
Small group discussion questions
February 2015

Chapter & verse – Susan Durber (p22)
Read 1 Corinthians 11:17-34, followed by Susan Durber’s article.

1.  In the first half of “Chapter & verse”, Susan describes a meal in India which made her feel 
uncomfortable. What was it about the meal that made her feel like that?  Have you ever had 
the experience of feeling uncomfortable about the cultural traditions around eating a meal? 

2.  In paragraph four of “Chapter & verse”, Susan says: “I reflected of course on the ways in 
which food and eating also divide people in my own culture.” What ways does she mention? 
Can you think of others? 

3. Read 1 Corinthians 11: 17-22. How would you describe the way the Corinthian church 
celebrates the Lord’s Supper? 

4. In 1 Corinthians 11:20, Paul says: “When you come together, it is not really to eat the Lord’s 
Supper”. How do you understand this statement? 

5. In paragraph five of “Chapter & verse”, Susan describes the Lord’s Supper as “profoundly 
counter cultural”. What made the idea of eating everyone together so significant? 

6. In verse 27 of the Bible passage, Paul says: “Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks 
the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be answerable for the body and blood of the 
Lord.” What do you think eating and drinking in “an unworthy manner” might involve? And 
how do you understand the idea of being “answerable for the body and blood of the Lord”?

7. Do social divisions of the kind Paul addresses in this passage occur in churches today? If so, 
how do they happen and what form do they take? What can we do about them?
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ate with and what you ate mattered a great 
deal, a meal in which everyone eats together 
must have made a real statement about a 
different kind of world. It’s not a supper in 
which some “wait on” while others eat. It’s a 
meal in which everyone waits, until all are 
present and can eat together. 

As I reflected more on this theme, I 
realised that there is another kind of 
separation at the table that I should never 
get used to. It is a terrible scandal that 
the people of Christ do not eat together 
around one table at the Supper of the Lord. 
Imagine what Paul might have written to 
the Christians in Corinth if, in addition 
to breaking up into social groups and 
forgetting to wait for the poor, they had 
divided up into separate communities with 
different tables and customs, different 
leaders and communities, given their 
churches different names, even given the 
meal different names and eaten resolutely 
separately. What then would his judgement 
have been? 

How ironic it is that we have made the 
meal of unity the final mark of our disunity 
in the Church. Even when we recognise this 
and mourn it, we too readily blame others 
for excluding us. Perhaps each disciple of 
Christ, each community of Christ’s people, 
should ask: “What could we do to renew the 
Church’s unity with Christ, so that we can 
all sit down together at one table?” I believe 
that if we neglect this question, or become 
accustomed to the divisions and separations 
that the world clings to, we shall be ignoring 
the call of Christ himself. How can we “wait 
for one another”, as Christ, with such infinite 
patience, waits for us?

Susan Durber is theology adviser for 
Christian Aid and moderator of the World 

Council of Churches’ faith and order commission 

Small group discussion questions to 
accompany this article are available  
from www.reform-magazine.co.uk/
study-materials

I recently spent some time in a rural 
village community in Kerala, India. 
With June Osborne, the Dean of 
Salisbury, and our translator Manju, I 

shared the only bedroom in a small house, 
received generous hospitality and learned a 
great deal about the realities of life in quite 
a different part of the world from my own. 

There were things I expected to find 
difficult: Sleeping on the floor, coping 
with insects and other animals, the toilet 
arrangements, the heat, the lack of privacy 
– all those very human things. What I 
hadn’t prepared for was my reaction to 
some of the customs about eating.

June, Manju and I were treated as 
honoured guests and that meant, certainly 
for the first night, that we ate on our own 
and were served by the family. We protested 
at first that we would prefer to eat with 
them, but we realised that true grace was 
simply to accept hospitality and enjoy the 
delicious meal. The next evening, the man 
of the house joined us and we ate sitting on 
the floor with him in the outer room of the 
house. And then the woman of the house 
joined us too, even though her daughter-in-
law, who had cooked the meal, did not. 

It was clear that there were strong 
customs about who could eat with whom. 
I found this deeply uncomfortable. I found 
it hard not to sit and eat with the daughter-
in-law, Parvitra, to share delight in tasting 
the food which we had chopped, mixed and 
cooked together, even laughing over the pan 
that stuck just when her mother-in-law was 
looking. I reflected of course on the ways in 
which food and eating also divide people in 
my own culture. I’ve never been a natural 
at those high-table dinners where some 
in a community eat from different dishes 

and with different cutlery. I am so angry at 
the way in the UK today there are so many 
who depend on foodbanks. And I find it 
scandalous that our hunger for meat means 
that forests are being cut down. But I have 
learned, perhaps, to live with these things 
and they don’t make me as uncomfortable 
as they should – as uncomfortable as I felt 
eating a delicious meal, while someone 
didn’t eat with me, but had to wait. 

My experience helped me to understand 
again why it was that St Paul got so angry 
with the Christians at Corinth. They had 
forgotten that the meal which Jesus 
instituted was to be one where everyone 
eats, and everyone eats together. This meal 
was about the unity of the community with 
Christ himself and about the unity of the 
people with each other. In a world in which 
rich and poor, male and female, slaves and 
free, Jews and Gentiles ate differently and 
separately, Jesus’ supper was profoundly 
counter-cultural. In a city where who you 

‘Jesus’ supper was 
counter-cultural’

“It is a scandal that the people of Christ
do not eat together around one table”

Chapter & verse

i

“So then, my brothers and sisters, when you come together to eat, wait for one another.”

