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INTRODUCTION: SYMPOSIA IN LUKE’S GOSPEL, THE RABBINIC SEDER,  

AND THE GRECO-ROMAN LITERARY TRADITION 

  

When contemporary Jews and Christian perform the rituals of the Passover Seder 

or the Eucharist, respectively, they make a point of explaining the symbolism of the food 

and wine they eat and drink.  Christians recite the words of institution, a combination of 

verses from the New Testament, 

The Lord Jesus, the same night he was betrayed, took bread and when he had 

given thanks, he broke it, and said, 'Take eat, this my body which is broken for 

you; this do in remembrance of me.' 

 In the same manner also the cup, after he had supped, saying, 'This cup is 

the new covenant in my blood...This do in remembrance of me.'(I Cor 11:23-26; 

par. Lk 22:19-20)  

Jews specify the meaning of matzah (unleavened bread); maror (bitter herb); and pesah 

(lamb bone), and give several explanations for the four cups of wine drunk at the 

Passover seder. Indeed, the Four Questions pose the question of the meaning of matzah 

and maror at the beginning of the seder. Why is there this stress in both traditions on 

eating, drinking, and talking about it? This book argues that Christian and Jewish table 

talk emerged from the classical tradition of Hellenistic symposium literature.   

Hellenistic symposium literature glorified the convivial gatherings of educated 

people to discuss topics of popular intellectual interest over fine food and a cup (or two or 

more!) of wine.  Frequently, the food and wine or the habits of dining were themselves 

the subject of conversation.  The symposium conventions of reclining also influenced 
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New Testament literature and the early rabbinic seder.  In Greco-Roman culture, 

reclining was the posture of aristocrats and free people. A trace of this remains today in 

the custom of sitting on pillows at the Jewish Passover seder.  In the last of the Four 

Questions, the youngest child at the seder asks, "On all other nights we eat either sitting 

or reclining.  Why on this night do we all recline?" Luke's Gospel is also full of 

references to Jesus reclining at the table with the Pharisees or his disciples.  The Jewish 

and Christian accounts of the Passover seder and Jesus' Last Supper and other meals in 

Luke's Gospel intentionally represented meal rituals according to the conventions of the 

Hellenistic symposium literature. This thesis, the main thesis of my book, has significant 

bearing upon our understanding of meals in the Greco-Roman period in general, and for 

the interpretation of meals in the New Testament Gospel of Luke in particular. 

 

Issues in the Current Study of Christian and Jewish Meals and  

the Greco-Roman Literary Tradition 

 

 This book makes a special point of distinguishing the literary representation of 

meal rituals from the actual practices themselves.  Previous scholarship has too often 

confused "real meals" with idealized descriptions of them, in the effort to posit, "what 

really happened" at Greco-Roman meals.1   In contrast, I argue that literary representation 

is itself a means of interpretation.  Thus, the composers of Greco-Roman meal scenes and 

descriptions used the literary forms and commonplaces of the symposium tradition to 

interpret extra-textual meal practices according to their particular philosophical or 

religious ideologies.  Any given symposium text's formal generic structures and choice of 
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commonplaces are themselves particular ideological representations of radical social 

change.   I draw upon Clifford Geertz's cultural anthropological theory of symbols and 

ideology, and structuralist literary analysis of ancient Greco-Roman literary forms, to 

illuminate this point.2   

 This book also argues for the illuminating role of a truly comparative perspective.  

Although the Eucharist, the Passover seder, and the Hellenistic tradition of symposium 

literature are linked, many scholars - classicists and historians of early Christian and 

Jewish literature - have been reluctant to acknowledge too close a connection. Classicists 

tend to avoid associating them because the fields of classical literature, New Testament 

literature, and early rabbinic literature have become so compartmentalized.3  Since my 

interests are in the origins of the Christian and Jewish meal rituals still practiced today, I 

have chosen to narrow my focus on the Christian and Jewish side of the comparison to 

the canonical New Testament and early rabbinic texts that had the most pronounced use 

of Greco-Roman symposium conventions, namely, the Last Supper and related passages 

in Luke’s Gospel and the rabbinic seder in Mishnah Pesahim 10.  Though there are other 

examples of New Testament and early rabbinic literary representations of meals, these 

canonical texts arguably had the greatest impact on the subsequent history of Christian 

and Jewish meal rituals, with the possible exception of the Apostle Paul’s interpretation 

of early Christian meals.   Moreover, because both were probably composed from around 

the end of the first to the second centuries C.E., their most appropriate parallels from the 

classical side of the comparison are from contemporary, that is, so-called “later” Greco-

Roman literature - Athenaeus' Deipnosophistae, the ancient novels, or Lucian's parodies - 

subjects until recently at the margins of classical studies.4  Classical scholars may look 
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askance at later Greco-Roman literature under the shadow of Gibbons’ Enlightenment 

ideology of classical culture’s “decline and fall,” or perhaps Nietzsche’s modern polemic 

against its Christianized emasculation.5  Christian and Jewish scholars of Christian and 

early rabbinic origins are moved by religious apologetics to play down the influence of 

Hellenism on their religions' development.  Christian advocates stress the uniqueness of 

Jesus' Gospel - originally untainted by later Hellenistic accretions.6  Jewish scholars insist 

on the autonomy and independence of Jewish activity in the formation of rabbinic 

Judaism. Jews were not shaped by "external" Hellenistic influences like the symposium, 

but drew from their own indigenous traditions to produce the seder.7    

 Early Christian and Jewish representations of the Eucharist and the Passover seder 

were rooted not only firmly in the Greco-Roman tradition of symposium literature, but 

also transformed the tradition for their own distinctive religio-ideological purposes.  In 

particular, they conveyed two very different views of salvation.  The form of the seder 

emphasizes ritual actions and obligations as the means of salvation, while Luke's Gospel 

stresses them as the consequences of salvation.   

