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In 2000, Ronnie Floyd, Southern Baptist Convention presidential nominee and pastor of First Baptist Church of Springdale, Arkansas, was proud, no doubt, to learn that his church had received an award.  Children’s Ministry Magazine had honored the children’s worship area of his church for having the “most innovative design.”  Created by Disney’s Bruce Barry, this wonderworld is still in use today and includes much to catch the imagination of young children.  It even boasts a life-like fire truck with a baptistry in the back.  After taking a brief one-hour class on salvation, baptism, and “how to grow as a Christian,” interested children can be baptized in the fire truck – complete with sirens sounding, lights flashing and confetti shooting out of canons.
 

In a number of ways, this story brings to the fore an issue with which Baptists have struggled across their history.  One of the central tenants of Baptists from the beginning has been the need for believer’s baptism.  Baptists, though, have had difficulty dealing with the question of how basic Christian training or catechesis and believer’s baptism should fit together.  This became more evident in the eighteenth century when the definition of “believer” came to be inclusive of children.  While their pedobaptist sisters and brothers developed a program of catechetical training for pre-adolescents prior to confirmation or first communion, Baptists lacked a clear-cut structure or timetable for providing this training.  As a result, many Baptist children entered the baptism waters with little sense of what it meant to be Baptist or even Christian.  Whether drawn by sirens and confetti or repelled by threats of hell, it is likely that some Baptist children participated in “believer’s” baptism with little more understanding of the faith than those fresh from the womb.  Baptist commitment to the authority of the local church, to some degree, ensured that there would be no denomination-wide plans for catechesis.  The content of the training given to baptismal candidates could range from an extensive memorized catechism to nothing beyond a good sermon or two.  Thus, among Baptists, catechesis has often been haphazard and dependent on the idiosyncrasies of individual leaders or churches.

This paper will seek to provide a preliminary sketch of the history of Baptist efforts to provide children with basic Christian training.  The goal, however, is ultimately practical and contemporary.  In telling the story of the past, perhaps it will be possible to develop a vision for the future.  For centuries, both Protestant and Catholic churches have embraced the practice of training pre-adolescents in the central tenants of the faith.  There may be a way moderate Baptists today might recover and adapt this tradition as a part of essential faith formation for their children. 
The Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries

For the earliest Baptists, the training of children to prepare them for a life of faith was primarily in the hands of their parents.  Thomas Grantham, a late seventeenth-century General Baptist, instructed parents to raise their children in a devoted atmosphere.
  John Tombes, an early Particular Baptist, likewise was certain that believing parents would educate their children by prayers, instruction, and example “in the true faith of Christ.”
  For these seventeenth-century Baptists, baptism was reserved for adults only.
  Thus parents often had sixteen or eighteen years to train their children in the faith prior to baptism.  
This expectation of parental responsibility for catechesis was consistent with the teaching of the Puritans from whom the Baptists trace their roots.  One puritan divine, Thomas Taylor, noted, “Let every master of a family see to what he is called, namely to make his house a little church, to instruct every one of his family in the fear of God, to contain every one of them under holy discipline, to pray with them and for them.” Another advised, “Parents and masters of families are in God’s stead to their children and servants.”
  
Parents were not totally on their own in this work of providing spiritual training for their children and preparing them for baptism, however.  In some cases, the church played a role from the beginning.  There is evidence to suggest that early Baptists sometimes held services of blessing for children born to church members.  A church in Bristol (1642) records that one woman, upon giving birth, invited the church to meet at her house to praise God and pray for her children.  The pastor, who kept the church records, encouraged other parents to do likewise.
   Thus some children and their parents began their family journey with the supportive prayers of the congregation.  
Beyond this, it is unclear what particular efforts the earliest Baptist churches may have made to provide basic training for their children.  Perhaps hearing repeated sermonic themes was adequate to build within the children a sense of the nature of the faith. It is also possible that some Baptist churches that followed the theology of John Calvin also followed the guidelines for Christian education that he endorsed.  According to his Ecclesiastical Ordinances, every Sunday at midday, there was to be instruction of children at the churches.
  
