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Travelling with Luke: A Journey through Luke-Acts
Assignment 2.
Meal scenes are prominent in Luke-Acts. Critically discuss the function of these within the structure of the narrative. 
	Before examining the purpose of meal scenes in Luke-Acts, it is necessary to establish their prominence. The author (henceforth referred to as Luke) must have recognised the inherent importance of the meals themselves, as well as their location in time and place, the participants (invited or not), the wider purpose of the συνεσθίω, the stories recounted, and the reactions of those present. Having established their practical significance, one must evaluate their role within the Luke-Acts narrative, and finally their role in revealing Luke's theology. This paper begins by demonstrating the significance of table-fellowship not just in the early Christian church, but also in first-century Greco-Roman society. The hypothesis that table-fellowship has a function within the structure of the narrative of Luke-Acts is widely accepted by Biblical scholars. The development in meal scene structure and function can be traced from the first meal scene in Luke's gospel, when Levi the tax collector throws a banquet for Jesus (5:29-end), to Peter's visit to Cornelius in Acts 11, (arguably the most significant meal scene in the book of Acts). By examining the participants' socio-political standing, ethnicity, and ritual behaviours, this study explores the importance of table-fellowship within the Luke-Acts narrative framework. It examines a variety of meal scenes to piece together a picture of the theology of the Lukan meal motif. The phrases meal scenes and table-fellowship appear to be interchangeable within Biblical 

scholarship.[footnoteRef:1] A debate on nuance is not required here, throughout this paper the phrases will be used interchangeably because essentially, “the eucharist could not easily be distinguished from all other meals…Every Jewish meal was a religious occasion.”[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  See Joshua Furnal, "A Theology Of The Table", New Blackfriars, 92 (2011), 409-414 https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-2005.2010.01377.x p. 410, and 
Kylie Crabbe, "A Sinner And A Pharisee: Challenge At Simon's Table In Luke 7:36–50", Pacifica: Australasian Theological Studies, 24 (2011), 247-266 https://doi.org/10.1177/1030570x1102400303 p.249.]  [2:  C. K., Barrett, A Critical And Exegetical Commentary On The Acts Of The Apostles. Vol. 2. ICC. (Edinburgh: T & T Clark 1998) in 
Paul B., Decock, "The Breaking Of Bread In Luke 24", Neotestamentica, 36 (2002), 39-56 [Accessed via UWTSD Moodle].] 

	Jesus' followers and the Lukan early Christian church borrowed from the Greco-Roman culture in which they lived. Biblical scholars have rightfully rejected the idea of isolating Jewish culture from its Greco-Roman context. Consequently, it is crucial to create a mental image of how this might have appeared. Lukan meal scenes have been influenced by Old Testament writings, as well as the symposium fashion of ancient Greco-Roman society. These passages speak of "miraculous feedings" (Exodus 13:13-21; 1 Kings 17:3-6) and YHWH as a generous benefactor in his relationship with his people (Ps 23; Isa 55:1-3). Luke is reinforcing a narrative tradition familiar to both Jew and Gentile audiences by using meal scenes as a narrative device. Meals as symbols of "divine provision" and intimacy with God combine with the Greco-Roman symposium structure of κοιvωνία and all its nuances.[footnoteRef:3] As a result, the meal/banquet/symposium structure provides comfortable and familiar opportunities for life-changing spiritual and physical encounters with God. They also have a narrative purpose, depicting the growth of one of Luke's major theological themes, the inclusive nature of the Kingdom of God.	 [3:  Crabbe, “A Sinner…”, p.249.] 

	
	Greco-Roman meal etiquette, rituals, and practices of the ancient world are clearly reflected in Synoptic meal practices. The inclusive nature of table-fellowship in early Christianity was part of “an Empire-wide social innovation” which allowed the social mixing of men and women, slaves and the free, at public meals.[footnoteRef:4] The perceived impropriety of Jesus’ propensity for inclusivity is evidenced by regular challenges to Jesus’ inclusion of women and sinners at his table (see Luke 5:30, 7:39, 15:2). His blatant inclusion of these people was just one meal innovation too far for uncompromising traditionalists. Far from unique to Jesus’ ministry and the Jewish early Christian church, the societal evolution of inclusive practice at table was “a thread connecting it with [the] pagan [Greco-Roman] and Jewish culture of the time.”[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  Kathleen E. Corley, Private Women, Public Meals: Social Conflict In The Synoptic Tradition (Peabody, Ma: Hendrickson, 1993) p. xvi.]  [5:  Matthias Klinghardt, A Typology Of The Communal Meal, in 
Dennis E. Smith, and Hal E. Taussig, eds. Meals in the Early Christian World: Social Formation, Experimentation, And Conflict At The Table, (Palgrave Macmillan, US, 2012) p. 18.] 

