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Overview

The Council of Williamsburg (ON) CRC overtured Synod 2019 to classify the New City
Catechism as a Contemporary Testimony (Agenda for Synod 2019, pp. 516-518). Their
formal recommendation and grounds appeared in the Agenda as follows:

That synod place the New City Catechism into the category of contemporary
testimony.

Grounds:

1. The format and content of the New City Catechism concur with a Reformed
understanding of Scripture and with the Heidelberg Catechism.

2. This document is clear and concise and will be of particular benefit to children
and youth.

3. The New City Catechism is in accord with the definition and purpose of the
new contemporary testimony category. As described above, it speaks to
essential matters in our society and will be useful for study, faith formation,
teaching, and worship. (Agenda of Synod 2019, p. 518)

Synod 2019 decided not to accede to this overture. However, in considering the
overture, synod recognized that churches would benefit from further advice related to the
New City Catechism. That being so, synod also provided the following direction:

That synod instruct the executive director to refer the New City Catechism
to Faith Formation Ministries for curriculum review and potential use by
the churches. (Acts of Synod 2019, p. 763)

This report serves as Faith Formation Ministries’ (FFM) response to this direction from
Synod 2019.

Methodology
FFM made several decisions early in this process regarding the scope and framework of
our responsibilities related to synod’s directive on the New City Catechism (NCC):

1. Our review would focus on the quality of the New City Catechism
Curriculum (http://newcitycatechism.com/books/curriculum/), both in terms
of its ability to equip local lay leaders to facilitate learning and also with
regard to age- and ability-appropriate faith developmental approaches for
potential students.



http://newcitycatechism.com/books/curriculum/

Grounds:
a. These parameters—equipping lay leaders and appropriate faith
developmental approaches—allow for a more focused review.

b. These parameters allow FFM staff to utilize the variety of skills
and experiences already present within the team, including
curriculum design and editing; classroom educators at multiple
educational levels; extensive service in children and youth ministry
roles; and an advanced degree in how children make meaning.

c. While theologically trained ministers have traditionally led
catechism teaching, more churches have shifted toward
non-ordained staff or lay leadership facilitating discipleship,
particularly for youth.

d. The lens of age- and ability-appropriate faith developmental
approaches conforms with an emphasis found in Church Order
Article 59.a regarding participation in the Lord’s Supper and with
FFM'’s priorities for resource curation and creation.

2. While including some theological observations, our review would not
undertake a formal or extended theological evaluation of the NCC itself.
Grounds:

a. Synod 2019 decided against considering the NCC as a
Contemporary Testimony.

b. A substantive theological review would entail a broader synodical
structure, such as a Synodical Study Committee or, at minimum, a
Synodical Task Force, that contains a broader representation of
theological expertise, including Calvin Theological Seminary
faculty, than is implied by sending this to FFM for a curriculum
review.

3. Through this report, FFM would provide summary observations and
considerations for churches regarding the potential use of the NCC
Curriculum, rather than a simple statement of “use” or “don’t use.”
Grounds:

a. Church Order Articles 63 and 64 indicate that the church as a
whole, and the consistory (elders) in particular, are responsible for
the faith nurture of the local church members.

b. FFM’s posture is to listen, consult, and coach ministry leaders in
ways that strengthen the local church’s capacity to discern
context-appropriate faith formative resources and practices.



c. To mitigate against the potential for a series of future requests for
FFM to review other catechisms and curricula, FFM believes the
churches are better served by a report that utilizes this review
process as a template for reviewing other potential curriculum
resources.

