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In memory of the Reverend John Whallon,
my college pastor,

who introduced me to the Reformed tradition.

I rejoice that you are a part of the communion of saints,
because I still need your encouragement. 
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INTRODUCTION

I did not grow up with the Heidelberg Catechism. It was not 
until I college that I was introduced to Reformed theology 

by a local church pastor who was so steeped in this theologi-
cal tradition that it seeped through every sermon and every 
conversation we had over coffee in his office. He was the first 
to introduce me to the catechism’s question “What is your only 
comfort in life and in death?” 

I was enthralled with the discoveries about God, the 
church, and myself that I made during all the cups of coffee 
the pastor and I downed while talking about Reformed the-
ology. I learned that grace actually precedes faith, that we are 
providentially held in the hand of God, that our advocate Jesus 
Christ pleads our cause before his Father, and that the Holy 
Spirit adopts us into the Triune family of God. All of that was 
life-altering for me. And all of it came from a pastor who had 
whole sections of the Heidelberg so well memorized that he 
easily made it a third voice in our conversations.

The first voice in those conversations was always the Bible. 
The second was the community of faith manifested in a pastor 
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and a parishioner who came in search of truth. The third and 
cherished voice was this catechism, which never took the place 
of Scripture but was always present as an honored teacher of 
the Word of God. That continues to be my understanding of all 
the church’s confessional statements. Through all three voices 
the Holy Spirit creates a sacred conversation that can reform 
the church and the people who serve Christ’s mission. 

Eventually, I knew I had to attend seminary. I wasn’t sure 
then about becoming a pastor, but I was very sure that I wanted 
to devote my life to these amazing Reformed insights about the 
Christian faith.

Although I attended a Presbyterian seminary, at that time 
little mention was made of the Heidelberg Catechism. Perhaps 
this was appropriate because it was never meant to provide a 
graduate-level theological education. However, while my semi-
nary equipped me well for ministry in so many ways, what I 
did not receive was training on how to use catechisms as that 
third voice that can show up in my work between the sacred 
text of the Bible and the voice of the contemporary context. 

It was not until I was studying church history while work-
ing on my Ph.D. that I was able to return to those coffeetime 
conversations I had with my college pastor about the Heidel-
berg Catechism. I then gained even more respect for it as I 
discovered more about the dust and grit issues of the sixteenth-
century congregations for whom the catechism was written as a 
pastoral response. It was also then that I learned it’s impossible 
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to understand the Christian faith without the voice of a holy 
tradition that is always waiting to be our teacher in the faith.

That discovery was about thirty years ago. Since then I 
have become a pastor and a seminary professor. And over the 
years this catechism, which turns 450 years old in 2013, has 
remained by my side in pulpits, classrooms, committee meet-
ings, and pastoral conversations. It is always the helpful and 
much-needed third voice of tradition that enters every sacred 
dialogue.

In recent years there has been a renewed interest in cate-
chisms in general, and in the Heidelberg in particular. Perhaps 
that is because we are finally returning to our tradition to gain 
insights about contemporary life. And maybe it is also because 
we live in a day when people are searching for a conversation 
with someone who can offer a clear and tender presentation on 
what it means to believe that “I am not my own, but belong—
body and soul, in life and in death—to my faithful Savior, Jesus 
Christ.” In the midst of all of the anxieties of contemporary life, 
no insight could be more comforting.
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CHAPTER 1

THE ONLY 
COMFORT

[HEIDELBERG CATECHISM Q&A 1]

A woman waits in her Grand Cherokee behind a long line of 
cars caught in construction traffic. She’s headed home from 

her mother’s funeral. Her two children sit in the backseat, lost in 
their electronic games. 

Looking around the strangely quiet vehicle, she sees the muddy 
soccer cleats, discarded Subway wrapper, broken umbrella, and 
crumpled water bottle littering the floor. Crammed between her 
driver’s seat and the center consul is the Vogue magazine she 
hasn’t read. On the dashboard lie the headband she uses for 
Pilates and the parking ticket she received yesterday when she 
stopped at the dry cleaners to pick up her dress for the funeral. 
She smells the dog that isn’t even in the car.
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Sliding her fingers through her hair, she leans against the car 
door and rehearses the eulogy she just gave. Then she wonders 
what her children will rise up to say at her own funeral.

A young firefighter finishes his shift and returns to his apart-
ment late in the evening. As always, he’s exhausted. He 

flips through the mail, which includes a notice from the landlord 
that his rent is going up.

Haunted by how empty the place feels, he runs through his 
typical responses. He could call the girl he met last Saturday 
night. Or maybe round up some buddies and go out. He probably 
should go to the gym for the workout he’s postponed too long. 
Instead he grabs a beer from the fridge and flops in front of the 
large-screen TV that still isn’t paid for. But he doesn’t turn it on.

He lies down on the sofa and lets the loneliness wash over 
him. It’s the most courageous thing he’s done all day.

A new widower stands before his wife’s grave. He wanted to 
remain there yesterday, after the burial, but his children 

and friends insisted that he accompany them to the reception. 
Now he finally has the opportunity to be alone with her.

He’s amazed that the world still works so well. The sun came 
up as always. On his way to the cemetery stoplights changed 
colors, and he saw two boys riding their bikes over a homemade 
ramp. How can that be?

As he stares at the freshly tamped dirt, he remembers their 
plan. They were going to work hard and then retire to enjoy life 
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together. That was the deal. But she had a heart attack. And now 
he’s alone.

CONTEMPORARY ANXIETY
I was sitting in the audience for my daughter’s graduation 
from college. The speaker, a well-known politician, launched 
into the same rhetoric I’d heard at my own graduation. “Your 
life is in your hands,” he said. “You are the master of your own 
fate. So dream your own dreams, set your goals high, reach for 
the stars, work hard, and you can be whatever you want to be.” 
Once the clichés get rolling, they’re hard to stop. 

I doubt any of us are so out of touch with our limitations 
that we really believe we can be whatever we want to be. We can 
only be the persons we are—with unique gifts, histories, delight-
fulness, weaknesses, and besetting sins. Yet the commencement 
speeches about endless possibilities go down so easily. Just 
because they’re fantasy doesn’t mean they lack power.