 Thus, while recognizing their distinctiveness, the book "naturalizes" Luke's meal 

scenes and the rabbinic seder within the Hellenistic cultural traditions to which they 

belong.  It does not isolate them according to the boundaries artificially imposed on them 

by contemporary academic specialization. To those whose orientation comes from 

classical literature, I demonstrate that the way from Plato's Symposium to Luke's Last 

Supper scene involves a complex literary-historical development of the symposium 

genre.  To students of Christian and Jewish origins, I show that the composers of 

symposia in Luke's Gospel and of the rabbinic seder are as much shapers of Hellenistic 
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traditions as they are shaped by them.  The distinctiveness of these Christian or Jewish 

interpretations of symposia and of the ideologies behind them becomes clear only when 

they are understood as analogous in function to other contemporary Greco-Roman 

literary symposia. All are firmly rooted in Hellenistic cultural conventions.  Where they 

differed ultimately was in the different "strategies of Hellenistic religion" they employed 

to foster their worldview.  The seder and Luke's Gospel emphasized ritual performances 

of their religious perspectives, while other philosophical and literary symposia fostered 

insightful reflection on the vagaries of their world and cultural legacies.  

 Symposium literature by its nature simultaneously advocates rituals and invites 

reflection upon them. By definition literary symposia place dialogues in meal settings.  

Consequently they inevitably demonstrate how its protagonists' talk and action suit or do 

not suit the circumstances.  Since the characters are often philosophers or representatives 

of other distinctive ideological perspectives, the literary symposium self-consciously calls 

attention to whether or not they practice what they preach.  Are the ideas they express 

consistent or in conflict with the particular meal rituals occasioning their discussions?  

Symposium literature calls attention to the gap between theory and practice, to allow us 

to imagine our inherited rituals in different ways. I have no quarrel with the observation 

of one recent scholar of comparative religion that the dichotomy of theory and practice in 

discussions of ritual is a culturally specific Western prejudice.  Catherine Bell has 

suggested that nearly all modern theories of ritual are rooted in this bipolar way of 

Western thinking.8  The poles go by many names - being versus doing; theory versus 

practice; worldview versus ethos; ideas versus action; the spirit versus the body; faith 

versus works.  Most theorists of ritual, from Emile Durkheim to Clifford Geertz, Victor 
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Turner, and Mary Douglas see ritual as some sort of resolution of the tensions between 

ideas and practice.  So Bell's point is well taken that one does not have to look at ritual as 

the "fusion of thought and action."9  However, that is the way I see ritual, and that 

certainly is the way Hellenistic culture in general, and symposium literature in particular 

treated religious rituals.  

Consequently,  I assert that the gap between rituals and literature about them 

allows a certain free play of interpretation.  Literature about rituals wants you to think 

about them - to be aware of the alternatives, and yet willfully, consciously, freely opt for 

one way to do them over others, to prefer this meaning of them and not that. 

 

Issues in the Current Interpretation of Meals in Luke-Acts: The Need for  

Comparative Study in a Jewish Reading of Luke-Acts 

 

My book spends a lot of time describing the Greco-Roman literary symposium 

tradition and its ideological implications long before I get to a detailed discussion of 

Luke’s Gospel. Therefore, one might legitimately raise the question what my book is 

about:  Luke’s Gospel? Greco-Roman symposium literature? or the early rabbinic seder?  

Indeed, when I defended an earlier version of this research in my Ph.D. dissertation for 

the Vanderbilt Graduate Department of Religion, one member of my committee, while 

very complimentary about my analysis of the symposium literary tradition, commented 

that she didn’t really think I was all that interested in Luke or the New Testament – that I 

was only “using” Luke for other agenda.  That’s not exactly the case, though now over a 

decade later I think I have a better response to that criticism.  I am quite interested in 
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Luke’s Gospel, but in order to say what I wanted to say about it, I had to take what many 

might perceive as an indirect roundabout route.   Of course, my wife often kids me that I 

always take the longest, most circular route between two points; it seems to be a genetic 

family trait.   So let me take the liberty of converting my character flaw into a 

hermeneutical principle.    

My point about meal scenes in Luke’s Gospel in particular, and about the New 

Testament in general is that they are not necessarily the center of the universe – they must 

be contextualized and relativized, by means of a comparative perspective.   It’s my way 

of moving from what Adele Reinhartz calls “compliant” readings of the New Testament 

to “resistant” and “engaged” readings.10  That is, I want to move beyond the compliant 

readings of Luke-Acts by primarily Christian scholars that pretty much accept the 

judgments and value system of Luke-Acts’ worldview at face value (e.g., Luke-Acts’  

“narrative appropriation of Israel’s heritage” or its positive evaluation of “inclusivism”).   

