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Invited Season One –Transcript 5: Scripture 

 

Fleur Dorrell is Catholic Scripture Engagement Manager for the Catholic Bishops’ 
Conference of England and Wales and Bible Society. She’s the national co-ordinator of the 
‘God who Speaks Campaign’, a writer and an applied theologian. Fleur explores how we can 
develop a way of accessing scripture, and grow in love for the Word of God 

 

Hi, I’m fleur Dorrell, I’m Catholic Scripture Engagement Manager for the Catholic Bishops 
Conference of England and Wales, and Bible Society. I’m also the national coordinator for 
the God who Speaks campaign. Pope Francis once said that when you hold a Bible, you are 
holding something divine in your hand. It is like fire. It is a book through which God speaks. 
But what does this mean? So, the Bible is the most read book in the world, with more than 
5 billion copies sold to date. But how do we make sense of something as big as the Bible? 
With 73 books it's no small read, and it's very difficult to remember even a fraction of the 
characters, the stories, and the events. So today I’m exploring what the Bible is, and how we 
get started with this interesting and ancient set of texts that shape the foundations of our 
faith and with our relationship with God and each other to this very day. 

Now, Catholics often call the Bible the scriptures, or the sacred scriptures, and this refers 
more to its divine nature, whereas the word Bible literally means book in Latin and Greek, 
so that refers more to its physical nature. The bible was written nearly 2,000 years ago, in 
three different languages, Hebrew Greek and Aramaic. The Bible, or sacred scriptures, 
actually isn't just one book, it's a whole library because it contains 46 books in the Old 
Testament and 27 books in the New Testament. There are seven books in the Old 
Testament - Jewish books, that are not included in Protestant Bibles, these are Tobit, Judith, 
Baruch, Ecclesiasticus or Sirach, Wisdom, One and Two Maccabees, and additions to Esther 
and Daniel. These seven books are known as Deuterocanonical in some traditions, however 
all the books in the New Testament are the same in every Bible. Here's a handy chart to 
show you all the books in one go [the chart is shown on screen]. As we can see, there are 
different types of book, it's a bit like being in a bookshop or a library where you see a whole 
range of different formats of books - you see different themes and topics and titles, there 
are many different authors and formats. So, when we dip into the Bible, we must first ask 
ourselves, what type of reading is this? Am I looking at a letter, a story, a piece of 
instruction, or a point of law? Or something entirely different, such as a poem or a song? 
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Understanding the type of writing that is in front of us when we open our Bible or listen to 
it makes a huge difference to how we engage with the text, after all we don't read a bank 
statement the same way we read a card from a friend or engage with social media. 

The main biblical writings are law, history, prophecy, wisdom, and poetry, the gospels, 
letters and epistles, and here's how they work. The Old Testament, we start with the first 
five books known as the Pentateuch or the books of the law. These are: Genesis, Exodus, 
Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. These contain some of the classic stories of 
scripture, from the creation of the world to the fallen Adam and Eve, the call of Abraham, 
and Moses leading the Israelites out of Egypt, and then we have the histories: Joshua, 
Judges, Ruth, One and Two Samuel, One and Two Kings One and Two, Chronicles, Ezra, 
Nehemiah, Tobit, Judith, Esther, and One and Two Maccabees. These books tell the story of 
the history of Israel, including the entry into the promised land, the reigns of various kings 
both good and bad, the exile to Babylon, and their eventual return, as well as many 
struggles and wars with foreign empires.  

We have the wisdom and poetry books, and these comprise Job, Psalms, Proverbs, 
Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, Wisdom, Ecclesiasticus also known as Sirach or Ben Sirach. This 
collection of songs, poetry and proverbs, contains both practical and religious wisdom for 
daily living. And then we have the prophets, so we have Isaiah, Jeremiah, Lamentations, 
Baruch, Ezekiel and Daniel. Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, 
Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi.  

The role of the prophets was to share God's word, so they reminded the people of their 
unique vocation as God's chosen people, however their challenging words were very often 
not welcomed. And now we come to the New Testament, first we have the four Gospels 
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, and we include the Acts of the Apostles here, since Acts is 
considered to be a part two of Luke’s Gospel. These books reveal the life and words of Jesus 
mostly directly to us, so the Gospels are the most important part of our whole scriptures. 
And then we have the letters, we have Romans, One and Two Corinthians, Galatians, 
Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, One and Two Thessalonians, One and Two Timothy, Titus, 
Philemon, and Hebrews. Most of these are attributed to saint paul, he wrote them to 
Christian communities throughout the Roman Empire, such as to Ephesus and Thessalonica 
as well as to certain individuals such as Titus, Timothy and Philemon. And finally, we have 
other letters, and these are James, One and two Peter, One, Two and Three John, Jude and 
Revelation, also known as the Apocalypse.  