On the contrary, the power of a fantasy is found in its obsti-
nate refusal to acknowledge the reality we prefer to ignore. We 
want desperately to believe that with hard work anyone can get 
the life he or she wants.

This “make a life for yourself ” rhetoric is not new. In the 
ancient myths the quest to get life to the right place drove men 
and women on heroic journeys through monstrous obstacles. 
Odysseus’s struggle with creatures from the sea and sirens from 
the shore remains a metaphor for the human struggle against 
both external and internal forces. Only today we don’t confront 
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monsters; we confront choices. Lots of them. Early in life we 
bask in the freedom of so many choices, but eventually we dis-
cover they can create epic levels of anxiety. 

When we were children we learned to choose between 
good and bad actions. The good was rewarded and the bad 
punished. As we grew we connived to get on the choice team 
or into the most popular social group. Toward the end of high 
school we worked out strategies for choosing the best job or 
college possible. But we weren’t just choosing a job or a school 
or a major. We were choosing a life. We were going to be busi-
ness owners, electricians, doctors, lawyers, artists, or teachers. 
If after a couple of years that didn’t appear as fulfilling as we’d 
imagined, we simply switched jobs or majors. The direction of 
our lives seemed so easy to set, but we could never be certain 
we had chosen well. 

This notion of creating our lives through choices per-
sists into adulthood. We are free to choose a job, a spouse, if 
and when we will have children, where we will live and how 
involved we’ll be in that community. If we do not find our 
choices fulfilling, we simply make different choices. And if 
we don’t like the new choices, we need only choose again, and 
again, driven by the illusion that we can eventually find our 
way into a life we enjoy. The world stands before us like an  
à la carte menu: “I’ll take one high paying and amazingly ful-
filling job, a great looking and empathetic spouse, several close 
friends, two children, a lovely home—no, not that one. The one 
over there.” If we believe in God, we’ve reduced the Almighty 
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to a lunch lady who stands behind the counter and dishes up 
made-to-order lives. The great problem with this fantasy is that 
it forgets we are mere creatures. Somewhere along the way we 
begin to think of ourselves as our own creators.

I am both a seminary professor and a pastor of a local 
congregation. Over the years, in observing the lives of my stu-
dents and parishioners, I have learned that our greatest danger 
lies not in making bad choices, but in believing those choices 
define our lives. Even a good choice can be disastrous if made 
under the impression that it will save us.

Of course, we all must make choices, hundreds of them 
every day—from what cereal we’ll eat in the morning to how 
we’ll respond to the overwhelming challenges that take us 
by surprise. God created us with the freedom to make these 
choices. But none of these choices create our lives. It’s living 
under the illusion that they do—believing that our lives are 
only in our own hands—that leaves us constantly anxious and 
fearful.

Overworked mothers sit behind the steering wheel and 
wonder if their children will value the sacrifices that have been 
made for them. What would that even mean? The mommy car, 
littered with the wrappers of one more meal on the way to piano 
lessons, one more pair of soccer cleats for growing feet, inevita-
bly reflects the messiness and uncertainty of the family’s future.

Young adults who know how to achieve their vocational 
dreams are less clear about what to do with their loneliness 
at the end of the day. Even those recently married discover 
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it does little for the empty feeling that emerges when they’re 
exhausted. No amount of success, friendships, electronic dis-
tractions, or alcohol can fully anesthetize this familiar, lonely 
fatigue. In time they learn that the most courageous thing they 
can do is simply face it.

Older spouses bury their mates and regret the choices they 
made along the way that prevented them from enjoying each 
other while they could. If only they knew thirty years ago what 
they know now, they would have chosen differently. But we are 
never given such omniscience. So we just do the best we can, 
which inevitably leaves us torn by regret when our best is not 
good enough to give us the love we want. And we live in fear 
of the day, beside a grave, when that becomes all too obvious.

How do we find comfort from such anxiety? Not by mak-
ing more choices. Our choices lead us only to more doubt and 
insecurity. They haunt us with the persistent voice that says, 
“I’ve could have chosen differently.” So we can only choose our 
way into lives that we’ll eventually consider inadequate. That’s 
a shaky foundation for building a life. We need another way.

IS RELIGION THE ANSWER?
Since this is obviously a religious book, you’re probably expect-
ing me to demonstrate how my religion provides this better 
way. I’m on my way to something like that. But first it’s neces-
sary to pause and confess that religion has actually contributed 
to our anxiety.
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In our postmodern society we can no longer ignore the 
reality that there is not one religion, but many. And each offers 
its unique way of making sense of life from a perspective cen-
tered on God. From the beginning of Christianity, apologists 
have provided rational arguments for why our way is supe-
rior to others. But today it’s increasingly hard to use rational 
arguments to prove the superiority of a way of knowing a God 
who refuses to be confined by rationality. And even if you find 
the Christian way compelling, the next irresistible question is, 
Which Christian way? We simply have too many choices.

Most North American churches work hard to develop 
attractive worship services and programs. That’s because, 
though they rarely admit it, they are competing with the other 
churches down the street. This does little to relieve anxiety. 
Instead, it makes people wonder if they’re in the right church 
or whether it’s time to move to that popular megachurch in 
town. We tend to view the abundance of churches as just more 
à la carte resources. We might choose to be part of one church 
on Sunday mornings because our family has long belonged, 
but we participate in another church’s Tuesday-morning Bible 
study, send our children to yet a different church’s youth group, 
or embark on still another church’s mission trip to Guatemala. 
Again, we assume it’s up to us to construct a rich life from amid 
the various resources.

As someone who spends an unforgivable amount of time 
hanging around churches, I can assure you that religion is not 
the way to build a fulfilling life. It will keep you busy, but that’s 
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just one of its problems. Sometimes when I’m on an airplane 
and the person next to me discovers my vocation, he or she will 
launch into complaints about the church. I usually respond by 
saying, “You don’t know the half of it.”

 Of course, the church is a flawed institution. It’s made 
up of very flawed people. But that’s why we’re part of it in the 
first place. To expect any religion to be free of people who 
have needs and wounds is like going to a hospital and being 
offended to find sick people.