The contextualization of Luke-Acts within the Greco-Roman symposium literary 

tradition and in contrast to the early rabbinic seder supports a resistant reading that takes 

into consideration my own Jewish ideological resistance to certain aspects of Luke’s 

perspective (e.g., to the way Luke caricatures the Pharisees and stacks the deck in favor 

of Jesus).  Then, in an “engaged reading,” I can ultimately synthesize these objections 

with a provisional acceptance of Luke-Acts’ Christian perspective.  By presenting first 

the Greco-Roman symposium literary tradition of which both Luke-Acts and the early 

rabbinic seder are parts, I can still do a close reading of the meal passages in Luke that 

presents what the evangelist meant in his own terms, but without necessarily accepting 

Luke’s authorial authority.  For my prior survey of Greco-Roman sympotic literary 
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strategies make it patently obvious that Luke’s way is not the only way!  Similarly, I call 

attention to some of the comic, parodic symposium or novelistic conventions Luke may 

have used  (such as the potentially unreliable subjectivity of a narrator who speaks in the 

first person “ I”), or to the very different way Luke’s rabbinic contemporaries 

“appropriated” the same “narrative heritage of Israel” in the Mishnah’s Passover seder – 

in order to undermine the objective validity of Luke-Acts’ claims to privileged authorial 

authority.  But I do so without denying that the composer of Luke-Acts indeed intended to 

assert such claims!  Taking a cue from Adele Reinhartz, my non-compliant “engaged 

reading” recognizes precisely this sort of tension between interpreter and text, the 

hermeneutical contract (dare I say “covenant”) to agree to disagree that I’ve characterized 

elsewhere as the critical view that “Jesus [is] other people’s Scripture.” A growing 

number of recent Jewish scholars like myself have adopted this approach to the New 

Testament, regardless of what they call it, if they call it anything at all. 11  It’s an 

approach that is inherently comparative.  A comparative approach, even though it seems 

indirect at first, or davka because it’s indirect, enables my engaged critical Jewish reading 

of Luke-Acts. 

So what precisely does an engaged critical Jewish reading of Luke-Acts have to 

contribute to contemporary scholarship on Luke-Acts?  My book addresses what I see as 

eight key points recent Lukan scholarship has emphasized.12  It 

1. Plays down the importance of the current debate over the unity of Luke-

Acts 

2. Qualifies the recent emphasis on Luke's "narrative appropriation" of 

"Israel's heritage "  



 

 

9 

3. Makes Christian critical interpretation accountable to Jewish readings of 

Luke  

4. Adds symposium conventions to the repertoire of Greco-Roman rhetorical 

forms identified in recent "socio-rhetorical/narratological" methods for 

interpreting Luke  

5. Re-affirms the importance of narrative sequence in Luke-Acts 

6. Addresses new questions of genre in ways that nuance the proposals that 

Luke-Acts is a history, biography, or historical epic  

7. Asserts that symposium conventions are important and relevant (Greco-

Roman) “cultural codes” for Luke-Acts 

8. Addresses the question of Luke's ambivalent attitude toward the Pharisees 

 

Symposia and the Unity of Luke-Acts 

 

  I accept the older consensus that Acts is the narrative continuation of the Gospel 

of Luke, though recently it has been challenged. 13  To question the unity of Luke-Acts is 

not that important to my agenda.  There are no symposium scenes in Acts, so on purely 

formal grounds, Acts is not particularly relevant to my thesis.  Strictly speaking, a 

symposium scene is a dialogue framed in a meal setting.  There are no such scenes in 

Acts, though Acts represents meals in other ways.14  However, other scholars’ interest in 

the question of whether or not it was Luke’s intention to have his two works read 

independently or together as a single work does have some bearing on my thesis. 
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  The arguments for or against Acts as the narrative continuation of Luke’s Gospel 

reflect theological concerns that are different from, even opposed to mine. Though 

ostensibly those who insist on questioning or defending the narrative unity of Luke-Acts 

emphasize that the Gospel and Acts are different literary genres, what really seems to be 

at stake is the historicity of Luke-Acts in general, and of its particular claim that 

foundation of the Church was the natural/inevitable continuation of Israel’s heritage and 

the group Jesus established.15 In other words, if either Luke’s Gospel or the Acts of the 

Apostle were to follow the conventions of fictional literary genres (such as ancient 

novels, historical epic, or literary symposia) more so than those of factual histories, they 

may not be true accounts of what really happened.  As a non-Christian I do not have the 

same theological stake in insisting or denying the historicity of the Church’s claim to be 

the legitimate, natural appropriator of the “Israel’s heritage.”  As far as I am concerned, it 

is enough to recognize that it is Luke’s theological perspective that the Church founded 

by the apostles was the legitimate, natural appropriator of the “Israel’s heritage,” and 

consequently, Luke makes Jesus institute the rite of communion at the Last Supper for 

this Church in order to “improve” and supplant the Jewish Passover seder and other 

Pharisaic meal rituals.  I don’t need to separate the “facts” in Acts from the fiction in 

Luke’s Gospel, or the fictional elements in Acts from the rock-solid historical core of the 

Gospel in order to observe that ancient Greco-Roman and Jewish meals had great 

symbolic importance for Luke’s interpretation of Christianity.  On the contrary, I accept 

the position that a unified Luke-Acts was written for the single purpose of legitimating a 

new Christian group composed of Gentiles and Jews.  That explains the consistent, rather 

Pauline theological interest in communal meals as a metaphor for the Christian 
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community and its rejection of Jewish ethnicity or Pharisaic ritual and legal practices as 

criteria for membership in “Israel” that pervades both the Gospel and Acts (e.g., 

especially Chapters 10-11, and chapter 15).  I just don’t find Luke’s supercessionist intent 

all that persuasive, from my place as a Jew and a rabbi.   