1 Corinthians 11:33
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ate with and what you ate mattered a great 
deal, a meal in which everyone eats together 
must have made a real statement about a 
different kind of world. It’s not a supper in 
which some “wait on” while others eat. It’s a 
meal in which everyone waits, until all are 
present and can eat together. 

As I reflected more on this theme, I 
realised that there is another kind of 
separation at the table that I should never 
get used to. It is a terrible scandal that 
the people of Christ do not eat together 
around one table at the Supper of the Lord. 
Imagine what Paul might have written to 
the Christians in Corinth if, in addition 
to breaking up into social groups and 
forgetting to wait for the poor, they had 
divided up into separate communities with 
different tables and customs, different 
leaders and communities, given their 
churches different names, even given the 
meal different names and eaten resolutely 
separately. What then would his judgement 
have been? 

How ironic it is that we have made the 
meal of unity the final mark of our disunity 
in the Church. Even when we recognise this 
and mourn it, we too readily blame others 
for excluding us. Perhaps each disciple of 
Christ, each community of Christ’s people, 
should ask: “What could we do to renew the 
Church’s unity with Christ, so that we can 
all sit down together at one table?” I believe 
that if we neglect this question, or become 
accustomed to the divisions and separations 
that the world clings to, we shall be ignoring 
the call of Christ himself. How can we “wait 
for one another”, as Christ, with such infinite 
patience, waits for us?
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Council of Churches’ faith and order commission 
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accompany this article are available  
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study-materials

I recently spent some time in a rural 
village community in Kerala, India. 
With June Osborne, the Dean of 
Salisbury, and our translator Manju, I 

shared the only bedroom in a small house, 
received generous hospitality and learned a 
great deal about the realities of life in quite 
a different part of the world from my own. 

There were things I expected to find 
difficult: Sleeping on the floor, coping 
with insects and other animals, the toilet 
arrangements, the heat, the lack of privacy 
– all those very human things. What I 
hadn’t prepared for was my reaction to 
some of the customs about eating.

June, Manju and I were treated as 
honoured guests and that meant, certainly 
for the first night, that we ate on our own 
and were served by the family. We protested 
at first that we would prefer to eat with 
them, but we realised that true grace was 
simply to accept hospitality and enjoy the 
delicious meal. The next evening, the man 
of the house joined us and we ate sitting on 
the floor with him in the outer room of the 
house. And then the woman of the house 
joined us too, even though her daughter-in-
law, who had cooked the meal, did not. 

It was clear that there were strong 
customs about who could eat with whom. 
I found this deeply uncomfortable. I found 
it hard not to sit and eat with the daughter-
in-law, Parvitra, to share delight in tasting 
the food which we had chopped, mixed and 
cooked together, even laughing over the pan 
that stuck just when her mother-in-law was 
looking. I reflected of course on the ways in 
which food and eating also divide people in 
my own culture. I’ve never been a natural 
at those high-table dinners where some 
in a community eat from different dishes 

and with different cutlery. I am so angry at 
the way in the UK today there are so many 
who depend on foodbanks. And I find it 
scandalous that our hunger for meat means 
that forests are being cut down. But I have 
learned, perhaps, to live with these things 
and they don’t make me as uncomfortable 
as they should – as uncomfortable as I felt 
eating a delicious meal, while someone 
didn’t eat with me, but had to wait. 

My experience helped me to understand 
again why it was that St Paul got so angry 
with the Christians at Corinth. They had 
forgotten that the meal which Jesus 
instituted was to be one where everyone 
eats, and everyone eats together. This meal 
was about the unity of the community with 
Christ himself and about the unity of the 
people with each other. In a world in which 
rich and poor, male and female, slaves and 
free, Jews and Gentiles ate differently and 
separately, Jesus’ supper was profoundly 
counter-cultural. In a city where who you 

‘Jesus’ supper was 
counter-cultural’

“It is a scandal that the people of Christ
do not eat together around one table”
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“So then, my brothers and sisters, when you come together to eat, wait for one another.”

1 Corinthians 11:33
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8. Do social divisions of the kind Paul addresses in this passage occur elsewhere (outside 
church contexts)? If so, how do they happen and what form do they take? What can we do 
about them?

9. In the last two paragraphs of “Chapter & verse”, Susan imagines Paul confronting theological 
divisions like those that stop churches sharing Communion today. Where do you think those 
divisions come from? And, as Susan asks: “What then would [Paul’s] judgement have been?”

10. Susan ends with a challenge to us as individuals and churches: “What could we do to 
renew the Church’s unity with Christ, so that we can all sit down together at be table?” What is 
your response to that? 

For further reflection: “I ask… on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word, 
that they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so 
that the world may believe that you have sent me.” John 17: 20-21

Prayer: God who made every one of us in your own image, and devoted untold care and love 
to each of us as your precious children, forgive us when we have acted as if we were closer to 
you or more important to you than others. Teach us, we pray, to live as brothers and sisters in 
a family united in your love. Amen. 

Page 2 of 2