With these guidelines in place, FFM undertook three steps in preparing
this review. First, we distributed copies of the NCC Curriculum kit to the
six FFM staff who would participate in this review process. Second, FFM
staff reviewed the NCC Curriculum materials individually and submitted
their observations to a shared document regarding content, pedagogy,
and potential pros and cons of utilizing the NCC Curriculum. Third, FFM
staff compiled and summarized the shared learning into this report. Thus,
the bulk of this report regarding the NCC is structured into the five
sections found below:

m  About the New City Catechism
New City Catechism Content Observations
About the NCC Curriculum
NCC Curriculum Content and Pedagogy Observations
Additional Perspectives for Churches to Consider

Additionally, FFM staff included a closing section in the report to share
comments regarding the learning we experienced through this review
process. This section highlights some of our conversations that have
emerged through this assignment.

3. About the New City Catechism
The NCC is a set of 52 questions and answers adapted from “Calvin’s Geneva
Catechism, the Westminster Shorter and Larger catechisms, and especially the
Heidelberg Catechism.” In this sense, the NCC is not a completely new catechism but a
paraphrase of excerpts from several Reformation-era catechisms intended to make
aspects of their content accessible to the church today. A more detailed explanation of
the NCC’s roots is available at http://newcitycatechism.com/introduction-timothy-keller/
[last accessed April 6, 2020].

Tim Keller and Sam Shammas authored the NCC project, which is a joint initiative of
Redeemer Presbyterian Church (New York) and The Gospel Coalition, a network of
broadly Reformed churches. The NCC was first published in 2012 with the intention of
being a resource that is accessible to adults and children.

The purpose of this catechism is to reintroduce the historical practice of learning the
central content of the Christian faith (from a Reformed perspective) as passed along by
teachers to students. Two versions of the NCC are made available: a version for adults
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and a simplified version aimed at children ages 8-11. The simplified version is the focus
of the NCC Curriculum.

In pursuing this purpose, the adult version of the NCC makes use of “archaic language”
in the historical commentaries that accompany each question and answer. Moreover, the
primary learning methodology expected by the curriculum is memorization of the
qguestions and answers. This learning approach is so central to the curriculum that the
introduction includes an orientation section on “Memorization Tips” for students.

As indicated in the NCC'’s introduction, the NCC’s 52 questions are structured in three
parts:

e Part 1: God, creation and fall, law (twenty questions)

e Part 2: Christ, redemption, grace (fifteen questions)

e Part 3: Spirit, restoration, growing in grace (seventeen questions)

At the time of this review, there are print, web-based, and mobile app editions of the
NCC. Though format certainly impacts learning, the content and pedagogical
expectations do not substantively change across these media.

NCC Content Observations
There are several important affirmations to make regarding the NCC as churches
consider whether or not to utilize the NCC as part of their discipling efforts.
a. As noted above, the NCC unfolds in three parts:
e Creation and Fall, with attention to the Ten Commandments
e Christ, Redemption, and Grace, with attention to the Apostles’ Creed
e Spirit, Restoration, and Growing in Grace, with attention to the Lord’s
Prayer
This arrangement is important to recognize for several reasons:
e The Triune nature of God is emphasized.
e A basic outline of the biblical narrative is apparent in the movement from
Creation and Fall to Redemption in Christ to Restoration through the
Spirit.
e The three primary historical discipleship tools (Ten Commandments,
Apostles’ Creed, and the Lord’s Prayer) are included.

b. Drawing from Reformed catechisms of the 16th and 17th centuries, the NCC
affirms many important doctrinal truths from the Reformed tradition, particularly
those connected to salvation by Christ alone and those that explain the concept
of substitutionary atonement. For example, in the adult version, the 24th answer
responds to the question “Why was it necessary for Christ, the Redeemer, to
die?” by stating:



C.

Since death is the punishment for sin, Christ died willingly in our place to
deliver us from the power and penalty of sin and bring us back to God. By
his substitutionary atoning death, he alone redeems us from hell and
gains for us forgiveness of sin, righteousness, and everlasting life.

The NCC locates the Ten Commandments within the first section on the fall, as a
tool to identify sin against God and our neighbors. This position is different from
the Heidelberg Catechism, which locates the Ten Commandments in the final
section as a teaching on how to live in response to God'’s salvation in Jesus
Christ.