Both sixteenth-century reformers and their seventeenth-century Puritan followers anticipated that parents (or at least fathers) would use formal written catechisms to educate their children in the faith.  In the short preface to his “Large Catechism,” Martin Luther noted, “it is the duty of every father of a family to question and examine his children and servants at least once a week and to ascertain what they know of it, or are learning and, if they do not know it, to keep them faithfully at it.
  Calvin likewise encouraged fathers to utilize his catechism, first published in 1537, for the instruction of their children.  In the spirit of the Reformers, Puritan leader Richard Baxter asked local English clergy to persuade the fathers in their congregations to require their children and servants to repeat a catechism every Sunday evening.
  (Puritans produced many catechisms for children, so they had plenty from which to choose.)  Formal catechisms seemed to be the faith-forming tool of choice for the early Protestants.
Although it is impossible to know the content of the training received by most Baptist children, some parents likewise used catechisms in the education of their children.  At least two such catechisms were produced by seventeenth-century English Particular Baptist leaders – one by Henry Jessey (d. 1663) and one by Benjamin Keach (d. 1704).  Jessey’s Catechism for Babes, or, Little Ones, published in 1652, was an extremely simple and brief offering that would have been acceptable to most non-baptist Protestants as well.    It took children through common Protestant doctrines about creation and salvation and avoided mention of the divisive topic of baptism.
  Benjamin Keach, who wrote with the assistance of William Collins, produced a more enduring and extensive catechism forty years later.
  In it, Keach offered basic Calvinist doctrine with particular attention given to the Ten Commandments, the Lord’s Prayer, and the proper administration of baptism.
  Except for the discussion of baptism, much of Keach’s Catechism was borrowed directly from the Shorter Westminster Catechism, a writing used widely by Presbyterians and other Reformed Christians.
In the eighteenth century, Baptists began to accept the conversion of children who had not yet reached adulthood.
  Several factors precipitated this change.  One contributor may have been the use of Keach’s Catechism.   Certainly by this time and perhaps before, this catechism was being used to train children in church settings as well as in the home.  By the end of the century, Richard Furman (1755-1825), pastor of First Baptist Church of Charleston, was gathering the children of his church around the baptistry four times a year to teach them from the Catechism.
  Keach was plainspoken in describing his understanding of the destination of those who did not convert.  They were headed for hell.  It seems likely that children who had regularly heard the fate of the “wicked” as described in Keach’s Catechism would be anxious to avoid the “unspeakable torments” of the devil and his angels.

Eighteenth-century Baptists were, no doubt, also influenced by the evangelistic fervor of the first Great Awakening.  The revivalistic zeal for converts extended to children.  Jonathan Edwards, theologian of the movement, made it clear that children were capable of faith and admission to the church.  In A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God, Edwards told the story of a four-year-old girl, Phebe, who had had an experience that followed the anticipated pattern of a conversion (complete with despair over sin and emotional certainty of salvation.)  Edwards was convinced of the genuine nature of her conversion.
  Although Phebe was considerably younger than other child converts, Edwards reported that over thirty children between the ages of ten and fourteen had converted during the revival in Northhampton.  In addition, the majority of converts were either adolescents or young adults.  
At least one group of Baptists, the Separates, accepted the more emotional and experiential conversions of the Awakening.  These Baptist churches saw explosive growth during this period.  Some of that growth came in the form of children.  For these Separate Baptists, conversion had little to do with head knowledge and everything to do with heart knowledge.  It is doubtful that the Separates gave much energy to providing formal training in the faith to their children.  Even their pastors had little education.  In addition, Separate Baptists eschewed creeds and confessions and produced few written documents.  The Separates did, however, require a vocal testimony of conversion before the congregation prior to baptism.
  Children who converted would have at least come to understand the language of faith to some degree. 
Meanwhile, Regular Baptists and others continued to produce and use catechisms.  The Philadelphia Association, the earliest Baptist Association in America, produced not only a confession (1742) but a catechism as well.  This extensive catechism followed the outline of the confession and was understood to be fundamental to true conversion.

The Nineteenth Century

In the nineteenth century, the training of Baptist children as well as that of most other Protestant children in America was greatly impacted by the birth and growth of the Sunday School movement.  While originally an English movement dedicated to the education and evangelization of indigent juvenile factory workers, the enterprise quickly became a fixture of American life.   By 1820, Sunday Schools in America were moving beyond their charity-driven roots.  In America, it seems, impoverished folks had no interest in attending special schools for poor people.  Thus, to keep the movement alive, leaders asked prominent families to send their children to the schools.
  This plan was successful in bringing in the wealthy, the poor, and those in-between.  Before long, children were attending Sunday School in droves.  Indeed, by 1889, approximately ten million people were enrolled in Sunday School in the United States.


The movement also quickly spread to the frontier.  The American Sunday School Union, formed in 1824, set as its goal, “a Sunday school in every destitute place where it is practicable throughout the Valley of the Mississippi.”
  This nondenominational society hoped to cover the western two-thirds of North America with Sunday Schools.  Though this goal proved to be a bit ambitious, the movement saw great success.