They are known as the Catholic Epistles because they are written to the wider church 
community rather than two specific church communities at that time. So now we've got a 
sense of what the Bible is composed of, the sheer range of books and types that are 
included in the sacred scriptures, or as we say in the canon, which really refers to the body 
of books that are collated into this one library, we can now see about how we go about 
reading the Bible. Now we know it's not just like any other ordinary set of books, so here's 
our four Catholic principles for getting into the scriptures. First, God is the principal author 
of sacred scripture, he inspired all its writers. Second, God used specific people in history to 
write in human language at a particular time and place. These writers, their personalities, 
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their cultures, context and education shaped the form of their books, so they express the 
truth about God differently through the different types of writing, whether it's prophetical, 
historical or poetical. Third, we seek to understand the meaning of these texts beyond the 
details of their time, influence and place, and the authors help us to do this through using 
images to understand the meanings more clearly. Fourth, God chose to reveal certain truths 
for the sake of salvation, and the message of salvation is the set of revealed truths which 
Catholics call the deposit of faith or divine revelation.  

The Bible is primarily concerned with telling and sharing these truths, and without error. To 
help us grow in our faith, the church gives us three points for interpreting and 
understanding the Bible, to be especially attentive to the content and unity of the whole of 
scripture. Because it all fits together so that we shouldn't just look at selected parts in 
isolation. Second, to read the Bible within the living tradition of the Church, since the Holy 
Spirit guides the Church in how we interpret scripture. It is helpful for us to see how saints, 
how popes, early church fathers and mothers, and church councils have commented on 
scripture throughout history. Indeed, Pope Gregory the great in the 5th century once 
described scriptures as a river, shallow enough for lambs to paddle in, but deep enough for 
elephants to swim in. And third, we pay attention to the coherence of the truth of faith 
within the whole plan of revelation, because this entire deposit of faith forms a wonderful 
unity for us. We see that doctrine sheds light on scripture and scripture sheds light on 
doctrine. The Old Testament lies in the New and the New is in the Old, so we wouldn't 
recognise Jesus as Christ without the witness of the Old Testament. 

The whole point of our reading and understanding the Bible is to encounter God, to 
understand the revelation he has given us through the scriptures, and to grow in our faith. 
But we do not read alone, as we are part of the worldwide Catholic community. We read 
the Bible within the tradition of the living church to benefit from the holiness and wisdom 
of all the faithful who have gone before us. So how does the Bible speak to us today? We 
believe there are different senses to our understanding of the Bible, the first one is the 
literal sense, and that is the meaning conveyed by the words of scripture and discovered by 
exegesis, following sound rules of interpretation. The spiritual sense, in the light of unity of 
God's plan not just the text of scripture but also the realities and events about which it 
speaks, are also signs to us. The allegorical sense, we can find a more profound 
understanding of events by seeing their significance in terms of Christ, so the crossing of 
the Red Sea is both a sign of Christ’s victory and of Christian baptism. Then we have the 
moral sense, the events we read in scripture should always lead us to act justly and fairly to 
one another. And finally, we have the anagogical sense, from the Greek word meaning to 
lead, we can see the realities and events in the bible in terms of their eternal significance, 
leading us home to God so the church on earth is a sign of the heavenly Jerusalem that 
awaits us. 

The Good Samaritan: an example to show the senses at work. The wounded man 
represents all of us and our need for Christ, the Good Samaritan represents Christ himself 
and how he saves us, the priest and the Levite represent all those who deny and reject 
Christ, and the inn for us symbolizes the church where we go for healing. The donkey 
represents Christ’s body that carries us to safety, the oil and wine refer to the importance of 
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sacraments in our life, and the money and the bandages and the food represent an aspect 
of charity and almsgiving that we're all called to do for each other. At its heart this story 
with its many layers and senses, reflects divine mercy and the invitation to all of us to be 
merciful to those around us. So where else do we read the bible in our faith? The Catholic 
Lectionary. The Lectionary organises the readings for Mass on Sundays over a three-year 
cycle, the first reading is always a reading from the Old Testament, except in Easter Tide 
where we look at the Acts of the Apostles. The second reading is always a song which 
preferably should be sung, the third reading is a letter from the New Testament and the 
final reading, the most important one, is always from one of the gospels the years are 
designated A, B and C and they are repeated over again. Each yearly cycle begins on the 
First Sunday of Advent, which for us is normally the last Sunday in November or the first 
Sunday in December. Year A uses Matthew’s gospel readings. Year B uses Mark's gospel 
readings. And year C uses Luke’s gospel readings. Whereas the Gospel of John is read in all 
three years but particularly at Christmas and in the Easter Season.  