	However, there are features of the Jewish tradition which distinguish its practices from those of the Greco-Roman banquet. “Meals”, says Smith, “functioned to define group identity within Judaism”, different sects could be identified by their table practises.[footnoteRef:6] Additionally, strict Jewish dietary laws served to separate them from the Greco-Roman banquet. The banquet tradition was a social institution which was easily adopted and adapted by the early Christian church. Jewish festivals, such as the Passover meal, were long-established social institutions that, like the Greco-Roman banquet, contributed not only to the form of a meal but also to its social code. Creating  [6:  Dennis E. Smith, From Symposium To Eucharist (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003) p. 171.  ] 



community, defining behaviour, sharing values (e.g., table-talk) and connecting with the divine (e.g., the messianic banquet tradition) were already fundamental elements of banquet ideology; what better way for Jesus and his early followers to create and experience community than through this model?[footnoteRef:7] In summary, Dennis E. Smith argues that the Hellenistic and Roman common banquet tradition is an umbrella term that encompasses all forms of meals in the ancient world, rather than being one of various types of meal such as burial banquets, sacrificial meals, Eucharistic meals, and daily meals. “…all special usages of meals draw from the same common tradition, the tradition of the banquet.”[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Smith, Symposium, p. 279.]  [8:  Ibid, p. 2-3.] 

	Evidence for the authenticity of the narrative around meal scenes in Luke-Acts is circumstantial at best says Kathleen E. Corley. Works such as Plato’s Symposium and Plutarch’s Symposiaca attest to the “natural” format of the meal setting.[footnoteRef:9] However Corley, drawing on the research of Smith, suggests that this is more a literary device than historical fact. Nevertheless, the significance of the synoptic meal settings might well reflect the importance of those meals to the early Christian church.[footnoteRef:10] Corley goes on to quote Burton Mack agreeing that “gathering for meals was the single most important ‘generative matrix’ for social formation” of the early Christian church.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  Corley, Private Women p. 19.]  [10:  Ibid.]  [11:  Burton L. Mack, Myth Of Innocence (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988) p. 80-83, in Corley, Private Women, p. 19.] 

	Having decategorized synoptic meals by placing them all under the umbrella of the banquet tradition, Smith goes on to identify categories of meal in terms of literary models, which may or may not have historical value. These are: (1) meals with Pharisees, (2) miraculous feedings, (3) meals with “tax 

collectors and sinners”, and (4) meals with disciples.[footnoteRef:12] In the gospel of Luke each of these have their own function within the narrative. Even though Smith chooses to put their historicity to one side, he does see the literary motifs as valuable devices for idealising Jesus, in the manner of Greco-Roman  [12:  Smith, Symposium, p. 223.] 

“idealization of the hero at table in folklore and literature.”[footnoteRef:13] It is the symposium aspect which Smith calls into question, “did Jesus use meals as a means of proclamation?”[footnoteRef:14]  Kylie Crabbe not only answers ‘yes’ but expands her interpretation of meal scenes beyond mere proclamation to the embodiment of Jesus’ ministry. Intrinsic to the evolving gospel narrative, she sees meals as “transformative encounters, embodying the challenge and opportunity of Jesus’ proclamation for those who are present.”[footnoteRef:15] Further, Robert C. Tannehill hypothesises that meal scenes in Luke fall into “types” and deliberately contain similar elements to remind the reader of previous scenes.[footnoteRef:16] Consider the Emmaus Road encounter in Luke 24, the disciples only recognised their risen lord after he “took bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them” (v.30) something they had seen him do many times before. Crabbe suggests that Lukan meal scenes “develop a particular “meal encounter” pattern.” The presence of Jesus at a meal, a crowd, or observers, an action that generates discussion, an opponent, and a revelation are all common components that indicate a literary convention (Luke 5:27-32; 7:36-50; 10:38-42; 11:37-52; 14:1-24; 19:1-10).[footnoteRef:17]  [13:  Ibid.]  [14:  Ibid.]  [15:  Crabbe, p. 249.]  [16:  Robert C. Tannehill, The Narrative Unity Of Luke - Acts, A Literary Interpretation, Vol 1 (USA: Fortress, 1991). p. 105.]  [17:  Crabbe, p. 250.] 