  The formal literary differences between the Gospel and Acts don’t reflect a 

significant ideological departure from that intent.  Even if Acts were just a sequel, more 

ethno-historical and less biographical than the Gospel, they are still both “legitimating 

narratives.”16  So if meals are in sympotic dialogues in Luke’s Gospel, but the subject of 

miraculous dreams or of the deliberations of great political councils in Acts, that only 

demonstrates the evangelist’s virtuosity at representing a single theme – meals - in a 

variety of literary forms and generic conventions, (a trait prized in Lucian and other 

contemporary writers of the Second Sophistic). 17  So what if the Gospel looks more like 

an ancient biography and Acts like a history. These different genres really don’t indicate 

one way or the other whether Luke intended at the outset to write a two-volume work, or 

later composed Acts an afterthought to his Gospel.  There are ample parallel examples 

from contemporary Greco-Roman literature by single authors that similarly combine a 

variety of genres and styles, like Petronius’ Satyricon, Menippean satire, and almost 

anything by Lucian, or parallel works that mix conventions of fiction with conventions of 

history, such as historical epic, like the Aeneid.  But critical studies of the unity of Luke-

Acts tend to focus too much on the internal connections (or lack thereof) between the two 

parts, in a sort of “New Critical” reading, without paying enough attention to the text’s 

social context, that is, the other “socio-rhetorical” options available to the author.   Such 

readings that focus on the internal literary generic and theological conflicts between Luke 
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and Acts dodge the question of the external conflicts between the work as a whole and 

other rival Greco-Roman and Jewish interpretations of group identity and banquet 

ideology.  Thus this scholarly agenda inadvertently tends to privilege Luke's narrative 

representation, that is, Luke’s Christian interpretation of the foundation of the Church as 

the natural/inevitable continuation of Israel’s heritage. 

  

Luke’s “Narrative Appropriation of Israel’s Heritage”? 

 

 This is but one of several ways the comparative approach of my book challenges 

and qualifies contemporary scholarly emphasis on Luke's "narrative appropriation" of 

"Israel's heritage."18 First, I "de-privilege" narrative as the only way to appropriate 

"Israel's heritage." I do so by comparing Luke's narrative to the rabbinic seder's ritual 

appropriation of Israel's heritage and by reframing the difference between these Christian 

and Jewish approaches as two competing strategies of ritualization.  Luke tells a story 

about Jesus and the Church’s establishment of a new meal ritual.  The early rabbinic 

Mishnah prescribes a ritual meal of which telling the Exodus story is a subordinate part.   

And as Victor Turner cautions, there is a significant difference between rituals, that is, 

“social dramas [,] and stories about them.”19  Luke's narrativized ritualization of the Last 

Supper and the Mishnah's ritualized narrative of the Exodus story in the rabbinic seder 

are two different ways of legitimating and reinforcing their communities’ respective 

group identities. Moreover, my understanding of ritual doesn't privilege rituals of 

transformation over rituals of status confirmation.  Thus, I take issue with Jerome 

Neyrey’s misleading  (though not false) dichotomy between "ritual" and "ceremony." 
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Both are rituals, but different types of rituals.  By defining meals “not [as] rituals of 

status transformation or change, but ceremonies,” Neyrey has effectively excluded on the 

one hand the possibility that meals might function as rites of status change, and on the 

other hand, that rituals have other purposes besides changing one’s status.20  It is typical 

of Christian interpretations of ritual to emphasize radical status transformation (read: 

conversion) as normative, rather than repetition, frequency, or continuity as important 

aspects of ritual. Secondly, my writing of this book reminds scholars that Luke's 

appropriation of Israel's heritage was neither complete nor decisive. We Jews are still 

here, and have appropriated "Israel's heritage" in our own way.  We still don't see Jesus 

Christ as the culmination of Israel's legacy.21 Though Luke has eliminated the Pharisees 

from the Last Supper, their Passover seder rite with its table talk, reclining, and symbolic 

foods, is still there - albeit with the implication that Jesus’ new way supplants it. 

Moreover, given the Pharisees’ presence at nearly all the previous banquets with Jesus 

that Luke staged, their absence from the Last Supper strikes me as quite conspicuous.  

Luke never really seems to resolve the arguments between the Pharisees and Jesus.22  He 

just takes them out of the picture so that Jesus appears to have the last word. But then the 

Pharisees reappear in Acts 5:33-39 as sympathetic to Christians, or in 15:5 as themselves 

Christians advocating the laws of Moses. Luke’s portrayal of the Pharisees at meals in the 

Gospel or in the councils in Acts reflects ambivalence toward Judaism.  Thus, Luke does 

not resolve decisively the problem that most Jews rejected Jesus as Messiah, and that 

remains a source of cognitive dissonance for Christians.  As Moessner puts it in the 

introduction to Jesus and the Heritage of Israel, “How can Jesus of Nazareth define 

Israel’s legacy when so many of the Jewish people(s) do not acknowledge him in this 
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role?”23  As a Jew, I see Luke's non-resolution of the problem of the Jewish rejection of 

Jesus as Messiah as a good thing!  That dignifies the parting of the ways of Judaism and 

Christianity as a “controversy for the sake of heaven.” As m. Pirkei Avot puts it, "All 

controversies for the sake of heaven are destined to last" - are destined to last as 

controversies!24  David Dishon aptly names this model of pluralism “the culture of 

controversy” – tarbut ha-mahloket.25  It's the framing of this controversy between 

Pharisaic Judaism and Christianity in meal settings that encourages this perspective of 

friendly quarrelsome co-existence. 

