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Susan Durber Chapter & verse

The church where I worship has 
two sets of texts in niches the 
shape of tablets (the Moses kind of 
tablet, not iPads!) on the front wall 

of the sanctuary. The texts are written in 
a rather tricky to read 18th-century script, 
but, after two and half years of sitting 
looking at them, I can decipher them well. 
(I know, I should have been listening better 
to the notices....)

On the left-hand side are the Ten 
Commandments from Exodus and on the 
right are the Beatitudes and the Lord’s 
Prayer, from Matthew’s Gospel. These texts 
always make me think of the Lollards of 
pre-Reformation England, some of whom 
were put in prison simply for memorising 
some of these verses in their own mother 
tongue. The least I can do is give these texts 
my attention, properly.

In most church services we hold 
together a fragment of the Hebrew 
scriptures with a fragment (or fragments) 
of the New Testament and we see what 
happens as they speak to each other, 
usually for our illumination. But I have 
come to realise, slowly over months, 
that holding these two tablets alongside 
each other does something interesting, 
dangerous even, to the way we read. 

Reading the Beatitudes alongside the 
Ten Commandments invites you to read 
the Beatitudes as laws – as though God 
is commanding us to be meek, pure or to 
make peace. And this works until you ask: 
how God can command us to mourn or to 
be persecuted or to be poor in spirit? At this 
point, you see that the Beatitudes are not 
laws at all, but promises of grace to people 
who are empty. They are not diffi cult laws 
that we should struggle to keep, and Jesus 
is not a new Moses bringing a different 

top ten laws. When we see the Beatitudes 
as laws, we miss the point. These are not 
law, but Gospel. Reading from left to right, 
reading from the Ten Commandments to 
the Beatitudes, is very misleading. 

What would it mean, then, to read 
from right to left – to read the Ten 
Commandments through the lens 
of the Beatitudes? Faithful Jews tell 
us that the Commandments are not 
onerous obligations but a gift from God 
to the people; they are blessings. The 
Commandments begin, Jews point out, 
with reminders: a reminder of the rescue 
from slavery, of the freedom to worship 
only the one true God, of the real gift of 
Sabbath and the possibility of communities 
freed from violence, abuse and greed, 
instead fi lled with mutual honour, truth 
and love. The Commandments, seen like 
this, are gifts of grace. This offers us a new 
way of reading them, which challenges the 
reading we are used to. 

I suspect that most of us fi nd it hard to 

read either the Ten Commandments or the 
Beatitudes as gifts of grace, rather than as 
texts that burden us with what we ought 
to do, or virtues we ought to develop. I 
know that I often want to cut to the chase 
and discover what I’m supposed to do – 
what the task is. And I hear too often the 
temptation of the preacher to tell us what 
we should go out and do next. 

People want to know: “What am I 
supposed to do after hearing this sermon?” 
But the faith we share is not fi rst of all a set 
of commandments, but an announcement 
of good news. And, the news is not about 
what we’ve got to do, but what God has 
already done. There is a sense in which we 
don’t have to do anything, because God has 
done it fi rst. God comes to bless and love us 
and welcome us. That’s what happens fi rst. 

So, because we tend to read from left 
to right, I’d love to change the order of 
those two tablets, so that we could read the 
Beatitudes fi rst and then read the Good 
News and blessing that is really there in 
the Ten Commandments. But, I imagine it 
would be easier if we could learn to read 
from right to left instead!

Do we need to think about what it 
means to read two pieces of Scripture 
side by side, as we often do in church 
services? Some of our forebears favoured 
reading just one (long) piece of Scripture in 
worship. Some today are not happy unless 
there are four texts (including a Psalm), 
interpreting each other within worship. 
You might also say that we read all texts 
and any texts alongside the “second text” of 
our own lives. How can we be good readers, 
comprehending the Good News, hearing 
the Word of God? How shall we read?

Susan Durber is theology adviser for 
Christian Aid 

Small group discussion questions to 
accompany this article are available from
www.reform-magazine.co.uk/
study-materials
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Small group discussion questions 
February 2016

Chapter & verse – Susan Durber (page 20)
Read Exodus 20:1-21 and Matthew 5:1-12; 6:9-13 followed by Susan Durber’s article.
 
1. Think about the interior of your church. What does it tell people about the kind of church 
you are, about your beliefs and priorities?

2. Susan describes two texts on the wall at the front of her church – the ones you have just 
read. Why do you think those texts were chosen to go on the wall?

3. In paragraph three, Susan says that putting the two texts alongside each other “does 
something interesting, dangerous even, to the way we read”. What effect does it have, and 
why might it be dangerous? 

4. Susan says, in the next paragraph, that the Beatitudes “are not law, but Gospel”. What is 
the difference? If they are not rules to follow, what impact should the Beatitudes have on 
our lives?

5. Susan talks in paragraph five of the Jewish way of understanding the Commandments. Is 
this very different from the way you tend to understand them? Do you think it is a helpful way 
to understand them?

6. Do you, as Susan suggests in paragraph six, “find it hard to read either the Ten 
Commandments or the Beatitudes as gifts of grace”? Why can this be difficult for us?

7. Susan concludes by considering the practice in church services of reading several Bible 
passages side of side. Do you find that helpful in bringing out the full meaning? What other 
ways are there to be “good readers” of the Bible?
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For further reflection: “I long for your salvation, O Lord, and your law is my delight.
Let me live that I may praise you, and let your ordinances help me.” (Psalm 119:174-175) 

Prayer: God who reaches out to us with a parent’s embrace, help us to know and to trust that 
healing embrace of unconditional love. Help us to live in the light of it. Amen.
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from slavery, of the freedom to worship 
only the one true God, of the real gift of 
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freed from violence, abuse and greed, 
instead fi lled with mutual honour, truth 
and love. The Commandments, seen like 
this, are gifts of grace. This offers us a new 
way of reading them, which challenges the 
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know that I often want to cut to the chase 
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what the task is. And I hear too often the 
temptation of the preacher to tell us what 
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of commandments, but an announcement 
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what we’ve got to do, but what God has 
already done. There is a sense in which we 
don’t have to do anything, because God has 
done it fi rst. God comes to bless and love us 
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So, because we tend to read from left 
to right, I’d love to change the order of 
those two tablets, so that we could read the 
Beatitudes fi rst and then read the Good 
News and blessing that is really there in 
the Ten Commandments. But, I imagine it 
would be easier if we could learn to read 
from right to left instead!

Do we need to think about what it 
means to read two pieces of Scripture 
side by side, as we often do in church 
services? Some of our forebears favoured 
reading just one (long) piece of Scripture in 
worship. Some today are not happy unless 
there are four texts (including a Psalm), 
interpreting each other within worship. 
You might also say that we read all texts 
and any texts alongside the “second text” of 
our own lives. How can we be good readers, 
comprehending the Good News, hearing 
the Word of God? How shall we read?
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