	
	Smith might agree with Reta Halteman Finger who finds it unfortunate that Western biblical scholars “have tended to split apart the theological, spiritual, social, and economic implications of these…[Lukan]…texts.”[footnoteRef:18] Even so, she goes on to discuss the traditions of the communal Agape meal, and the origins of the post resurrection Eucharist or breaking of bread.[footnoteRef:19] Five years later Matthias Klinghardt researching his chapter in Smith and Taussig’s Meals In The Early Christian World…concludes that “all…types [of meal] belong to one and the same category…the communal meal.”[footnoteRef:20]  [18:  Reta Halteman Finger, Of Widows And Meals (Grand Rapids, Mich: William B. Eerdmans Pub., 2007) p. 49.]  [19:  Finger, Of Widows… p. 55-63.]  [20:  Klinghardt, A Typology of the Communal Meal, p. 9.] 

	Whilst Biblical scholars continue to disagree over semantics there are aspects which affect scholarly and lay interpretations of the significance of Lukan meal scenes. Finger goes on to explore the issues of theology, spirituality, society, and economy in reference to the early Christian church as "interconnected topics," despite her belief that the inclination to "split" the text into interpretive categories is “unfortunate”.[footnoteRef:21] These four “topics” concisely summarise the most significant components of the κοιvωνία ethos of Christian communities in Acts, where communally following Jesus' teachings was very much at the forefront of their lives. Each of these four practical features are evident within Lukan meal scenes, even when such scenes are categorised. Miracle feedings (Luke 9:12-17) meals with healed people (4:38-39) with Pharisees (7:36) tax collectors, women, and sinners (5:27-32; 15:1-2) all meals have something to reveal about the theology, spirituality, society, and economy of the early Christian church.  [21:  Finger, p.49.] 

	

	Furthermore, Biblical scholars have identified several distinct meal patterns in Luke-Acts, these include the teaching meal motif, the messianic or eschatological banquet motif, and the miraculous feedings motif, all of which allow the researcher to focus on Luke's theology of the Kingdom of God. As a writer with a deep knowledge of the Hebrew Scriptures and Jewish tradition, 
whose Greek literary skill has been likened to that of Jewish philosopher Philo, Luke enables the inquirer to discover deep truths within the text.[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  V. George Shillington, An Introduction To The Study Of Luke-Acts (London: T&T Clark 2007) p.10-11.] 

The teaching meal motif: Conforming to the Symposium format of the era Jesus often took the opportunity to debate, answer questions and impart his message to those gathered around the table. The two most prominent groups with whom he dined were tax collectors and sinners, and his disciples. Smith asks the question “did Jesus use meals as a means of proclamation?” His answer is clear, the historicity of these events cannot be assumed but if teaching took place, it was perhaps incidental that it was at table. [footnoteRef:23] Smith proposes that this “table-talk” part of the symposium genre was a favoured narrative device of Luke, and views Luke’s Gospel as “enriched…with references to meal symbolism.”[footnoteRef:24] Even so, there are important examples of the teaching meal motif in Luke. Among these features (1) the story of Jesus’ visit to Mary and Martha (Luke 10:38-42) when Jesus takes the opportunity to teach his hosts about the nature of discipleship. (2) On a different occasion Jesus effectively uses the Greco-Roman custom of ‘social ranking’ at table to illustrate his teaching on the Kingdom of Heaven (Luke 14:7-11). (3) Law and ritual cleansing are further examples of teaching topics that run through Lucan  [23:  Smith, p. 223.]  [24:  Ibid. p.253.] 


table-fellowship scenes (see Luke 7:36-50). Finally, example (4) of the teaching meal motif is identified by V. George Shillington. He tracks the progression of Jesus’ teaching on commensality in Luke, through Acts, where this new kind of unity will come to fruition within the growing community of Jesus’ followers.[footnoteRef:25] Joshua Furnal applies his observations on conflict at table to the Gospel of Mark, although it seems equally valid when applied to Luke; “conflict regarding meal customs…in each case, function as the catalyst for the major point or teaching of the section.”[footnoteRef:26] Crabbe agrees, “the meals function as transformative encounters, embodying the challenge and opportunity of Jesus’ proclamation for those who are present” (e.g., Luke 5:27-39). [25:  Shillington, An Introduction, p. 137.]  [26:  Furnal, A Theology of the Table, p. 410.] 