 

Accountability  and Jewish Reading of Luke-Acts 

 

 As a Jew's Jewish reading of Luke, my book takes up the challenge that “all 

readings of this foundational Christian narrative must be accountable within and beyond 

confessional and secular contexts” put out by the editor of Jesus and the Heritage of 

Israel. 26 My book supplements and critiques the one-sided Christian discussion of Luke's 

position on Israel's heritage with the other, Jewish side of the dialogue.  I call attention to 

ambiguities in Luke's alleged negative or dismissive portrayal of the Pharisaic proponents 

of Judaism.  Thus while Lukan scholars like Joseph Tyson and the contributors to Jesus 

and the Heritage of Israel make much of the effect of Luke’s ambivalently hostile 

portrayal of Jews and Judaism on his “implied readers,” the voices of actual Jewish 

readers are strangely missing for the most part from their works. My book provides a 

"reality-check" on these Christian constructs of Luke's implied reader with a real Jewish 

reader, who reads Luke's critique of Judaism ironically, with a grain of salt (a la Adele 
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Reinhartz on John’s Gospel).  As such I intentionally de-emphasize Luke's originality. 

Both Luke-Acts and the Rabbinic seder were merely particular variant performances of a 

shared set of Greco-Roman cultural codes.  My book exposes the ideal of Christian 

"inclusiveness" legitimized by Luke as latent exclusiveness and triumphalism.  I affirm a 

different, Judaism-friendly model of pluralism, “the culture of controversy” typical of the 

confrontational dialogues in chriae, symposia, and rabbinic Judaism, as an alternative to 

Luke and his latter day disciples’ ideal of Christian inclusivism.  The paradigmatic 

"memorable meals" of the sympotic tradition – like Plato’s Symposium, the rabbinic 

Passover seder, and even Luke’s Last Supper and other meal scenes - convey important 

differences, a mode of transmission of tradition that preserves rather than obliterates 

dissonance, controversy, and disagreement. They are the mythic legitimations of 

“cultures of controversy.”    Finally, my book’s explicit comparison of the rabbinic seder 

and Luke’s Last Supper as different strategies of ritualization confirms the theological 

conundrum "Jews do, Christians believe" as the relevant point of comparison between 

Jewish and Christian strategies of religion in general, and of ritual in particular.27 

 

Are the Meal Scenes in Luke Symposia or Chriae? 
 

 My book adds symposium conventions to the repertoire of the recent "socio-

rhetorical/narratological" methods for interpreting Luke.28  If Greco-Roman rhetorical 

chriae, the brief anecdotal representations of a sage’s prowess vis á vis his or her students 

or opponents, are the basic literary building blocks of Luke’s Gospel, as Vernon Robbins, 

Willi Braun, and others have suggested, my book demonstrates that the presence of 

sympotic conventions in those chriae that occur at a meal, including the Last Supper, is 
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undeniable.  Moreover, recognition of those symposium conventions corrects 

interpretations of Lukan meal chriae that do not refer to their place in Luke’s narrative as 

a whole, or to the broader Greco-Roman literary tradition of symposia.  Analogies to 

symposium literary conventions in other episodic narratives like Achilles Tatius’ 

Leucippe and Cleitophon or Apuleius’ Metamorphoses suggest that Luke composed the 

Last Supper scene in order to relate and contrast his Pharisee-less Passover to previous 

Pharisaic "symposia." Analogies to the dramatic or comedic symposia of Plato, Lucian, 

or Petronius and others help us see that Luke represents Jesus’ role at meals as successful 

“usurpation” of his opponents the Pharisees' role as hosts to God's Kingdom.  Luke 

exploits the very typical sympotic convention of layering stories within stories, dialogues 

within dialogues, in order to "confuse temporal perspectives" so as to make the absent 

teacher present, to make his teachings survive after his death.  As other literary symposia 

do, Luke imbeds new "symposium laws" in a meal imbedded in a narrative.  Like a sort 

of Christian Athenaeus, Luke assembles, integrates, and preserves conflicting Christian 

meal traditions.  And finally, like the parodists Lucian, Petronius, or even Philo and the 

rabbis of the Mishnah, Luke exploits the sympotic commonplace that “our meals are 

sober and refined, but everybody else’s banquets are drunken orgies,” to contrast his 

Christian sympotic group rules to imperial Greco-Roman sympotic rules. 

 No single genre explains all the significant literary features and ideological 

purposes of Luke-Acts. Thus my book does not contradict Willi Braun’s very persuasive 

interpretation of the meal scene in Luke 14 as an “elaborated chria.”29  Rather it expands 

upon and complements his study. Luke's Last Supper too can be viewed as an "elaborated 

chria", or better, as a chria elaborated in a symposium setting according to selected 
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symposium literary conventions. Its sympotic setting naturally links it to the "sympotic" 

chriae preceding it sequentially in the narrative, especially the Pharisaic "symposia."  

Chriae are isolated; but "symposia," as Luke’s near contemporary, the literary critic and 

encyclopedist Athenaeus understands them, are meal scenes imbedded in a narrative. As 

a sequence of chriae linked by their shared sympotic features, they exemplify Athenaeus' 

sympotic literary aesthetic of poikilia (variability).  Chriae isolated from their narrative 

context do not allow for the play of "confusion of temporal perspectives", for ironic or 

consistent associations of inter- and extra-chria points of view.  But, chria, like symposia, 

reinforce the characterization of their protagonists as teachers and students, 

representatives of different schools. Therefore, Braun’s distinction between epideictic 

chriae that persuade one to believe something and deliberative chriae that persuade one to 

do something, is analogous to my distinction between symposium scenes imbedded in a 

narrative and sympotic laws imbedded in a narrative (or a narrative imbedded in 

sympotic laws, e.g., the rabbinic seder).  We both agree that Luke draws from a broad 

repertoire of rhetorical forms to make his point.  We just happen to focus upon different 

literary parts of the same beast, like the proverbial blind Brahmins and the elephant. 