At its best, the Christian religion witnesses to the way, the 
truth, and the life (John 14:6). It invites us to settle into a partic-
ularly flawed community of faith and allow it to point beyond 
itself to the God who created our lives and in Jesus Christ was 
literally dying to love us. Nothing less will suffice.

AN INHERITANCE OF FAITH
Christianity weaves our stories into the much more compel-
ling narrative of God’s history of salvation. All week long we 
are dominated by the problems of our own lives. We’re pre-
occupied with “my health, my kids, my job, and my financial 
worries.” By the end of a week littered with our limitations, we 
should be ready to come to church and hear about someone 
who has a better story going than we do. This is what Christian 
worship offers at its best: the story of God the Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit—and now us as well.

In Christian worship we make the bold claim that our lives 
didn’t begin when we were born, graduated, got a job, married, 
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had children or grandchildren. Neither does a disease, divorce, 
or the death of someone we cannot bear to live without define 
our lives. According to the Bible our lives start with the words, 
“In the beginning, God created. . . .” The most decisive chapter 
of our lives is found in the first chapter of John, when the Word 
“who was with God and was God” became flesh and dwelled 
among us. And when we get to the last book of the Bible, we 
discover that all our life stories end wonderfully—with God 
wiping away our tears and banishing disease and death. Noth-
ing we can do can change this glorious ending that God has 
already written for us. 

That’s why it’s a mistake for churches to concentrate on 
making their worship services relevant to the agenda of the 
self-constructed life. True worship does not try to cram thou-
sands of years of God’s providential work with humanity into 
individual hearts. Rather, it inserts us into God’s history. It 
catches us up in the great biblical drama of salvation that began 
long before us and will certainly outlive us.

So instead of constantly striving for what is popular and 
new, it’s appropriate for churches to fill worship services with 
lots of very old things like Scripture, hymns, and creeds. These 
things remind us that patriarchs, prophets, apostles, and mar-
tyrs have already faced everything that we could possibly face 
in this life—and they point us to the God in whom those saints 
trusted. When any of us faces the inevitable storms of life, “my 
little faith” just won’t do. We need the sturdy, deep-rooted faith 
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of that “great cloud of witnesses” (Heb. 12:1) who placed their 
trust in the God whose story now envelops our own.

Along the stairway in our home hang twenty large black-
and-white photographs of our family’s ancestors. The photo-
graphs date back six generations to the Civil War. Behind each 
are stories of hard times, war, lost farms, a Great Depression, 
and loved ones who died too soon. But beneath each of those 
calamities is also a story of persevering faith. So we call this 
our “Communion of Saints” wall. As they run up and down 
the stairs, we want our children to be reminded that they have 
inherited a great faith. It flows through the veins of their souls. 
We know that life will not be any easier on the next genera-
tion than it was on the previous ones, and when our children 
encounter hard times we want them to remember that there 
is more to who they are than meets the eye. We want them to 
know that the story of their lives began long before they were 
born.

For similar reasons the church has long cherished its 
creeds, confessions, and catechisms. They hang on the walls of 
our souls as reminders that “my faith” finds its strength as a 
part of “our great faith.”

Creeds, such as the Apostles’ Creed or the Nicene Creed, 
are ancient statements of faith that define the broad ecumenical 
contours of the Christian faith, the critical beliefs all Christians 
hold in common. Creeds typically build on the insights of those 
written previously. And those insights are a vital part of the great 
faith that holds us today. For example, most churches are guided 
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by the Nicene Creed, which was written in the fourth century 
and makes clear claims about the divinity of Jesus Christ. All 
generations need this constant reminder that we have a divine 
Savior, but we didn’t form this idea. It forms us.

Confessions are statements of faith that have emerged out 
of specific events or struggles through the church’s history. 
Since the context in which we live out our faith keeps changing, 
confessions carefully express what is at the core of our faith. 
Catechisms were written with the specific intent of teaching 
the Christian faith to the young or to those just coming into 
it. Together our creeds, confessions, and catechisms build a 
bridge from the Bible to the particular context in which the 
church finds itself. We gratefully receive these precious docu-
ments—written by theologians and tested by synods and coun-
cils—as our great inheritance from those believers who have 
gone before us.

This inheritance belongs to us as a source of strength and 
encouragement, but in a more profound sense we belong to it 
as our source of identity.

When we stand in church and recite a creed or even a pas-
sage of the Bible, we’re doing something that sounds so strange 
today. We’re saying that someone else wrote our beliefs. But can 
you imagine how awful it would be if we all stood in church to 
recite our personal mission statements? That wouldn’t do much 
for our anxious souls.
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We recite the creeds and confessions as a way of proclaim-
ing that we are part of a great faith that has formed our lives. 
And that is the way of the Christian religion.

HELP FROM THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY
Zacharias Ursinus (1534 -1583) was a young theology profes-
sor. At twenty-eight years old, he had all the right pedigrees 
from the finest education available at the time.1 He barely had 
his books on the shelves of his new office when the German 
political leader Frederick III summoned him to begin drafting 
a new theological confession. At first that sounds like a great 
career move, but it was actually a task filled with peril. 

By the time Ursinus came along the passions of the early 
Protestant Reformation led by Martin Luther, John Calvin, and 
Ulrich Zwingli—who “protested” certain practices and teach-
ings of the Roman Catholic Church of that time—had died 
down. Now the Protestants had fragmented into several theo-
logical camps who argued with each other as much as they did 
with the Catholics.

In this divided Protestant church, Zacharias Ursinus began 
his academic career. He’d been teaching for just over a year. 
If he wanted to remain on the prestigious faculty of the Uni-
versity of Heidelberg, he would have to make difficult choices 
about his loyalties—such was the political reality of the day 
for scholars. Ursinus had learned that the hard way. He’d been 
forced to leave his previous teaching position in his hometown 
of Breaslau, Poland, after being caught on the losing side of 
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a raging theological debate. That experience taught him how 
easily religion can be reduced to just more competing choices 
for how to construct a life. But through his diligent studies with 
the leading diverse Protestant camps, he developed a convic-
tion that all of them held important beliefs in common. 