In the web app version, alongside the NCC itself, theological commentary, a
Scripture text, and a prayer are included with each question and answer.
According to Keller’s introduction, the inclusion of a specific accompanying
Scripture passage and prayer is intended to frame the theological content in a
devotional direction.

We also identified several questions and concerns related to the content of the NCC. We
offer these five observations for churches considering whether or not to utilize the NCC
in their contexts.

a.

Is God too distant? While the NCC clearly has a high view of God, including
reverence for God’s holiness, the personal and approachable nature of God is
missing. The second question asks “What is God?” This impersonal language
leaves the FFM team wondering why the NCC does not ask “Who is God?”

Does the NCC have a minimalist and anthropocentric approach to creation?
Though the first part of the NCC is described as “Creation and Fall” very little
space is given to describing God’s creative work beyond humanity. In explaining
what God created beyond humanity, the NCC states: “God created all things by
his powerful Word, and all his creation was very good; everything flourished
under his loving rule” (Q & A 5). Likewise, Christ’s redemptive work of reconciling
all things in the cosmos to God (Col. 1:15-20) is largely overlooked, as is the
flourishing of creation in the new heaven and new earth described in Revelation.
In its adult version, the NCC’s Q & A 52 teaches:

It reminds us that this present fallen world is not all there is; soon we will
live with and enjoy God forever in the new city, in the new heaven and the
new earth, where we will be fully and forever freed from all sin and will
inhabit renewed, resurrection bodies in a renewed, restored creation.

The theological focus appears to be disproportionately weighted on the law
and on our inability to satisfy God’s anger. While this perspective is certainly



an element of Reformed theology, the NCC overlooks the biblical theme of God’s
love, affection, and compassion. Whereas the gospel of John states that “God so
loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him
shall not perish but have eternal life,” the NCC asks “Is there any way to escape
punishment and be brought back into God’s favor?” and responds with “Yes, to
satisfy his justice, God himself, out of mere mercy, reconciles us to himself and
delivers us from sin and from the punishment for sin, by a Redeemer.” (NCC Q &
A 19). The silence regarding God’s love and the emphasis on the method of our
escape from punishment appear to present only a partial picture of the biblical
narrative regarding our redemption.

d. The mention of our calling to do good works occurs in Part 2 on Christ’s
Redemption, instead of in the work of the Spirit in Part 3. This arrangement
seems odd to our sensibilities. Why isn’t this located under the work of the Spirit?
Moreover, the lack of any description within the NCC regarding what a life of
good works looks like shows the benefit and wisdom of the Heidelberg
Catechism’s location of the Ten Commandments.

e. Does the approach to the content lose too much of the richness of the
original resources? The content included in the NCC is abridged, paraphrased,
and compiled from several historic Reformation documents written in the 16th
and 17th centuries. For example, NCC Q & A 1 borrows from the Heidelberg
Catechism Q & 1, but changes “comfort” to “hope” and includes only the first
sentence of the Heidelberg Catechism’s response. The forgiveness of sin,
freedom from the devil’s tyranny, God’s providential care, the assurance of
eternal life, and the Spirit's work to “make me wholeheartedly willing and ready
from now on to live for him” are left out. Our team wonders if the hope or comfort
of the gospel is diminished too far by leaving out these other aspects of God’s
reconciling and restorative work in Jesus Christ and through the Spirit.

5. About the New City Catechism Curriculum
The New City Catechism Curriculum features 52 lessons developed from the questions
and answers of The New City Catechism, designed to help children ages 8-11 learn the
core doctrines of the Christian faith in a Sunday school, classroom, or homeschool
setting.

The NCC Curriculum kit includes four copies of The New City Catechism for Kids, a
three-volume leader’s guide, and a book of 52 black-and-white reproducible graphics
and activity pages needed for activities in the lessons.