Even when the targets of the Sunday School changed from indigents to everyone, the movement maintained its evangelistic mission.  With tones that rattle the sensibilities of twenty-first century readers, early Sunday School literature gave much attention to death in its effort to inspire faith.  A popular title in the Sunday School library was A Memorial for Sunday School Boys:  Being an Authentic Account of the Conversion, Experience, and Happy Deaths of Twelve Boys.  A version of the book with stories of faithful girls was also available.  Sunday School workers and materials consistently reminded children that death was inevitable and that they should flee from the judgment of God.


Apparently, the message was accomplishing its desired end.  Sunday Schools and conversions multiplied.  It wasn’t long before denominations began their own individual attempts at Sunday School evangelism.  Beginning in 1840, Baptists were producing Sunday School literature and promoting the formation of Sunday Schools.  By 1845, most of the Baptist state conventions in the South at least, were actively promoting Sunday Schools as well.
  Ultimately, eighteen years after the formation of the Southern Baptist Convention, a Southern Baptist Sunday School Board was established.

Although organized only to promote Sunday Schools and not publish materials, this first Southern Baptist Sunday School Board soon published A Brief Catechism of Bible Doctrine (1864) by James P. Boyce.
  Ten thousand copies were published the first year.  In addition, at least one State Convention also produced a Catechism the same year.  This “Catechism for Little Children” was simple but included key lessons from the Pentateuch as well as from the life of Jesus.  Like the early Sunday school materials, it also displayed a particular interest in death.  Included at the end of the catechism was the evening prayer quoted by many children more than a century later:

Now I lay me down to sleep

I pray the Lord my soul to keep

If I should die before I wake

I pray the Lord my soul to take.

By this time, catechisms otherwise seem to have fallen out of use among Baptists.  In his preface, Boyce notes that no other catechism was in circulation at the time of printing and that Keach’s Catechism was rarely used due to its difficulty.  In publishing a simpler catechism, Boyce hoped to “restore the vigorous piety of bygone days.”
  Boyce, a Calvinist, perhaps also hoped to ensure that the Baptist future would rest in the hands of Calvinists.  The North Carolina Baptists, who produced an “election-free” catechism seemed to have had a different plan.

Thirty years later in 1892, the Sunday School Board once again published a catechism.  This one, by John A. Broadus, shared the simplicity of the Boyce catechism while less stridently reformed in tone.  Unlike most catechisms, Broadus included a fairly long section on living the Christian life and a list of helpful scriptures to memorize.  Broadus also offered advanced questions to challenge the more mature children.


Although catechisms continued to be produced and used in some churches, nineteenth-century Baptists, like most Protestants, increasingly taught their children through the use of Sunday Schools and Sunday School publications.  As the use of Sunday Schools grew, catechetical instruction may have been pushed into a secondary position if continued at all.
The Twentieth Century


Protestant commitment to the use of catechisms saw even further decline in the twentieth century.   Richard Osmer, Professor of Christian Education at Princeton Theological Seminary, argues that this was due primarily to two developments.  First, the rise of modern educational theory put a greater emphasis on “the active role of the learner in the construction of knowledge.”  Second, most Protestant denominations began admitting children to communion based on their baptism rather than following confirmation classes.
  

For Baptists, the development of modern educational theory likely also played a role in diminishing respect for the standard catechetical methodology of memorized questions and answers.  The continued separation of catechism from any other significant faith event also kept it from holding a place of significance in the life of Baptists.  In addition, several other developments may have reduced the interest in or attention given to catechism training.    Among all Baptists, the development of efforts to provide special programs and classes for adolescent youth escalated across the century.  From the early part of the century, Baptists organized weekly Bible classes particularly for youth with periodicals dedicated to their instruction.  In the South, several additional organizations for youth left little time for catechetical training.  Southern Baptists started what was known as the Baptist Young Peoples’ Union (BYPU).  This organization utilized a topical curriculum and encouraged a second weekly gathering of young people (beyond Sunday School) for practical instruction.  In addition, the twentieth century saw the development of extensive mission education programs for children and youth sponsored by the Women’s Missionary Union.  The lives of Baptist girls were particularly impacted as they committed large chunks of time to mission education and service.   In the minds of most Baptists, catechisms were something utilized only by other denominations.