The readings selected from the Old Testament the Psalms and Letters always relate to the 
gospels chosen so there is a coherent revelation being told to us at each Mass. In this way 
God's plans for humanity are seen as being fulfilled in Christ in the New Testament, so the 
gospels are the light through which we read and understand the Old Testament. Weekday 
Masses follow a different set of Bible readings, but with a similar cycle. Now there are other 
ways in which we Catholics experience the Bible, through the Divine Office, which is the 
prayer of the Church, this is the official set of prayers marking the hours of each day in 
prayer, and typically these are morning and evening prayers such as matins and lauds, 
although the religious monks and nuns say more prayers at more times of the day and 
night. This prayer model consists of Psalms, Hymns, Bible readings, and other prayers and 
antiphons. Together with Mass, it constitutes the official public life of the Church, and the 
liturgy of the hours forms the basis of prayer within Christian monasticism. Catholics also 
experience the Bible through the seven sacraments, which are in effect the Bible in action.  

Each of our seven sacraments has a biblical underpinning for its purpose and fruits in our 
life. We also experience the Bible through catechesis, the collection of church teachings 
about our Catholic faith, founded chiefly from the scriptures. The lives of saints also inspire 
us in our daily prayer life and devotion, they show the great Bible teachings at work in the 
world. St Jerome is a particularly interesting saint here, since he translated the whole Bible 
from the Hebrew and the Greek and the Aramaic into the Latin in the fourth century, and 
he once said that ignorance of scriptures is ignorance of Christ.  

Saints throughout history have set up communities to help spread the gospel and their way 
of life, to encourage us to follow God in a particular way. They promoted a distinctive 
spiritual tradition taken from their understanding of the Bible. So here are the main spiritual 
traditions of our Catholic Church, each has a particular approach to the scriptures that 
underpins their ethos.  

Lectio Divina a way of reading scripture with meditation and prayer and with a series of 
questions to reflect on at each stage of our reading which is very popular among both lay 
and ordained Catholics. First, we have Benedictine Spirituality that emphasises praying with 
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the Bible, whereas Dominican spirituality emphasises preaching with the Bible. Franciscan 
spirituality emphasises living out the Bible justly, whereas Carmelite spirituality emphasises 
befriending God in the Bible. And then we have Ignatian spirituality that focuses on how we 
discern the will of God through the Bible, finally, we have Eastern Orthodox Spirituality that 
focuses on meditating with the Bible. Let's not forget the Rosary and its great mysteries that 
keep many of us in touch with the great themes of the New Testament stories. We also 
encounter the scriptures through the arts, and through music, through stained glass 
windows and many other sacred rituals that connect us to each other and God.  

For many centuries, when most believers couldn't read or write, these were called the Bible 
of the poor. Our artistic heritage has dominated the world with its staggering beauty, its 
craftsmanship and its devotion to God through multi-sensory experiences. Let us 
remember that our Catholic faith is as visual as it is textual.  

So, starting from ‘scratch’ here are four simple steps to getting into the Bible: read, observe, 
apply and pray.  

Read: choose a chapter or text from the Bible, why not try with a song or a part of 
Mark's Gospel.  

Observe: notice what you're reading and highlight any phrases or words that are 
interesting to you, or you find curious.  

Apply: consider the words in front of you and how they apply to your life today.  

And lastly, pray: ask for God's grace and wisdom to help you understand the words 
before you and to inspire you and enrich you in your faith.  

The catechism of the Catholic Church says that the Christian faith is not a religion of the 
book, Christianity is a religion of the word of God, a word which is not a written and mute 
word, but the word is incarnate and living. With technology enabling us to read the Bible in 
many different formats, there's a whole range of ways and devices in which you can engage 
with God's word:  

• You can listen to it through your phone or ipad, you can read it in book form 
on your kindle or in paperback or hardback. 

• You can see it in biblical art and sculpture online or in galleries, or you can 
listen and sing along to it in sacred music.  

• Or how about visiting a church look at the stained-glass windows or online 
in churches everywhere in the world?  

• You can watch a biblical film through your tv, laptop, screen or other 
devices. Here are some great websites to take this further: 

• www.godwhospeaks.uk - check out our Bible basics section, our Scripture 
Seekers series, or Between the Testament series, or our Super Echoes of God 
Short Bible Course, or why not listen to the Women in Scripture podcast 
series from Birmingham Diocese?  

• If you're interested in biblical names and places here's a handy bible glossary 
www.biblesociety.org.uk/glossary/first-letter/A/  
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• How about setting up a bible book club, we show you how with our tips to 
get you started here www.biblesociety.org.uk/explore-the-bible-bible-book-
club/ so that's a whistle stop tour of the bible, so let's end in prayer.  
 

God of everyday life, be in my thoughts and in my deeds, be in my heart and in my words, 
from dawn to dusk may I know the scriptures and walk in your path. Amen 