In 1559 Frederick III took over leadership of the province 
of the Palatinate, in the southern part of Germany. The Palati-
nate, which encompassed Heidelberg, was divided between 
strict Lutherans sympathetic to Martin Luther and those 
Lutherans who preferred the changes Philipp Melanchthon 
had introduced to the churches. Still others were devoted to 
the Reformed teachings of John Calvin.

It had long been the assumption of rulers that the people 
could be held together only with common religious beliefs. 
(It would be centuries before framers of the U.S. Constitution 
would begin a “lively experiment” with a disestablished church 
not under state control.)2 In Frederick’s day people believed 
that since religious loyalties were of ultimate value, their ruler 
needed to be able to define and harness these beliefs to keep the 
people unified and committed to a common purpose.

So Frederick inherited a great problem that created sub-
stantial anxiety for him and his people: How could they be held 
together with their conflicting religious loyalties? Would they 
be Reformed or Lutheran? And if Lutheran, then what type? 
If Frederick couldn’t resolve this debate, his realm was threat-
ened not only by the disunity within, but by outside forces that 
sought to exploit it.

33950 Body & Soul_text.indd   25 10/24/12   9:30 PM



26

Frederick decided to take a huge risk. He called on the 
relatively inexperienced Zacharias Ursinus to lead a team of 
scholars and pastors to write a new confessional document, a 
catechism that would pull together the Lutheran and Reformed 
churches within his realm. Given his varied theological train-
ing, if anyone could understand the nuances between the 
churches, Ursinus was the man.

Ursinus was assisted in this task by Caspar Olevianus, a 
twenty-six-year-old pastor who was the son of a baker and who 
had a passion for reaching out to ordinary people. Olevianus 
had also been a professor at the University of Heidelberg, but 
he resigned his position in order to become the minister of a 
congregation in the city. (His resignation from the university 
created the opening taken by Ursinus.) Together this professor 
and pastor, along with a few other local pastors and scholars, 
began to fulfill Frederick’s charge: to write a catechism for the 
people of the Palatinate. All of them shared a conviction that 
beneath their differences lay a common gospel of hope.

From the beginning it was clear that the Heidelberg Cat-
echism was developed as a consensus document intended to 
relieve the anxiety of the people in the Palatinate.3 Not only 
were they anxious about their religious divisions, but beneath 
those pressing concerns lay the more profound anxieties of 
all humans: What holds life together? How do we know God? 
What is expected of a life well lived? And what will relieve us 
of our anxieties?
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The authors of the Heidelberg Catechism were not seeking 
to construct a new church or draft a new theology. Rather, they 
attempted to dig beneath the particular religious affirmations 
of the divided churches to find a common faith that provided 
deep comfort in the grace of God.

A HOLY CONVERSATION
Unlike other confessional documents of the era, which begin 
with careful theological claims about the doctrine of God, the 
Heidelberg Catechism begins with the human predicament. Its 
genius is that, while offering a careful and systematic statement 
of the Christian faith, it speaks very personally and pastorally 
to the hearts of anxious people overwhelmed by choices. And 
that is why this beloved catechism continues to hold such 
power for contemporary Christians. We still struggle under the 
tyranny of choosing a life well lived.

The word catechism sounds strange and even off-putting. If 
we have any familiarity with catechisms at all, we tend to think 
of them as rote memorizations of religious questions and right 
answers. But that was never their intent. They were written 
to provide a conversation between the most pressing human 
anxieties and the biblical story handed down through the cen-
turies. The point is not simply to recite the right answer, but to 
enter a holy conversation.

The Heidelberg Catechism draws us into a dialogue 
between our deepest questions and the responses of historic 
Christianity. It serves not only the church’s teaching ministry 
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and its worship of God, but every person in search of relief 
from the anxieties of the self-constructed life. While teaching 
us a basic or what C.S. Lewis called a “mere” Christianity, it 
speaks directly to our deep concerns, addressing them simply, 
personally, and comfortingly.

MY ONLY COMFORT
The first, and most profound, of the catechism’s questions is 
“What is your only comfort in life and in death?” With almost 
poetic beauty it sums up the entire catechism by placing us in 
the embrace of the triune God. Its reference to the boundaries 
of life and death asks not only how we handle the existential 
angst of our mortality, but how we deal with all our death-like 
experiences—such as when child grows up differently than 
we planned, a job comes to its end, we lose our health, or our 
dreams fall apart. These experiences mock our illusions of 
being in control of life. The catechism begins by echoing our 
confusion in the face of inevitable losses.

“What is your only comfort?” Notice that the catechism 
says “your,” not “our.” This is an intensely personal question—
the first of many in the catechism. Every one of us must answer 
it. Every one of us must confront the reality that comfort will 
never come by our next choice.

When the catechism speaks of comfort, it’s not referring to 
a sentimental notion that tranquilizes us from life’s anxieties. 
It’s not telling us, “There, there now, Dear. It will all be okay.”
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Rather, the word comfort implies a strengthening. (Its Latin 
root means literally “with strength.”) In the words of the Swiss 
theologian Karl Barth, the catechism shows us how to stand on 
our feet again.4 It invites us out of hiding behind our coping 
devises and calls us to stand again as women and men capable 
of taking on life with all its volatility.

The comfort the gospel offers is more than consolation or 
empathy for our worries. It is redemptive. It restores us to our 
position as humans made in the image of God, crowned with 
dignity and honor.

In other words, the catechism asks, “What can get us back 
on our feet as people who are no longer cowed by the next 
looming loss, the emptiness that re-emerges when we’re tired 
and undefended, or the regret that accompanies most of our 
choices?” Simply put, “What can make us unafraid?”

I BELONG
The response is startling. The comfort of the gospel is the dis-
covery that our lives do not belong to us.

We were perhaps expecting the catechism to reassure us 
that God will give us the cosmic boost we need to reach the 
life of our dreams. Instead, we find that all along we’ve been 
striving for a goal we could never attain. It was never up to us 
to work hard enough to find a life we would want to keep. It 
was never up to us to hold loved ones close enough to ensure 
that we would never lose them and be left alone. Each of us 
can stand only on the affirmation “that I am not my own, but 
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belong—body and soul, in life and in death—to my faithful 
Savior, Jesus Christ.” Those powerful words begin the answer 
to the catechism’s opening question.

