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In my recent book Doing Right: Practicing Ethical Principles (InterVarsity Press, 2005), the two authors 
with the most citations in my author index were Alphonse Maillot (37 citations) and André Chouraqui (34 
citations). Doing Right, part two of my introduction to Christian ethics, is structured around the Decalogue, 
seen through the lenses of the double Love Commandment and the biblical calls to justice and freedom.   
I see the Ten Commandments as the ten basic ways to love either God or a neighbor (“made in God’s 
image and likeness, therefore…”), the ten basic principles of justice, and the ten fundamental guidelines 
in a life of freedom. 
 
 During my 1984-85 sabbatical in Bordeaux I actually started working on this project (sidetracked a lot by 
other projects for fifteen years but picked up again with passion and attention during a study leave in 
Bordeaux the first half of 2000---there’s something about Bordeaux and ethical research, I have to 
conclude!).  I shared some of my early chapter drafts with Jacques Ellul during our Friday afternoon 
meetings at his home that year.  I specifically remember him urging me to start acquiring and studying the 
writings of Alphonse Maillot.  In subsequent years, Ellul also mentioned André Chouraqui to me. These 
authors became two of the three most important modern sources for my understanding of the ethics of 
the Decalogue (the other was Czech theologian Jan Milic Lochman). 
 
Alphonse Maillot (1920-2003) was a pastor and theologian in the Reformed Church of France.  He 
published several biblical commentaries, including  three volumes on the Psalms, a major study of 
Romans, and a brilliant little work on the Beatitudes. 
 
Le Decalogue: Une morale pour notre temps begins with Maillot rejecting the simplistic and false 
association of the Decalogue with a legalistic attitude.  “We forget that legalism was not created by the 
Decalogue but by the listener . . . Above all we forget the liberating character of the Decalogue:  promise, 
future, and joy.  The Torah (I reject the term ‘Law’) is not only holy and just, it is good.  Good for us.  It is 
this liberating goodness of the Decalogue, expressed in particular by the first commandment, that I don’t 
find very often among the commentators” (pp. 7-8; my translation). 
 
Among Maillot’s emphases as he works his way through the Decalogue:  this is guidance addressed to 
laity, not just clergy;  there is no separation between the religious or worship side of life and one’s affairs 
out in the world---and Maillot warns against a too-strict division of two table in the Decalogue, something 
that has always seemed misguided to me as well;  despite an initial impression of negativity (“Thou shalt 
not”), the Decalogue opens up a hundred positives for every negative; while the Decalogue is given to the 
Covenant people liberated from Egyptian slavery, and it must never be imposed on those around us, the 
messsage is for “all who have ears to hear”;  the first command (“no other gods before me”), is the critical 
foundation---the next nine spell out the implications of have Yahweh as God.   
 
In discussing the command against idols and images Maillot shows how far-reaching are its 
implications—rejecting our theological and philosophical images of God as much as our physical ones, 
and warning against viewing people through images and stereotypes.  It is a question of life and vitality 
being replaced by narrow, lifeless substitutes, for God or for others. 
 



In every discussion, Maillot shows his grasp of the historical and linguistic issues but then he takes his 
readers to the heart, the essential message, of each commandment, both in its negative and positive 
reach.  His discussions and applications are brilliantly insightful and even exhilarating.  I never got to 
meet Maillot in person but I did have the pleasure of reaching him by telephone at the retirement home 
where he spent the last years of his life, and thanking him for his extraordinary gifts to his readers. 
 
In February of 2000, taking a short break from my work in Bordeaux, on a visit to Sarlat, east of 
Bordeaux, I was surprised to see in the window of a little book store the title Les Dix Commandements 
Aujourd’hui.  This is not a popular theme of retail books in France (or the USA!).  I was further surprised 
and pleased to see that it was written by André Chouraqui, whose name I knew thanks to Ellul. 
 
Chouraqui  (born 1917 in Algeria) studied law and rabbinical studies in Paris and worked with the French 
Resistance during WWII.  He settled in Jerusalem in 1958 and served as an advisor to David Ben-Gurion 
(1959-63) and later in the 60s as elected Deputy Mayor of Jerusalem under Teddy Kollek.  Chouraqui is 
the only person to have published original translations of the Hebrew Bible, New Testament, and Koran. 
He is the author of many other books. 
 
Les Dix Commandments is a remarkable study by any measure.  Chouraqui was friends with René 
Cassin, the primary editor of the UN Declaration of Universal Human Rights and dedicated this book to 
him.  Chouraqui says that we need a declaration of universal human duties to go along with the rights---
and the Ten Commands serve that purpose.  Chouraqui reviews how each of the ten has been 
interpreted and applied in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam---and how each could help us today.  The 
Decalogue should be a helpful foundation for common understanding and reconciliation.  This is a brilliant 
and wise contribution. 
 


