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TO THE EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES, CREDO FOR THIRD SUNDAY OF LENT (B), 26.03.00

FROM FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


“Thou shalt not be stupid. Thou shalt not bunk off school. Thou shalt be nice to people. Thou shalt be good at footie. Thou shalt not ride a bike with no lights.” 

Try asking a class of 15-year olds the Ten Commandments. I’ve heard these specimens since learning by rote went out of fashion. When the catechism had to be learnt off by heart, some joker would try to embarrass the teacher with: “Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s ass.”  Modern ignorance is deadly not only to piety, but also to humour.


The Mass readings this weekend include Exodus 20, the Decalogue – literally, the “ten words”  - given by Yahweh through Moses to the people of Israel. The word (dabar) of Yahweh is ever creative. It is full of wisdom and truth. It is powerful and can change men's hearts and minds. It achieves what it is sent out to do.
God gave the Decalogue within the context of liberation: the Passover, the escape from bondage to Pharoah, and the miraculous crossing of the Red Sea. God was inviting the Hebrew people to a new freedom after their experience of slavery. By observing the 'Ten Words' they would show their gratitude for YHWH's liberating love. They would be His people, and He would be their God. Old Testament morality is essentially a covenant morality.

God promulgated this covenant with the whole people of Israel at Mount Sinai. Moses ascended the holy mountain as the terrified people watched from below. They beheld an awesome theophany: thunder, lightening, trumpet blast, fire smoke and thick darkness. God spoke to Moses in the thunder and delivered to him the “ten words”, the “charter of liberation.” 

The Decalogue is one of the wonders of God, the mirabilia Dei. It is an expression of God’s loving wisdom. It is a means of freedom and social justice. It represents a more radical deliverance than the historic Exodus. It entails a liberation from the subtle slavery of disorderly passions, an exodus from selfish inclinations to a fuller life in God. For there would have been little purpose in God freeing the Hebrews from their Egyptian slavery, if they merely took to enslaving and oppressing one another afterwards. 

The Christian Church has always highlighted the Jewish Decalogue. Archbishop Peckham’s catechism of 1280 insisted that every Englishman knew by heart the Ten Commandments. At the Reformation, painted boards bearing the Decalogue became mandatory in all parish churches. 

The Ten Words divide into two tables. The first table refers to Almighty God. The second table deals with the relationships between human beings.


The First Commandment instructs us to love God above all created persons and things, and with all dimensions of our being. Of course, love cannot be commanded. It is an invitation. 
This is a merciful ordinance, enjoined upon us by our Creator. Only He can fully satisfy the yearnings of the human heart for a love which never fails, a life beyond death, a greater knowledge and glory than this world can provide. There is a "God-shaped hole" inside each one of us. Some attempt to fill up that inner longing with pleasures and entertainments, drugs or possessions, fame or power. We may anaesthetise the pain of being human by denial of the truth, but we shall not find joy.


The Creator made us in his own "image and likeness", to be with the Holy Trinity for evermore. Only by loving Him and growing to be like Him, can we share His perfect fulfilment and joy for all eternity. We must not expect God to change to suit our tastes.


The second part of the Decalogue is different. It consists of short, absolute imperatives, mostly negative. The word for this is apodictic. These commands do not deal with every specific case. They need to be explicated for particular circumstances. They express the absolute and unconditional will of YHWH. They form definitely the Ten Commandments, not the Ten Guidelines.


Several take the form of universal, exceptionless moral prohibitions in Hebrew e.g. "lo tirsach" - you shall not murder; "lo tin'af" - you shall not commit adultery; "lo tignov" - you shall not steal.


Nevertheless these commandments need further precision. For example, the verb rasach, from which "lo tirsach" is derived, signifies blood murder. It never applied to the killing of animals, killing in self-defence or in war, or capital punishment.  

Na'af refers to any sexual impurity. Its scope is wider than simple adultery. It included fornication, incest, rape, homosexual relations and so on. The verb ganav (lo tignov) means “to steal”, but the poor had the right to be fed. If they were starving and took another's crops this was not reckoned as stealing. Jewish farmers were obliged not to reap over their fields twice, in order to leave some grain or fruit behind for gleaning by the widow, the orphan and the stranger. 


This reveals the unusual humanitarian quality of the Jewish Law. It was designed to protect the widow, the orphan, the poor, the stranger, the hired servants, aliens and the common labourer. A family's millstone could not be taken in pledge, for they needed it to prepare their food. A cloak taken in pledge must be returned before nightfall. The sabbath rest and the Jubilee Years applied equally to the slave and the foreigner as to Jews. This quality of mercy was unknown in the surrounding civilisations.

The Jews’ neighbouring tribes worshipped a variety of pagan gods, who demanded cultic sacrifices of their followers. They made no moral demands. There was no inconsistency in coming out of the temple and committing murder or adultery. The social code punished crimes, unless you were high-ranking, but religion and morality didn’t really mix.

In contrast the Jewish moral law was essentially religious. Every law refers directly to Yahweh. To keep the law is to please Him. To break it is to insult Him, and even to exclude oneself from His chosen people. Nowadays we expect this, but in that age it was highly unusual. 

Out of all the nations’ gods, it was Yahweh alone, the God of Israel, who demanded faithful and loving relationships among his people. 


Old Testament morality was also radically different from Greek ethics and indeed from modern philosophical ethics. The Decalogue is a community law. Greek ethics were by and large individualistic, but the Hebrews had an intense instinct for solidarity. The Greeks tried to build up a moral system on the basis of human reason and various ideas of 'the good life.' The Hebrews were convinced that YHWH had given them their moral commandments, which are rooted in His will. Ethics for them was a matter not of debate (as in modern universities), but of obedience.


Israel was the Lord's elect. She had a special role in His plan for humanity. She must be a consecrated people, a light to the nations, holy and sacred. The ground of Israelite morality is this: "You shall be holy, for I, the Lord your God, am holy." Israel must take on this quality of holiness from God. Therefore she must be separated from defilement and false gods. God wants her as a people for Himself, different from all the neighbouring tribes who prostrate themselves before idols and commit immorality. Those who desert the Covenant will perish. All the more should this apply to the New Israel, the Church.


Every precept of the Decalogue reveals an aspect of God's Holiness, His infinite sanctity and perfection. Israel's duty is to obey God's commandments, to fear the Lord "that you may not sin," and to love the Lord  "with all your heart and soul and mind." What was true for the Jews, is to be expected even more of the Christians.

