mode of learning these days.   But for the first 350 years of 
Anglican life catechisms were commonly used.  In those days when a bishop 
visited a congregation it was serious business.  He would draw up a list of 
questions about life in the congregation, about its practices, worship habits, 
administrative procedures, moral and spiritual conditions.  These were called 
Articles of Visitation.  This list was then sent to the priest and lay persons in 
leadership roles and the answers needed to be ready for the bishop when he 
arrived.  Among the commonest questions were those concerning the frequency of 
catechizing and its proper use as preparation for Confirmation.  The bishop would 
frequently test candidates for confirmation himself to ascertain their progress in 
learning the catechism.

     A catechism was eminently practical when books were few and expensive and 
populations only moderately literate.  Modern catechisms are largely offsprings of 
the Protestant Reformation, Luther's Longer and Shorter Catechisms being classic 
examples.  They grew out of the intense Protestant concern with Christian 
education and the limitation of means, in ordinary parishes, to achieve those ends.  
Printing, although it had made books cheaper, had not made them household 
affairs.  We are, in the 16th century, not yet in the age of mass market 
paperbacks.  A catechism to be memorized responded to these difficulties 
admirably.  

     An Outline of the Faith and other catechisms tend to lack color, story, 
illustration, narrative -- in short, all the methods of teaching which we have come 
to accept as normative in the modern world.  Consequently, the catechism strikes 
many as a thing rather dry and certainly more than a little abstract.  In short, to 
many modern people it simply isn't very attractive.  The use of catechisms has, 
consequently, declined.

     While I don't suggest that we follow Reformation standards and memorize An 
Outline of the Faith I do suggest that it be read and pondered.  It has its uses.

     First, An Outline of the Faith answers the oft asked question, "But what does 



the Episcopal Church believe? What does it teach?"  This is a natural question 
when a fact based culture meets a church, like the Episcopalian, whose identity 
depends on the processes of worship and not assertions of fact. An Outline of the 
Faith helps bridge the gap between fact of doctrine and process of worship 
behavior.  Consequently, it is a useful help for people seeking some orientation 
upon entering the Episcopalian world.

     While acceptance of the content of the catechism is not, in any formal sense, 
required in order to be an Episcopalian, the Catechism does provide a minimal 
starting standard for knowing the beliefs of the Church.  It is what the Church 
herself believes and teaches.  Individuals may explore beyond its boundaries, but 
when representing the Church the Catechism is the minimal standard.  

     Note that it is just that, a beginning point.  The Catechism in the current Book 
of Common Prayer specifically acknowledges its incompleteness and specifically 
identifies itself as a starting point for a teacher or reader.  (Rubrics, p. 844, Book 
of Common Prayer)  Note also that it is a starting point, not the starting point.  
There may be other legitimate starting points. 

     Second, the catechism has some uses in evangelism.  If a stranger asks what 
the Episcopal Church believes and teaches you can point him/her towards the great 
creeds, Apostles and Nicene.  In addition, one can point them toward the 
catechism, and for some Protestant traditions as well as modern Roman 
Catholicism, the Catechism will be a very accessible form, understandable because 
of their own catechetical tradition.

     Third, it can serve as a refresher for our own knowledge of the church's 
doctrine and teaching.  Systematic review is an excellent way of firmly fixing 
information in one's mind and the Catechism provides for a systematic review of 
basic Christian doctrine.

     Fourth, the question and answer form is intensely interactive.  This format 
allows the process to stop at any time for discussion, expansion, illustration, 
questions.  It is easy to return to the process.  I am acquainted with several small 
congregations which have used An Outline of the Faith as the framework for 
ongoing discussion groups.

     Fifth, selected parts of An Outline of the Faith can be turned into worship 
services and used in instructional, small group or family settings.  See rubric #3 
page 844 of The Book of Common Prayer. 



     Finally, it is good to have a definite foundation in mind.  With such a 
foundation a person has a solid beginning point and can agree or disagree in the 
assurance that the discussion won't be trivial because the beginning point isn't 
trivial.  The Catechism provides such a definite foundation.

What the Catechism Isn't

     In the 1928 version of the Book of Common Prayer the Catechism was the 
knowledge considered necessary for confirmands to have if they were to fulfill, 
before confirmation, the vows made on their behalf by their sponsors at baptism.  
These included the learning of the Ten Commandments, the Creed, the Lord’s 
Prayer and “all other things a Christian ought to know for his soul’s 
health.” (Book of Common Prayer, 1928 p. 277)  This current Catechism makes 
no such claim.

What's New?

A. Structure.  The 1928 Catechism simply presented the core teachings of the 
Creeds, the Ten Commandments, the Lord's Prayer and basic teaching on 
the Eucharist and Baptism.  The present Catechism presents a theological 
structure which relates all these elements to each other.  The basic 
theological notion behind this organization is "covenant."  Covenant 
theology is a good organizational tool because it enables the Catechism to 
begin where the reader is, enmeshed in his or her humanity.  Every basic 
theological category discussed in the Catechism relates its material to the 
covenant God has with us.

B.  Material.  This new Catechism includes new sections on the Old and New 
Testaments, Christian hope, prayer and worship and sacramental rites.  Its 
coverage of Christian life is broader than that of the 1928 Catechism.