Several years ago the congregation I serve buried a beloved 
couple named Lyle and Sandy. Lyle died first, quite suddenly. 
A few days after the funeral, when I returned to their home to 
check on Sandy, she told me about a pair of Lyle’s pants she’d 
just picked up with the dry cleaning. They were his favorite 
gray slacks. Sandy said that when she saw them she sat on the 
bed, held them to her breast, and all the grief began to over-
whelm her heart. She said she didn’t know what else to do, so 
she began to recite the words of the Apostles’ Creed, which she 
had learned as a child: “. . . I believe in the forgiveness of sin, the 
resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting.” And she said, 
“I found what I needed.” There was no mystical experience, no 
voice beyond the grave, no light. This was better than that. It 
was two thousand years of faith holding its arms around her. 
That alone enabled her to get back on her feet.

The Heidelberg Catechism is less well known than the 
Apostles’ Creed, but it is part of that great tradition of faith that 
holds on to us and gives us comfort in life and in death. Like 
the Apostles’ Creed, it reminds us that the lives we know, and 
the loved ones who are so critical to those lives, belong to the 
God who never loses them.

When Sandy died a year later, I could affirm at her funeral 
that she was now with her beloved Lyle, who greeted her on 
heaven’s shores beside Jesus Christ. I could say that not just 
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because of what I believe or what she believed, but because 
of what we believe. We all lose dreams and cherished people, 
which could make life a continual experience in despair. But if 
we lean on the great two-thousand-year-old faith of the church, 
then life is a continual experience of the salvation of God, to 
whom we belong. In God’s hands nothing, and no one, is ever 
lost. Our only comfort.

According to the early church father Athanasius, Scripture 
teaches that God created all things ex nihilo—“out of nothing.” 
Therefore all things derive their existence from the Creator, 
even the dust of the ground that God used to create human-
ity. Apart from the Creator there is only nothingness, or non-
being.5 So when human beings base our identities on anything 
other than God—a job, being in love, accumulating wealth—it 
results only in returning to nothing. 

When I was a young pastor, I assumed that my parishio-
ners came to worship to struggle over the existential issues of 
life. But eventually I discovered that was not what was going 
on the pews. Mostly what we are thinking about before Sunday 
morning’s call to worship is Athanasius’s nothingness. We’re 
wondering how much work we have to get done before Mon-
day morning. We’re thinking about the party last night. We’re 
mulling over the hurtful thing someone said in the car on the 
way to church. And we’re wondering what that woman two 
pews ahead us of was thinking when she bought that dress. 
We’re not really worried about the choices we make that lead 
us far from our Creator. We’re too anesthetized by our favorite 
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distractions for that. Yet some distorted remnant of the holy 
perseveres in our souls, beckoning us to return to the Source 
of our lives.

TO MY FAITHFUL SAVIOR
Since we have all wandered into nothingness, God had to do 
more than throw down a few prescriptions from heaven for 
how we could find our way back to life. God entered our world 
and became one of us. That is at the core of the story of Jesus 
Christ. In Christ, God became human—one of us. This act of 
self-giving love begins to re-establish the bond between us 
and the Creator to whom we belong. The marvelous gift of the 
incarnation is that God comes to our side; God enters our life.

Because God is with us in the human struggle, we are 
no longer destined to fruitlessly rearrange the circumstances 
of our lives. We no longer depend on another move, another 
relationship, or another weight-loss program to rescue us from 
nothingness, from that persistent ache in the pit of our souls. 
We can flourish because in Jesus Christ the Creator came to us 
and restored our dignity as God’s children. 

We discover to our shame that none of our choices can 
return us to God and to our God-given identity. On our own 
we manage only to drag ourselves farther from God. So in Jesus 
Christ, God did for us what we cannot do for ourselves. He rec-
onciled us to God. He redeemed us from the sins that separated 
us from God.
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Jesus always knew he would be heading to the cross. As the 
catechism teaches, there he “fully paid for all my sins with his 
precious blood” (Q&A 1). This Savior who was dying to love us 
frees us from the “tyranny of the devil,” who wants to keep us 
as anxious captives to guilt.

Whatever one may think of the devil, we can all agree that 
some force seeks to pull us away from our Creator. Often the 
pull seems irresistible. But in Jesus Christ, we are no longer 
powerless to resist it. We have the power to say no. We are no 
longer compelled to keep choosing things that lead us only 
deeper into nothingness. We found ourselves in Dante’s dark 
wood because we were not paying attention to the sleepy 
choices we were making along the path of life.6 Now we have 
awakened to the discovery that we have always belonged to a 
faithful Savior who claims us, both body and soul.

Body and soul. The catechism beckons us to realize that all 
of life is under the liberating redemption of Jesus Christ. We 
are free from the despairing notion that our bodies and souls 
are disconnected. We have long been tempted to think that 
God may have our souls, but this bodily life is our own respon-
sibility. This makes us suppose that the only point of religion is 
to take care of our anxieties about what happens after death. In 
the meantime we are left on our own to do the best we can with 
our fleeting years on earth. But the work of God in Jesus Christ 
is so much more than punching our ticket to heaven. 

When I realize that I already belong to a “faithful Savior, 
Jesus Christ,” I make the marvelous discovery that he is always 
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at work in all things for “my salvation” in the life I have today. 
Again, notice that the catechism does not say “our” salvation. 
Of course, the “our” is implied. But the catechism’s authors 
want us to realize that salvation is not a group plan. It makes its 
way into every individual’s life.

Over the past several decades there has been a lot of help-
ful, prophetic writing about the dangers of our contempo-
rary hyper-individualism. These days we are tempted to think 
that “it’s all about me”—one more reason we keep thinking 
of the world around us as nothing but resources for the self-
construction of our lives. So it’s striking that the authors of this 
sixteenth-century document use the first-person singular. In 
their day there was no preoccupation with choices. At that time 
whole nations would convert to the religion of the prince of 
their state. But clearly, Ursinus and his colleagues wanted to 
stress the theological reality that has long existed: if you want to 
make a choice, choose to believe that your own life has always 
belonged to a Savior.