 

Symposium Scenes and the Importance of Narrative Sequence 

 

 My identification of meal settings in Luke as the symposium sub-genre "meal 

scenes imbedded in a narrative" takes seriously current critical attention to the 

importance of narrative sequence in the development of literary characters.30 The genres 

of the chria and the farewell address do not sufficiently account for the cumulative effect 
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of Luke's many different meal scenes in the sequence of his narrative. Jesus and the 

Pharisees' characters, especially their respective legitimation and de-legitimation of one 

another, are developed in the course of the unfolding narrative sequence.  The meal 

scenes’ "imbeddedness", as frames within a broader linear narrative frame allow for 

manipulations of points of view.  Luke's "choice" to make God and Jesus' points of view 

consistent with that of an objective, reliable, omniscient, impersonal (and mostly 

invisible) narrator is better understood in contrast to the use of the unreliable "I" narrators 

of the comic and erotic novels (e.g., Petronius' Satyricon, Apuleius' Metamorphoses, 

Achilles Tatius' Leucippe and Cleitophon) - and not only history or historical epic!   Thus 

Alexander and Moessner’s excellent recent studies of the Prologue of Luke’s work that 

stress his claim of reliable authorial authority should be viewed in comparison to these 

rejected alternatives.31 

 

Symposium Conventions and the Genre of Luke-Acts 

 

 That being said, my book nevertheless advances those theories of Luke’s genre 

that emphasize the connections between the episodes to the overall form and purpose of 

the Gospel, rather those which focus on sub-forms, like the chria, more or less in 

isolation. This leads me to embrace Marianne Bonz’s identification of Luke-Acts as a 

historical epic.  I originally argued in my dissertation that the main genre of the narrative 

containing the meal scenes was a historical romance, but Bonz’s point that historical 

epics (like Vergil’s Aeneid) function primarily as foundation myths was much more 

compatible with my understanding of the purpose of the Last Supper scene in Luke’s 
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Gospel. The point of the Last Supper is the point of a historical epic, to establish a 

legitimating foundation myth for a new community - to distinguish it from its antecedents 

and rivals.    Moreover, historical epic, as Luke-Acts, makes truth claims, in ways that 

romances, even the historical romances do not. Therefore I have revised my earlier 

opinion and would now say that Luke’s Last Supper scene is one of many symposium 

scenes imbedded in a prose historical epic. 

 Nevertheless, I have not re-written my chapter “Luke’s Symposia and Symposium 

Scenes in the Ancient Novels” to fit Bonz’s theory that Luke-Acts is a historical epic like 

Vergil’s Aeneid.   For "symposia" imbedded in erotic, comic, and historical romances are 

still relevant as points of comparison, since all are prose (unlike the Aeneid), or at the 

very least, are choices Luke didn't make. Symposium literary conventions help account 

for features and purposes in Luke-Acts that other relevant genres do not.  Even the genres 

of historical epic or history do not sufficiently explain the prominence and significance of 

meal scenes per se in Luke's Gospel. The comic/parodic elements of Luke's 

characterization of meal participants (i.e., the Pharisees, Jesus, "unwelcome" guests) are 

better understood in comparison to similar phenomena in Cynic-influenced comic 

symposia and comic novels. Sympotic conventions about the characters of hosts and 

guests and the conflicts between them significantly color other genres' rhetorical 

strategies (i.e., scholastic quarrels in elaborated chriae; sequential development of 

character in long prose narratives). The genres, sub-genres, and conventions of ancient 

prose novels also account for features that other relevant genres do not.  For example, a 

comparison of historical epic to comic epic/romance (e.g., the Satyricon, The Golden Ass, 

even the erotic romance of Achilles Tatius) underlines the choice Luke made not to 
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exploit the technique of an unreliable narrator i.e., the sympotic scene's "confusion of 

temporal perspectives."  God and Jesus are reliable narrators only because Luke makes 

their words and actions consistent with the point of view of his omniscient impersonal 

third person narrator, not because of their inherent authority! 32  Luke's 

prediction/fulfillment schemes convey Jesus and God's reliability. For example, the 

promises fulfilled just before and after Luke’s Last Supper scene: Lk 22:10-12 

(promise)/22:13 (fulfillment); 22:34 (promise)/22:56-61 (fulfillment); and 22:37 

(promise)/22:52 (fulfillment) reinforce the reliability of the promises Jesus makes at the 

Last Supper, whose actual fulfillment Luke withholds from his narrative, namely the 

promises to eat, drink at Jesus’ table and judge Israel with “you” when the kingdom of 

God “is fulfilled…comes” (Lk 22; 16, 18, 30).  Thus Luke leaves his audience with the 

impression that those things that have not yet happened in the narrative will indeed 

happen, as surely as all the predictions that were realized in the narrative.  So even if the 

prediction/fulfillment schemes make Luke-Acts look a lot more like the Aeneid than let’s 

say Petronius Satyricon, Apuleius’ Metamorphoses, or Lucian’s A True History, it’s only 

because Luke wanted it so, and rejected some of the options that were available to him. 

 

Symposium Literary Convention As Cultural Codes 

 

 Proponents of “socio-rhetorical/narratological” approaches for interpreting Luke-

Acts make much of the “cultural codes” necessary for reconstructing how Luke’s 

contemporaries read him. Genres and topoi of literary symposia are precisely the sort of 

"cultural codes" necessary for reconstructing the literary expectations of Luke's implied 
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audience in the  "audience-oriented approaches" prevalent in Lukan scholarship today. 