The messianic or eschatological banquet motif: The messianic banquet, also known as "the eternal banquet of the gods," was an idealised concept familiar to all near Eastern cultures and was not restricted to Jewish tradition, or to the early Christian communities of Luke-Acts.[footnoteRef:27]  The term messianic banquet is used in a variety of ways in Biblical scholarship. Smith chooses a broad definition which encompasses the various interpretations made by biblical scholars. Specific reference to the Messiah, as well as symbolic association with food signifies “immortality and/or the joys of the end-time or afterlife.”[footnoteRef:28] An alternative phrase, apocalyptic banquet, is more closely associated with Jewish apocalyptic traditions. Furthermore, all forms of this banquet have their roots in the “complex mythological heritage [of] the ancient Near East”.[footnoteRef:29] When regarded in terms of the Hellenistic, Greco-Roman, Jewish, Christian  [27:  Smith, p. 9.]  [28:  Ibid. p. 166.]  [29:  Ibid. p.167.] 


milieu of Luke-Acts, the criteria required to apply this label to a meal scene are complex. Smith’s approach seems logical, in Jesus’ presence the meal “takes on overtones of a messianic banquet.”[footnoteRef:30] As such, the historicity of the scene becomes less important than Luke’s theological narrative matrix. After all, the wider messianic banquet model traditionally provided a mythological meal, food which is imbued with divine symbolism, and divine guests.[footnoteRef:31] Paul B. Decock traces the eschatological banquet back to Luke’s gospel. He identifies the breaking of the bread as central to the disciples’ transition or turning point; “from ignorance to faith, sadness to great joy, from being lost to being centred on God…”[footnoteRef:32] He goes on to point out meal scenes in Acts 20:12 and 27:36, in which Jesus’ followers draw on the memory of Jesus’ “way”, his blessing, encouragement and consolation, all features of the journey towards God’s Kingdom.[footnoteRef:33] It is not until Jesus is no longer with them that the Christian community of Acts is able to fully experience the messianic banquet. Examples of this inevitably hide within the busy narrative of Acts. However, the ritualistic breaking of bread and giving thanks to God could feasibly be interpreted as exhibiting the messianic banquet motif (See Acts 2:42-46; 20:7-12; 27:33-38).  [30:  Smith, p.234.]  [31:  Ibid. p. 134-135.]  [32:  Decock, "The Breaking Of Bread…” p. 54]  [33:  Ibid.] 

The miraculous feedings motif: Smith includes these in the ‘opportunities for idealization’ of Jesus category.[footnoteRef:34] Although the opportunity for idealization is evident, miraculous feedings have a deeper significance. Far from sympotic, miraculous feedings stand out from other meal motifs, not in form (which could arguably be labelled Agape) but in narrative function (see Luke 9:12-17).  [34:  Smith, p. 220.] 


Here the mission and message of Jesus are presented through actions rather than words. Luke is providing the disciples (and the reader) with an example of 
How the Kingdom of God will look (Luke 13:28-29). The mission Jesus is giving them is not confined to preaching and healing, both of which they have already experienced (Luke 9:1-6) but one of physically and metaphorically feeding Jesus’ sheep. This not only continues Luke’s focus on the Kingdom of God here and now, on earth (e.g., Luke 12:41-48) but also provides an example for the disciples to imitate in their post resurrection mission. Luke 4:43 in which Jesus tell the disciples the nature of his mission, evolves in Luke 24:47–49. The commissioning here is not as direct at that of other gospels (Mk. 16:15; Mt. 28:19; Jn. 20:21) but in true Lukan fashion he takes the academic route and refers to the fulfilment of the Hebrew scriptures (Luke 24:44–45). What better way to ‘feed my sheep’ than to fill their bellies before filling their hearts and minds? The miraculous feeding of the five thousand and Jesus’ example of care and inclusivity, evidently profoundly affected the disciples. In the book of Acts Luke presents many stories concerning food, its availability, provision, and governance, illustrating that matters of care and inclusivity were central to the early Christian church (Acts 2:42-47; 6:1-6; 10;39-11:10; 20:7-12).
	There is one form of meal scene not covered here but which has a significant function within the structure of the narrative of Luke-Acts; the breaking of bread is worthy of further research.
· The breaking of the bread as prayer: Decock identifies prayers of thanksgiving, blessing, and petition in the ritual of the breaking of bread. He refers to the Didache (9-10) for his interpretation. At its “earliest stage” the ritual, unsurprisingly, seems to have been embedded in 