Your Savior is at work. As Q&A 1 of the catechism teaches, 
“not a hair can fall from my head without the will of my Father 
in heaven.” This doesn’t mean that God is the one who is pluck-
ing the hairs off our scalps or who is responsible for our pro-
found losses in life. It means that God carefully watches over 
us. But as if that is not comfort enough, the catechism goes on 
to claim (based on Rom. 8:28) that because God is involved, 
“all things must work together for my salvation.” Nothing is 
beyond our Savior’s capacity to turn evil into good.
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These phrases do not mean that everything works out 
just as we had hoped in this life. Sometimes our loved ones 
die despite our fervent prayers for their healing. Sometimes we 
don’t get the job we asked God to give us. And sometimes what 
we were most afraid of happening does happen. What the cat-
echism—and the whole of Christian tradition—means by the 
claim that “all things must work together for my salvation ” is 
that in all things, both wonderful and horrific, the Holy Spirit 
is at work, drawing us to Jesus Christ, the Savior to whom we 
belong.

When a small child skins a knee, he or she runs to a parent. 
On the parent’s lap, the child receives comfort in an embrace of 
love. Before long the child is no longer thinking about the knee. 
Love has cast out anxiety. But the comforted child doesn’t stay 
on the parent’s lap. We know the child is truly comforted when, 
strengthened by love, he or she jumps off, ready to embark on 
the next adventure.

Jesus Christ gets us back into the lap of our heavenly Father 
and, consequently, back on our feet as people confident in the 
knowledge of who and whose we are.

After his death and resurrection, our Savior ascended into 
heaven to sit at the right hand of his Father. But Jesus’ work 
is not done. He continues to unfold his salvation in our lives 
through the Holy Spirit. This is what Q&A 1 means by stat-
ing that “Christ, by his Holy Spirit, assures me of eternal life.” 
The Spirit offers this assurance by working through all things 
to bind us to Jesus. As we get glimpses of this, it overhauls our 
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perspective of life. More and more we begin to see our lives 
revolve around God and what God is doing. We begin to 
escape the claustrophobic confines of our little world. As the 
catechism puts it, the Spirit “makes me wholeheartedly willing 
and ready from now on to live for [Christ].”

Thus we find comfort for our weary and often anxious 
souls not by eventually choosing our way into the life of our 
dreams and not by celestial protection from skinned knees and 
broken hearts. Nor does our comfort come from a theology 
about Jesus Christ. We find our comfort in Jesus Christ.

The catechism teaches each of us to claim that my only com-
fort is “that I am not my own, but belong—body and soul, in 
life and in death—to my faithful Savior, Jesus Christ.” It is Jesus 
who brings us back into the embracing arms of Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit. The great tradition of Christianity has always 
confessed this as the only comfort that can get us back on our 
feet today and give us hope for tomorrow and all eternity.
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TIPS FOR LEADING BODY & SOUL SESSIONS

SESSION 1: 
THE ONLY COMFORT

Q&A 1

Open the Conversation

•• If group members need to get acquainted, take some time for introductions. Here’s one of 
many ways to do that: distribute blank 3x5 cards. Have group members put their names 
on the cards and write three things about themselves, two of which are true, one of which 
isn’t. Collect the cards and see if group members can identify which statement is false. 
Alternatively, just ask group members to go around the circle and introduce themselves, 
maybe saying what they hope to gain from this study.

•• Begin by distributing the “conversation sheets” that you’ve printed from the CD in the leader’s 
materials. For easy reference (and to save trees), you may want to print on both sides of a 
sheet. Print out one copy for each participant.

•• Play the video for this session (the first segment on the DVD). Check to be sure everyone 
has a clear view of the screen and can hear what Craig Barnes has to say. The video serves to 
introduce chapter 1 and will remind participants of some of the main ideas of that chapter. In 
the video, Barnes explains why the firefighter (described near the beginning of chapter 1) is 
“courageous” when he faces the loneliness in his life.  Barnes then discusses the myth that we 
construct our own lives by the choices we make. He concludes by describing the “comfort” 
that the Heidelberg Catechism gives him personally.

•• If you use the optional question following the video, keep a lid on the time allotted to it 
(about 5 minutes). If group members have had catechism instruction, they may enjoy talking 
at length about it. Also, take care not to imply anything negative about a lack of experience 
with catechisms or doctrinal teaching/preaching. 

•• You may want to say that the “Heart of the Chapter” statements are meant to help us focus our 
thoughts on the key ideas of the chapter. The Scripture passages you are asked to read are cited 
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in the footnotes of Q&A 1 (you can point them out, if you wish). They function not so much 
as “proof texts” but as an indication of which Scripture passages the catechism is interpreting 
in this question and answer. You may also want to cite what Barnes says about Scripture and 
creeds: “Together our creeds, confessions, and catechisms build a bridge from the Bible to the 
particular context in which the church finds itself.” 

Talk It Over 

Below are a few comments on some of the questions in this section (numbers match those on the 
conversation sheets):

1.	 Be sure no one misunderstands Barnes to say that our choices are not important and don’t 
shape our lives. Obviously, they are and they do: consider, for example, the choice of a spouse 
or of a vocation or a school/college. Barnes’s point is that these choices don’t create and define 
our lives. By that he means our choices—no matter how good—will never give us peace of 
mind, freedom from anxiety, and answers to our deepest questions.

	 For the last part of this question, you may want to refer to the three stories that open the 
chapter (the mother, the firefighter, the widower). Then ask, What do these stories say that 
our choices can give us? What can they NOT give us? Why?

2.   An additional question you may want to ask: When you read or recite a creed or confession 
such as the Apostles’ Creed or the Heidelberg Catechism, does it actually help you feel that 
you are “part of a great faith,” and that this faith has “formed our lives”? Why or why not? 

3.  	Regarding the purpose or function of the catechism today, you may want to read the three 
paragraphs on page 27 under the heading “A Holy Conversation.” You may also want to point 
out that the name of our handouts—“conversation sheets”—comes from Barnes’s assertion 
that catechisms were written “to provide a conversation between the most pressing human 
anxieties and the biblical story handed down through the centuries; [to draw] us into a 
dialogue between our deepest questions and the responses of historic Christianity” (p. 27).