Each lesson in the leader’s guide includes outlines for 30-, 45-, or 75-minute sessions, a
Bible passage and memory verse, a list of suggested materials, detailed instructions for
activities, suggested prayers, and activity pages available for digital download. Those



who are interested can download a sample the first five lessons at
https://static.crossway.org/excerpt/nccc-sample.pdf

New City Catechism Curriculum Content and Pedagogy Observations

With regard to the NCC Curriculum’s content, our main observations are outlined in point
4 above since the curriculum content follows the catechism content. In this light, our
essential curriculum content question is “How does the arrangement, inclusion, and
absence of certain biblical and theological themes impact the ways students will come to
understand who God is, their relationship with God, and their calling to participate as
members of Christ’s body within God’s kingdom?”

With regard to pedagogy, our team identified several strengths for churches to take note
of as they evaluate the appropriateness of using the NCC Curriculum in faith formation
efforts within their churches.

a. The structure of the NCC’s teacher’s resources provide an outline and
suggestions that help teachers develop a predictable and accessible pattern for
the lesson plans. This pattern follows a traditional educational model of recap,
intro and intro activity, lesson/teaching time, activity, discussion, take-home
memory work, and closing prayer.

b. The curriculum articulates a difference between head and heart knowledge in the
teaching notes.

c. The teaching notes draw attention to how the teacher’s posture and engagement
with the students is a form of teaching. This emphasis demonstrates an
awareness of the relational aspects of teaching.

d. The flexibility of the lesson designs allow for greater contextualization of the NCC
within a broader range of teaching settings.

e. The NCC encourages that learning about the NCC would occur in both church
and home settings.

However, the review team also noted several significant concerns related to the NCC’s
pedagogy for churches to keep in mind when discerning whether or not to utilize the
NCC Curriculum in their contexts.

a. The NCC Curriculum assumes that catechesis and virtue development are
acquired through doctrinal knowledge about the Christian faith. While faith
formation includes learning biblical and theological content about God and the
gospel, an age- and ability-appropriate faith also embeds this content within a
process of nurturing a person’s experiential relationship with God. Experiencing
God’s love, having our affections and desires transformed, and learning to live in
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communion with God’s people and as participants with the Spirit in God’s mission
are also essential elements of a holistic faith formation process.

There appears to be a lack of humility and gentleness. Some of the “Big Idea”
statements, which serve as the foci for the various lessons, come across as
heavy-handed. For example, the lesson for Question 3 states that “A correct
understanding of the Trinity is essential to right worship of God.” But we are left
wondering, who among us has a “correct” understanding of the Trinity? We may
have partial understanding about the Trinity, but there is a fundamental mystery
and incomprehensibility of the Trinity as well. The danger in asserting that a
student must correctly understand the Trinity in order to worship God properly is
that it leaves no room for worshiping God while growing in our knowledge about
God. Statements like these unnecessarily increase the potential to stunt and
damage a person'’s faith formation process.

The reading level of the children’s version of the NCC is significantly higher
than the intended audience. The language used in the children’s NCC book is
far too complex for its 8- to 11-year-old intended audience. When utilizing
readability calculators, many of the answers require a Grade 8 (age 12-14)
reading level. One calculator, the Gunning Fog index, assesses the NCC'’s
reading level to be at Grade 11. The language is a real barrier to the younger
members of the NCC'’s intended audience.

Related to the previous point, the NCC Curriculum lesson plans make
several other assumptions about the audience. The content assumes that
participants have a Christian faith background, understand terms like “worship”
and “forgiveness,” and are familiar with the basic narrative arc of Scripture.
Additional assumptions about family structures are also evident at times. There
also are no accommodations suggested for those with intellectual or physical
disabilities.