Overall, beyond the strongly Calvinist Baptist denominations, there seems to have been little interest in catechetical-type training among Baptists in the latter half of the twentieth century.  Many churches, however, did develop preparation classes for children who voiced a readiness to join the church.  There, children would gain general tips on how to grow in their faith.  The traditional content of a catechism, however, was not included in this instruction.
The Twenty-First Century


Today, many moderate Baptists recognize and celebrate their connection to the broader Christian tradition.  They are anxious to leave behind the Landmarkist-type separationism that marked their forefathers and foremothers.  Simultaneously, they find distinguishing beliefs and practices within their own tradition that they believe can contribute positively to the kingdom of God.  They want to help the next generation of Baptists understand both their commonalities with the Church universal and the distinctives they, as Baptists, bring to the table.  They also want to be deliberate and thoughtful in forming the faith of their youth. The use of some form of catechism is one way to achieve this end.
Certainly, this work of properly training the next generation of Baptists is an important one.  A faith without substance will neither sustain young Baptists or be sustained in adulthood.  In 1994, Dean Hoge, Benton Johnson, and Donald Luidens published a study of mainline Protestant baby boomers.  They found that nearly fifty percent of Presbyterian baby boomers who were confirmed in their youth were unaffiliated with any church as adults.
  Richard Osmer argues that the church failed these people.  It did not provide them with “the intellectual and spiritual resources needed in a postmodern world.”  More specifically, it failed to teach them “the most elementary beliefs and practices of the faith.”


Some fundamentalist Baptists have been more successful at communicating their version of the faith to their children.  By emphasizing their separation from the world and constructing a clear enemy made up of people like abortionists, secular humanists, and democrats, these conservative Christians have at least made it obvious who they are not.  Even these folks, however, have recognized a problem in providing consistent training for their youth.  In the last few years, they have produced numerous catechisms and tools for using existing catechisms in the education of children.  One musician even put a Baptist catechism to music.  

The enthusiasm of some independent Baptist and Southern Baptist leaders regarding the use of catechisms in training children, however gives Baptists of a moderate persuasion pause.  Surely, there are a number of potential difficulties and pitfalls that might accompany the reintroduction of catechism in the contemporary Baptist world.  Catechisms could communicate the idea that conversion is simply a matter of giving intellectual assent to a list of propositions.  Certainly, since the First Great Awakening, few Baptists have held this understanding of conversion.  Second, a catechism could be used in a creedal sort of way that pre-empts the Bible.  For the most part, Baptists have been leery of attempts to diminish their autonomy in reading and interpreting the scripture.  Third, some might provide catechetical training in a way that inhibits discussion and questioning.  The result could be the discouragement of a life of faith rather than the desired enhancement of faith for thoughtful youth.
Still, there may be a way that catechism could be employed once again among Baptists who share an ecumenical spirit and a commitment to Baptist principles.  In a day when survey after survey attests to the biblical and theological ignorance of the vast majority of Americans, it would be prudent to consider the options.  “Believer’s” baptism should have some meaning.

I offer the following as a proposition for discussion and consideration.  Contemporary Baptist theologians and educators could come together to develop a catechism.  The first section could focus on the “common faith” brought to us through the Bible and two thousand years of church tradition.  Like Luther’s catechism, it might include texts from the bible such as the Ten Commandments, the Sermon on the Mount, and the Lord’s Prayer.  To further the Baptist connection with the Church universal, it might also include the Apostles’ and Nicene Creed.  The second section could be dedicated to Baptist distinctives.  Buddy Shurden’s classic Four Fragile Freedoms might give substance to this section.  In format, the catechism could include the short concise questions and answers common to the genre.  Christian educators, however, could apply the best educational theories in order to develop methods of teaching and discussion that would effective for post-modern learners. 
In order to ensure that children received this basic instruction in the faith, churches would need to establish a moment in the journey of faith when the catechism would receive primary attention.  Preferable it would be tied to a major “event” like baptism or first communion.  It could be assigned to a particular year of Sunday School instruction (perhaps sixth grade).  In either case, learning the catechism would become a shared part of growing up Baptist.
In his case for catechism, Richard Osmer argues that the Reformers valued the use of catechisms for three reasons.  First, it gave people baptized as infants the opportunity “to confess the baptismal faith for themselves.”  Second, it provided a way to prepare laity to take up their roles in ministry.  Third, it taught people how to seek the mind of Christ in the circumstances of their own lives.
  Perhaps Baptists, by restoring and renovating the use of catechism, can likewise provide their youth with a sense of the faith into which they will be baptized and the ways that faith can give their lives meaning and direction.
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