4.   Barnes spends the remainder of chapter 1 walking through Q&A 1 of the catechism. You may 
want to refer to some of his comments as you discuss the various parts of question 4.

	 After reading Q&A 1 (the group can recite it in unison), have group members circle the I, me, 
my words (personal pronouns). This will help them see just how personal this catechism is, 
not only here but throughout.

	 If you haven’t already explained the role of the footnoted Bible passages, you may want to do 
so now (see final bulleted item under “Open the Conversation,” above).
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	 For the third bulleted question, give participants time to reread Q&A 1, perhaps underlining 
phrases that give them comfort. Then share results, asking how or why a particular phrase 
provides comfort to them now.

	 For the fourth bulleted question, you may want to read the paragraph on page 34 that 
begins “Your Savior is at work” and the paragraph on page 35 that begins “These phrases 
do not mean. . . .” Several good answers are given here: that it is comforting to know that 
God watches over us; that “nothing is beyond our Savior’s capacity to turn evil into good”; 
and that “in all things, both wonderful and horrific, the Holy Spirit is at work, drawing us 
to Jesus Christ, the Savior to whom we belong.” These are wonderful assurances, but you’ll 
want to explore how they actually work for us (or don’t work) when we are involved in crisis 
situations. Talk about how the bottom line here often involves admitting that we don’t really 
know why these things happen and that somehow in these situations we’ve simply got to trust 
the One who loves us and claims us as his children.

Walk the Talk 

•• On the first bulleted item, give people time to think of a response. Some may want to share 
a quote from the chapter or refer to a Bible passage or Q&A 1. Others may put things in their 
own words. If your group is large, you may want to divide into sub-groups of 2-4 persons 
each, to give everyone an opportunity to talk if he or she wishes to do so.

•• Please see the “How to Use This Material” file on this resource CD for comments on the 
closing prayer. Since today is your first session, you as leader may want to pray, rather than 
having group members do so. In any case, be sure to invite group members to share their 
concerns before you pray.

•• After your closing prayer, you could read Q&A 1 in unison once again.  

•• Be sure to remind group members to read chapter 2 prior to your next meeting. You may 
also want to suggest that they fold their conversations sheets in half and insert them in their 
books, so that they’ll have a written record of the six sessions when they finish.
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PLANNING GUIDE 

ALL-CHURCH EVENT FAQS

The 450th anniversary of the Heidelberg Catechism provides a great opportunity to reintroduce 
this important and relevant part of our heritage to your congregation. Staging an “all-church 
event” will multiply the impact of the Body & Soul materials, involving not just small group study 
but the entire congregation. This will, of course, involve some coordinating and planning, but the 
blessings will be worth the effort.

Here are some suggestions for planning, in the form of questions and answers, that you may 
find helpful:

What, exactly, does it mean that Body & Soul is designed for an  
“all-church event”?
Basically, it means that Body & Soul by Craig Barnes may be used as the basis of a six-week 
or twelve-week study of the Heidelberg Catechism that can involve everyone in your church. 
Individuals or families may purchase and read Barnes’s book, hear a sermon and participate in 
worship activities geared to the chapters in the book, and discuss the book in small groups.

•• Worship suggestions (prayers, songs, readings) and sermon starters are provided for pastors. 
Even if individuals don’t read Barnes’s book or discuss it in small groups, they can hear 
sermons based on it, participate in related worship activities, and become reacquainted with 
the beauty and truth of the Heidelberg Catechism.

•• Small groups—after being motivated by worship activities—receive reproducible discussion 
guides (called “conversation sheets”) that take them through each of the six chapters of 
Body & Soul with lively and life-related questions and activities. Each small group session is 
introduced by a 5-8 minute video by author Craig Barnes.

•• Small group leaders will find reproducible tips for leading the sessions. Easy-to-use 
suggestions help small groups make the most of the time they spend together.
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What other church groups could be involved?
Though you could successfully run an event without any of the following, the sky’s the limit for 
involving other church groups. For example . . . 

•• The kitchen crew could put together a German cuisine supper (or organize a potluck) to kick 
off the event (see kick-off event details below).

•• The drama team could create a presentation contrasting various types of secular “comfort” 
with the genuine comfort that Q&A 1 speaks of. The drama could be presented during a 
worship service or at a kick-off supper.

•• The youth group could make banners that portray the sin-salvation-service (or guilt-grace-
gratitude) themes of the catechism, and display the banners at the kick-off supper or in the 
church auditorium. Or they could stage a Q&A 1 choral reading, perhaps along these lines:

o	 Group 1: What

o	 Group 2: What is . . . 

o	 Group 1: What is your . . .

o	 Group 2: What is your only . . .

o	 Group 1: What is your only comfort . . . [and so on].

•• The Sunday school could break from their normal curriculum to offer a session or two about 
the Heidelberg Catechism, simplified for younger students. High school catechism class kids 
could serve as assistant teachers.

•• The aesthetics committee could make banners (see above), decorate the fellowship hall for 
the kick-off supper, and make posters publicizing the event.

These, of course, are only a few ideas. You are free to be creative in how you involve your own 
church groups. Their involvement will go a long way in helping to make this an “all-church event.”

What’s this about a kick-off event? 
A kick-off event is strictly optional but worth doing because it signals to the congregation that 
something special is about to happen. The kick-off event could be an all-church supper or potluck 
held at the church. Because of the catechism’s origin in Heidelberg, Germany, the supper could 
feature German cuisine: for example, bratwurst/hotdogs, sauerkraut, rye or pumpernickel breads, 
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cheese cake, apple strudel, and Black Forest cake—a Google search will give you many more 
options.  

Have a fun program to accompany the supper. For example, invite everyone to participate 
in a “Don’t Know Much About the Catechism” trivia game of a couple dozen questions or so. 
A Master of Ceremonies (maybe dressed in 16th-century fashion) can read the questions, with 
guests jotting down their answers on paper or a note card. Mix some silly questions (“In what 
city was the Heidelberg Catechism written?”) with more challenging ones (“In what year was 
the catechism written?” “What does its most famous question ask?” “What are the three main 
parts of the catechism?” and so on). The M.C. can read off the answers at the end of the quiz, as 
participants check their responses. Offer fun prizes to those who have the most correct answers. 