Symposium literary conventions are the obvious candidates for the cultural codes Luke 

used to depict meals - both those he chose and those he rejected. Too much focus on the 

symposium conventions Luke chose without attention to those he did not exaggerates the 

uniqueness or originality of his work.  The significance of Luke’s meal scenes to his 

readers is in their relationship to the tradition of literary symposia from which he drew 

them, not merely in how he departed from them.  Even if the Last Supper were a Farewell 

Address, or chriae like the other meal scenes, their settings, host/guest characters, agony 

Sophia, parodic/”carnivalesque” elements, faits divers, and “confusion of temporal 

perspectives” are shaped according to symposium conventions.  Luke’s use of a wide 

variety of symposium topoi to depict characters or to connect table talk to table actions 

strongly suggests he knew the other generic options of the symposium literary tradition 

and chose not to use them for the overarching structure of his work. For the tradition of 

literary symposium conventions consists of both generic forms (dramatic, comic, 

encyclopedic symposia, lists of symposium laws) and specific commonplaces (typical 

characters, quarrels over rank, etc.), as I show in my chapter “the Symposium in Greco-

Roman Literature.”  

 Luke’s symposia eschew the generic forms, but select the symposium topoi in 

their representation of meal scenes imbedded in the narrative.  Luke subordinates the 

symposium conventions of his meals scenes to the cultural code of the genre of the 

historical epic, i.e., Luke-Acts as a whole.  Luke’s subordination of the symposium 

cultural codes to the narrative cultural code of the historical epic is meaningful in contrast 

to symposium genres which reverse the hierarchy – i.e., subordinate the linear narrative 
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to encircling meal setting frames (i.e., Plato’s Symposium, Lucian’s parodic Symposium, 

Plutarch and Athenaeus’ encyclopedic symposia, or as warrants for sympotic laws (the 

rabbinic Passover seder in the Mishnah).  In Luke the hierarchical relation of genres 

“textualizes” the ritual meal. In the Mishnaic Seder, it” ritualizes” the Scriptural texts.  

That is the point of the comparison in chapter 6 “The Ritualization of Food and Table 

Talk in the Passover Seder and in the Last Supper.” 

 

Symposia And Luke's Ambivalent Attitude Toward The Pharisees 

 

 Luke’s symposium scenes play a crucial role in conveying his ambivalent attitude 

toward the Pharisees.  Symposium settings cast Pharisees and Jesus as equal scholastic 

rivals with competing ideological perspectives.  Such convivial settings “turn down the 

temperature" of their conflicts with one another.  They set up grounds for evaluating the 

better teachers/ideology on rational criteria: Whose behavior is “most fitting” for the 

(meal) situation?  Luke uses the topos of the scholar-guest who usurps the host’s role to 

characterize Jesus.  Luke’s sequence of symposia sets up the Last Supper as a Pharisaic 

meal without Pharisees – i.e., divorces Pharisaism from Pharisees.  It’s at meals that Jesus 

wins and usurps the Pharisees’ role as brokers of the banquet/Kingdom of God. The 

leading Pharisees’ invitation to Jesus to attend their meals legitimates Jesus with an honor 

that comes from the Pharisees.  The honor Jesus acquires by winning the sympotic 

debates, namely, the prestigious expertise to interpret Israel’s ritual and scriptural 

heritage regarding the Sabbath or Passover, is again an honor that comes from the 

Pharisees.  By portraying the Pharisees as hosts in meal scenes, Luke attributes to them a 



 

 

23 

significant measure of honor, even if it’s only to have his hero Jesus wrest it from them.  

Luke transfers these originally Pharisaic honors of Israelite heritage and ethnic 

separatism to a new set of invitees: Jesus’ disciples, who take on the role of Jesus’ 

agonistic opponents in the Last Supper.  Luke’s sequence of symposia transforms the 

Pharisee meal as ritual of status confirmation (Neyrey’s "ceremony") to a Christian ritual 

of transformation ("rite of passage"; Neyrey's "ritual") - from the Sabbath, literally,  

“rest” - a symbol of stability “an echo of eternity” to a Pesah, literally, a “passing over”– 

a symbol of change.  The Christian symposium becomes a ritual of separation.  With this 

transfer, the role of host of the Kingdom of God is likewise transferred from the Pharisees 

to Jesus. This is exactly the point Luke makes when he has Jesus tell the Parable of the 

Great Banquet to correct the exclamation of the Pharisaic lawyer at his haver’s banquet: 

“Blessed is he who shall eat bread in the Kingdom of God!” (Lk 14:15ff).  Jesus’ banquet 

is to supercede the banquet/Kingdom hosted by the Pharisees.  Despite this, Luke’s meal 

scenes nevertheless humanize the Pharisees.  The table talk provides opportunities for 

Pharisees to justify their positions: a) “The old wine is good”(Lk 5:39); b) “Invite your 

kin and like to meals so they can reciprocate” (14:12); c) "I need to inspect/enjoy the 

cow, house, or wife I acquired" (14:18-20); d) “Blessed are those who have eaten in the 

Kingdom of God,” i.e., our celebrations are realizations of the Kingdom of God now (Lk 

14:15). Luke, unlike Matthew, e.g., in his parallel version of the Parable of the Great 

Banquet (Mt 22:5-6), at least lets the Pharisees and their allegorical stand-ins speak for 

themselves, and gives them psychologically plausible reasons to hold onto the good that 

they have rather than accept Jesus’ unfamiliar new “gift.”  Luke’s sympotic settings 

acknowledge and legitimize the presence and possibility of intra-group controversy - 
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quarrels among friends.  The most extreme example of the extent of the hostility a Lukan 

table can bear ironically comes not in Jesus’ banquets with the Pharisees, but with his 

own closest disciples at the Last Supper: “But behold the hand of him who betrays me is 

with me on the table.” (Lk 22:21)  There is never a clear decisive break with the 

Pharisees, with any of the groups who have shared the table with Jesus and his disciples.  

