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the external Word from the ear into the heart. So
over a long stretch of years Bach perfected his
Clavier Ubung III that exercised children at the
keyboard and in faith at once.

When we take up the matter of “exercises,” we
immediately come upon a theological problem.
The longstanding use of exercises comes to us
from Aristotle, particularly in the ethics. There the
secret was to begin with the basics in order to get
beyond them. Exercises were preliminary, prepara-
tory as one sought higher goals. So Aristotle
thought of life as a lad-
der. The ladder’s lower
rungs involve childish
exercises that enabled
the mature person to
climb higher by aiming
at things not yet
achieved. Aristotle
loved to think of ath-
letes this way: getting
ready to throw the dis-
cus by going through
the basic steps, then
exercising until exercise
habit, habit
character, and character

became
finally  fulfills an
essence. We call this ad
modum  Aristoteles. It
seeks to make of life an
actualizing of potential,
so that the final act is
the real thing.

Bach learned a dif-
ferent sense of exercise
from Luther in the Small
Catechism. For Luther,
one never could get beyond the catechism for the
same reason that one never progressed beyond
faith. This is because justification is a divine gift,
not a potential actualized by deed. From the first
sinner to the last, the attempt has been to progress
beyond the most basic matter, that God was in
Christ reconciling the world to Himself. Sin is
therefore always this desire to add to Christ, to
sanctify a justification, to add work to faith, to
escape the world of creatures into the realm of
ideas, to become an immaterial spirit that knows

Johann Sebastian Bach, 1748
(Elias Gottlob Haussmann).

neither birth nor death. That is, to climb a ladder
out of this world into a disembodied, Gnostic
dream of pure thought. Instead, as Luther
learned, God came down, born of a woman, born
under the law, and so has come to redeem the
lost. Faith is not active, but passive. It does not
take or possess; it receives. This way of thinking
rejects substance and embraces a relational and
utterly new way of living. Life is what the
philosophers more recently have dreamed it was,
but in reverse—not a ladder up to God, but Christ
the ladder from God
down to us—a new and
unheard of dialectical
materialism based on
the incarnation of
Christ.
faith are not a ladder to
the beyond; they are
the way of locating us
in this very world of

Exercises in

God’s own making as a
creature of our loving
Creator. Exercises teach
us to stay planted here,
in this place of God’s
own making, thus they
go in, not above, and
always
rather than elongate it.
Such exercises are not
ad modum Aristoteles,
but rather ad modum
Scripturae. One takes a
teacher; the other a

deepen life

preacher.

The reason the
great Bach could teach
catechism and keyboard exercises throughout his
life is the very reason Luther never got beyond the
catechism. They both kept going deeper, deeper,
and deeper in. There in the midst of life they
found the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit at
work in creatures to make them righteous, new,
just—in short able to fear, love, and trust God
above anything else. Pastors, organists, musicians,
confirmation teachers, parents—please take note.
When teaching becomes tedious, think of Bach
with his little Leipzig confirmands, restless and