You could end the program with a unison reading adapted from the catechism’s answers to its 
questions about the Lord’s Prayer. See page 39 of the Sermon and Worship Suggestions (resource 
CD) for details.

How far ahead should we begin planning?
That depends somewhat on whether you’re going with a very basic event or want to include a 
kick-off dinner and involve other church groups in the event. In any case, allow plenty of time 
to do a thorough job of planning. We suggest beginning three to four months in advance of the 
actual event.

Starting early gives you time to get your small groups on board. Many small groups start 
selecting materials months before they begin meeting. Be sure they are aware of the Body & Soul 
event and the materials that it includes.

Perhaps the most common time for an all-church event is first thing in the fall. It’s a great 
way to kick-off the new church season. But, of course, you’re not limited to that. A January start 
or a summer start will work just as well. Choose dates when most of the congregation would be 
present.

Body & Soul is advertised as a six-week program. Must we run the event for 
six consecutive Sundays?
If your small groups prefer to meet every week, you could stage the entire event over six 
consecutive Sundays. However, in many congregations small groups meet every other week; in 
that case, the event could cover twelve weeks. You could even stretch it out to a six-month study, 
taking one chapter a month, although that might weaken the continuity of the study.
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A six-week schedule would look something like this:

•	 First Sunday morning: sermon/worship service on chapter 1 of the book.

•	 First Sunday evening (or during the week): small group discussion of chapter 1.

•	 Second Sunday morning: sermon/worship service on chapter 2.

•	 Second Sunday evening (or during the week): small group discussion of chapter 2.

And so on.

A twelve-week schedule would look something like this:

•	 First Sunday: sermon/worship service on chapter 1 of the book.

•	 Second Sunday (or during the week): small group discussion of chapter 1.

•	 Third Sunday: sermon/worship service on chapter 2 of the book.

•	 Fourth Sunday (or during the week): small group discussion of chapter 2.

And so on. 

Do you suggest that the pastor preach the sermon and hold the worship service 
ahead of small group discussion?
Yes. This is the pattern that seems to be preferred by most pastors and by most “all-church” 
programs. As Pastor Nate Visker of Ferrysburg (Mich.) Community Church (a Christian 
Reformed congregation) points out, “A sermon stirs up good thoughts and reactions that are good 
fodder for small group discussion.” You may, of course, do it the other way around if you prefer 
using the sermon and worship time as a kind of “wrap-up” of the small group discussions and 
reading of the book.  

Isn’t all of this a bit much for the pastor to coordinate and plan?  
For sure! While the pastor may be capable of pulling all this off on his or her own, a team 
approach spreads out the workload and responsibility over several volunteers. 
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Who should be on the team?
The pastor, of course. But also the worship ministry leader, so that the liturgy of the six services 
can be planned around the themes of the catechism and Barnes’s book. The “Sermon and Worship 
Suggestions” on this resource CD offer a brief introduction to the theme of each chapter, several 
outlines of sermon starters, and many ideas for prayers, readings, and songs. But detailed 
planning with the pastor and the worship ministry leader needs to happen, of course.

Who else should be on the team?
Someone who is in charge of publicity would be a good addition. That person’s job would be 
to produce and display posters advertising the event, hand out flyers describing the event, and 
communicate with other ministry directors, such as education, youth group, drama team, and so 
on. “Communication is the key to these things,” says Pastor Nate Visker.

If you’re organizing a kick-off event, you’ll want a good organizer to be in charge of that.  
If you have a coordinator of small groups, he or she should be on the team as well.
A person of high school or college age could help ensure that the event offers content that’s 

appealing to that age group. A high school catechism teacher might also fill that role.  
Altogether, a planning team of five or six creative types—who are also good implementers—

should get the job done well and on time. People on the planning team needn’t do all the work 
themselves but can delegate tasks as needed to ministry leaders and others in the congregation.

Choose your planning team early in the planning process, appoint a chairperson, set an 
opening agenda, and arrange for regular meetings until the event is ready to start.

What about small groups? How do we get them involved?
If you have a coordinator of small groups on the planning team, as mentioned earlier, have him 
or her communicate progress on the event to all the small group leaders. The coordinator (of the 
planning team) should also offer a separate meeting of all small group leaders to explain the event 
and the materials that are available.

Keep in mind that some small groups may prefer to choose their own study materials rather than 
use Body & Soul. That’s OK—don’t try to force participation. If you start early enough and make an 
inviting pitch to join in the event, you may win over any groups who want to go their own way.

What if our congregation has no small groups?
That’s a problem—a successful Body & Soul event depends on existing small groups. Given 
enough lead-time, you could work on establishing small groups in your congregation for this 
event. But, typically, small groups don’t leap into existence all at once. They take time to develop 
and grow. 
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What promotional materials are available?
In the organizer’s kit is a DVD. The DVD offers a brief video introduction to the event that 
could be shown to the congregation. In addition, the resource CD offers a sample poster. You 
can print and display multiple copies of this, or have an artistic person from the congregation 
use the sample to make larger posters for display around the church building. The poster could 
also be used as a flyer to hand out to the congregation, place in mailboxes at the church, or make 
available on your church’s website.

What about ordering materials?
Presumably you’ve already ordered an organizer’s kit, which contains the Body & Soul book, the 
resource CD, and the video introductions (on DVD) to the sessions by Craig Barnes. Beyond that, 
you will need the following: 

•• Copies of Body & Soul: Rediscovering the Heidelberg Catechism by Craig Barnes. Group 
leaders  will need to order one copy for each group member (or family). In addition, you 
might have extra books available for church members who want to read it but are not 
members of a small group.

•• An organizer’s kit for each small group leader. This will provide group leaders with a copy 
of Barnes’s book, the DVD with introductions to each session, and the resource CD, with its 
reproducible study guides and leader tips.

All materials can be ordered from Faith Alive Christian Resources online at 
faithaliveresources.org or by phone at 1-800-333-8300.  
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