The primary pedagogical tool is memorization. The NCC introduction states
that memorization is an essential element of this curriculum. From a learning
theory perspective, rote memorization is the lowest level of learning. While some
memorization is foundational to learning, the pedagogy found in the lesson plans
does not move toward higher levels of learning. If the goal is mere accumulation
of theological knowledge without integration or development of a Reformed
worldview, then perhaps memorization is sufficient. However, faith formation calls
for learning approaches that integrate head and heart in order for the head
knowledge to become internalized as an assurance of God’s faithfulness. Itis
foundation to be sure, but left there or if that is the main focus on what is
achieved in this curriculum, we are only giving children content that does not
engage in the higher levels of learning. To this end, the expectation of



memorizing the catechism answer and an accompanying scripture passage each
week is unrealistic for most home situations.

f.  Will volunteers have the time and theological capacity needed to teach this
material? The lesson plans require preparation time and a fairly high level of
theological and intellectual capability from the leaders. This reality limits who
within a church community can teach this material.

g. What resources are available for parents, grandparents, or other caregivers
at home to participate in teaching the NCC? While Keller shares a story of
how easy it was for their family to integrate catechism teaching into their home,
the lesson plans and resources do not provide specific resources for “at home”
learning of the NCC. Parents, particularly those who are new to the faith, would
likely be challenged to participate in their child’s learning.

h. Does this curriculum nurture love? One of the NCC'’s stated desires is that this
curriculum “nurtures in children a love for and understanding of the essential
doctrines for the Christian faith.” But the pedagogical approach makes little room
for cultivating a love for this knowledge. Many of the questions in the lesson
plans are looking for yes or no answers and do little to invite wonder, awe, or
affection for the God who took on flesh, suffered and died, in our place.

i. Where is the transition toward application? While there is a stated desire that
the lessons will lead to a life-long faith that knows how to respond to life’s
circumstances, the lessons create little space for students, whether children or
adults, to wonder and explore how these theological principles relate to the real
contours of the circumstances in which they are living. For example, the
curriculum’s “Virtue Vision” for Q & A 1 on belonging to Jesus is that “we must be
quick to forgive.” While forgiveness is indeed a Christian virtue, the historic
emphasis on this teaching is one of comfort that we belong to God. An
application emphasis that invites students to wonder about other places they
belong and about how they experience belonging to God and to God’s people
would have been a more fitting application.

7. Perspectives for Churches to Consider
In the process of this review, our team noted a few other perspectives for churches to
consider when determining whether or not to utilize the NCC Curriculum in their context.

a. A robust curriculum is multi-dimensional. Is this a robust children’s
curriculum? No. A robust children’s curriculum considers how children learn,
utilizes developmentally appropriate language and thinking, engages multiple
learning styles, cultivates spaces for wonder, stories, and reflection, and offers
guidance for potential applications, in which content serves the formation of a



person’s character in relationship to God, community, and creation. Most of these
elements appear to be missing from the NCC Curriculum.

b. Curriculum design matters. In a culture that is progressively more visual and to
honor the way that we are embodied beings—and not souls trapped in
bodies—the physicality of our resources matter. We communicate value by the
quality of our curriculum resources, particularly through the student materials.
Regarding the print version of the children’s catechism, there is little about it that
would appeal to children. Except for the appealing small size of the children’s
catechism book, the static design and lack of color and graphics on pages does
not convey to children that the material is intended for them.

c. The attendance expectation is very high. A 52-week catechism is ambitious
and unrealistic in our current context of declining attendance for worship, Sunday
school, and other discipleship programs. How could students make up for missed
weeks? We wonder if the material might be better presented in another format
rather than a one-year weekly immersion.