Luke rejects Pharisaic ideology, but doesn’t deny his table companions’ humanity.  I’ll 

take this Lukan ambivalence over Matthew or John’s demonization of the Jews and their 

leaders any day. 

 

The Argument of the Book 

   

 In Chapter I I define symposium literature.  I describe the set of literary 

commonplaces and the range of genres and sub-genres that constitute it.  These include 

both the genre of symposium scenes imbedded in a narrative, the kind of symposium 

literature closest in form to the Gospels’ meal scenes, and the genre of “lists of meal 

rules,” to which the text of the rabbinic seder in the Mishnah belongs.  

 Chapter II develops the thesis that symposium literary conventions transform 

symposium rituals to symposium ideologies.   In other words, the shift in media from 

extra-textual dining rituals, to literary texts about them, turned them into self-conscious 

ideological vehicles for or arguments against different philosophical or religious 

communal ethics.  I adapt Clifford Geertz's theory of ideology, and structuralist studies of 

ancient novels and parodies, to describe the process of the literary ideologization of 
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symposium ethics.  I relate particular genres to particular ideological representations of 

radical social change.  

 I argue in Chapters III-IV that symposium literary conventions are to be found in 

the meal episodes of Luke's Gospel, that Luke composed the Last Supper scene according 

to these same symposium literary conventions, and that this scene is related to the other 

Lukan "symposia."   

 In Chapter V, by means of a comparison to "symposia" in other Greco-Roman 

literature, especially in ancient novels, I show how Luke belonged to the same social 

group as their composers, the "sophists."  On the one hand, their use of shared literary 

and rhetorical strategies put them in the same social class of sage-bureaucrat/intellectuals. 

On the other hand, the variant uses of the different topoi and genres available to them 

from their shared literary tradition of symposia are precisely how they distinguished their 

own distinctive worldview and ethics from one another. 

 In Chapter VI, I analyze what distinguished the rabbinic Passover Seder and 

Luke's Gospel from other symposia in the Greco-Roman literary tradition: their 

"ritualization" of symposium literary conventions.  Drawing on several complementary 

modern theories of ritual, I show why and how these particular literary texts encouraged 

extra-textual performances of the meal rituals they described.   

 Luke’s Last Supper symbolically establishes the boundaries of a newly 

reconstituted people of God, a “new Israel,” united by their common experience of 

Christ, regardless of their ethnic background as Jews or Gentiles.  But my comparison of 

Luke's symposium scenes to other deployments of symposium conventions still qualifies 

Luke's definition of  "Israel" as only a definition of Israel, only one of several competing 
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contemporary definitions. Even within the text, the symposium quarrels in his Gospel 

accentuate Luke's representation of the Pharisees' position on Israel as a competing, 

alternative.  The comparison of Luke’s Last Supper account to the Mishnaic Seder calls 

attention to his competition outside the text as well - the rabbinic definition of Israel in 

the Passover seder ritual. 

                                                
1My book belongs to a newer stream of scholarship that emphasizes the importance of 

Greco-Roman meal conventions for understanding the Gospels' stress of table fellowship. 

For example, E. Springs Steele,  "Luke 11:37-54--A Modified Hellenistic Symposium?" 

Journal of Biblical Literature 103 (1984), 379-94; John Koenig, New Testament 

Hospitality: Partnership with Strangers as Promise and Mission  (Overtures to Biblical 

Theology 17; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985, 85-123); Dennis Smith, "Table Fellowship as 

a Literary Motif in the Gospel of Luke," Journal of Biblical Literature 106 (1987), 613-

638 and From Symposium To Eucharist: The Banquet In The Early Christian World 

Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003); Kathleen Corley, Private Women, Public Meals: 

Social Conflict in the Synoptic Tradition (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1993); Willi 

Braun, Feasting and Social Rhetoric in Luke 14 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 

Press, 1995); Matthias Klinghardt, Gemeinschaftsmahl und Mahlgemeinschaft: 

Soziologie und Liturgie frühchristlicher Mahlfeiern (TANZ 13; Tübingen und Basel: A. 

Francke, 1996); Andrew McGowan, Ascetic Eucharists: Food And Drink In Early 

Christian Ritual Meals (Oxford/New York : Oxford University Press, 1999) and the 

newly established SBL Consultation on Meals in the Greco-Roman World (in which 

many of the authors cited in this note are participants). 
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Michael Holquist; trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of 

Texas, 1981); Froma Zeitlin, "Petronius as Paradox," Transactions of the American 

Philological Association 102 (1971), 631-684; John J. Winkler, Auctor & Actor: A 

Narratological Reading of Apuleius' Golden Ass (Berkeley, CA: University of California, 
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the work of my colleague in the Classics Department of Wheaton College, Joel C. 

Relihan, “Rethinking the History of the Literary Symposium.” ICS 17 (1992), pp. 213-

244, and Ancient Menippean Satire (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

1993). 
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Soteriology (Theological Inquiries; New York: Paulist, 1985) 5-48. 
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