the Jewish Kiddush and the Birkat ha=mazon, allowing Luke’s presentation of Israel as a praying people to be linked with the meal motif.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Decock, p. 50.] 

· The breaking of the bread as remembrance: In quoting Johannes Weiss, Finger insists that the breaking of bread wasn’t just an ordinary meal, but one eaten with fellow believers and religious in nature.[footnoteRef:36] Jesus’ instruction in Luke 22:19 is clear, “do this in remembrance of me”. So simple and yet so meaningful, the early Christian church of Acts continued to celebrate in this way at every meal, and this form of remembrance continues to be an essential element for nearly all Christian communities around the world today. [36:  Johannes Weiss, Earliest Christianity: A History Of The Period A.D. 30-150, Vol. 1, trans. Frederick C. Grant (Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1970), pp. 56-57 in 
Finger, p.55.] 

· The breaking of the bread as a promise: Bread can be seen as sustenance, both physically and metaphorically, through suffering to salvation.[footnoteRef:37] Jesus’ promise to the disciples (22:29-30) comes amid confusion, he has told them he will die, they are arguing with each other, and one of them is about to betray him. There is no doubt that this is a period of suffering for those who love him. The breaking of the bread is a promise for the future, a reminder of the salvation which awaits them, and a visible way of sharing the good news of salvation though Jesus with the fledgeling Christian communities of Acts. [37:  Decock, p. 53.] 

Finally, Crabbe concisely sums up the importance of Lukan meal scenes, 	inevitably transformative but…also costly…the threshold moment places 	characters in the doorway to an experience of eschatological 	

	significance, made available through meal fellowship with Jesus. In so 	doing, the meals highlight the tension at the heart of Jesus’ 	proclamation and the invitation before all who encounter Jesus.[footnoteRef:38]  [38:  Crabbe, p. 250.] 

	Meal scenes in Luke-Acts clearly have significant practical as well as theological functions within the narrative. Essentially, Luke is showcasing Jesus’ ministry of hospitality, forgiveness, and healing, woven through with theologies of inclusivity, and the Kingdom of God (e.g., Luke 9:11-17; 13:23-30; 14:15; 19:1-11). Once again Furnal discusses Jesus’ ministry at the table in 
[bookmark: _Hlk103596054]terms of the gospel of Mark, although, as before, his observations apply equally to the gospel of Luke. It is through Jesus’ ministry of table-fellowship, often his platform for teaching on the Kingdom of God, that Jesus’ “offence…of radical inclusion” has taken shape.[footnoteRef:39] These scenes attract controversy and debate in sympotic fashion, not only because of Jesus’ ‘radical inclusion’ of sinners and women and lack of ritualistic adherence, but also because of his profound and logical criticism of the Jewish authorities (Luke 6:1-11). The book of Acts follows with the early Christian church (guided by the disciples and the Holy Spirit) learning how to put into practice all that they have been taught. By embracing Jesus' meal-based teachings, his followers strive to tear down the barriers of ritual, tradition, discrimination, sin, and hate, to lay the groundwork for a community who fully embrace κοιvωνία.  Although, not embraced as a community or society, but as “an abstract and spiritual term for the fellowship of brotherly concord established and expressed in the life of the community”[footnoteRef:40], which will eventually become the Christian Church as it is known today. [39:  Furnal, A Theology Of The Table, p. 410.]  [40:  Frederich Hauck, “κοιvωνία”, Theological Dictionary Of The New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, Geoff W. Bromily, 10 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964-1976), 3:789-810 p. 809, in Finger p. 226.] 
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