8. FFM Learning through This Review Process
While we bring a certain amount of expertise into a review process like this one, FFM
staff recognize that our capacity to lead is rooted in a commitment to our own lifelong
learning and growth. This final section of our report shares some of the wondering that
has been evoked within the FFM team through this review process.

a. Are we seeing a resurgence in the desire for catechetical resources? We are
perceiving a growing desire within the CRC to find culturally relevant ways to
communicate the richness of what we believe. This request to provide a
curriculum review of the NCC comes alongside numerous other requests from
pastors, youth leaders, and other church leaders to assist them in locating new
resources for teaching the creeds, confessions, and contemporary testimonies
that shape the theological framework of the Christian Reformed Church. This
apparent resurging interest in catechetical teaching follows after years of many
congregations discarding all kinds of engagements with the historical documents
of the church.

b. Are there gaps in our denomination’s current catechetical resources? Yes. We
have consistently heard from those working with people who are coming to faith
later in life that our current catechetical resources assume a familiarity with the
Christian faith, the characters and stories in the Bible, and higher levels of
education. While the curriculum introduction states that the NCC is for children
and adults, we are not convinced that the NCC is an appropriate resource for
those who are early in their faith development, regardless of their ages. However,
the NCC could be a beneficial conversation starter for those already familiar with
the basic Christian faith, biblical narrative, and theological terms.



c. Additionally, we wonder how many lifelong members of our churches have not
engaged the confessional documents of our tradition since they were in high
school. Could all of us benefit from catechetical resources that are designed to
introduce these documents as if we were encountering them for the first time?

d. Since the CRC'’s historical confessional resources were developed in European
contexts within the 16th and 17th centuries, how might our catechetical teaching
resources benefit from greater attention to the increasing diversity of the CRC
today and of the communities in which God has planted us? If we include
campus ministries and nontraditional churches, at least 20 different languages
are spoken in the CRC, representing many cultural communities. Our
congregations also embrace people of varying cognitive and physical abilities.
How might our catechetical resources serve all members equally?

e. With the increasing array of social media options, podcasts, webinars, etc., our
team wonders if there is an opportunity to develop new forms of catechetical
teaching that utilizes these other approaches rather than a traditional curriculum
approach. We are wondering how current technologies could encourage more
integrated, intergenerational, lifelong, and lifebroad engagement with the creedal
and confessional statements of our faith.

f.  How can we engage current understandings from educational contexts—how
children make meaning, faith formation theory, adult learning theory, practice
based learning, etc.—in shaping catechetical teaching within local church
contexts? How might best practices offered by educational, social, and even faith
development research better equip Reformed churches to adapt our faith
formative approaches?

g. What current best practices can we identify within CRC congregations related to
teaching our creeds, confessions, and contemporary testimonies? Rather than
writing a new curriculum, which would require a high commitment of time and
resources, are there ways to gather the best practices from CRC congregations
to share and grow in our mutual learning around faith formation?

h. While FFM currently has a resource called “Ten-Question Tool for Choosing a
Children’s Ministry Curriculum,” our NCC review process has sparked
conversations about the potential of developing similar resources for teen and
adult materials, as well as for identifying resources for those who are new to the
faith and who live with cognitive impairments and learning disabilities.

8. Conclusion
More than providing a simple yes or no regarding FFM’s perspective on the New City
Catechism and curriculum, our review team believes that churches are better served by
sharing more of our conversation and considerations in reviewing this resource.



Therefore, our goal in sharing this curriculum review of the NCC for synod’s
consideration is to provide churches with a report that will allow them to see the process
and types of observations made when conducting a resource review.

Additionally, we saw this review as an opportunity to share how the process of reviewing
the NCC has sparked within FFM additional conversations related to the CRC'’s
catechetical teaching resources.

Recommendations:

1. That synod grant the privilege of the floor to Rev. Dr. Chris Schoon, Director of
Faith Formation Ministries, when matters related to this report are being
discussed.

2. That synod encourage CRC churches to share with FFM the ways that they are
engaging in catechetical teaching in their local contexts, particularly with regard
to those who come to faith as adults.

3. That synod consider this report in fulfilment of the directive by Synod 2019 for
FFM to provide a curriculum review and advice regarding the churches’ use of
the New City Catechism.



