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RECIPROCITY AND THE ETHIC OF ACTS

Brian Capper

Summary

Although Luke describes the community of goods of Acts 2-6 with remarkable enthusiasm, the later chapters of Acts do not suggest that he wished his readers to institute formal property-sharing arrangements. Rather, his model becomes almsgiving. The connection of community of goods with paradisal beginnings in Graeco-Roman literature suggests that Luke sought to underline that a new beginning was made for humanity through the birth of the Christian Church. His employment of proverbs of friendship, and the link in his Gospel between meal-fellowship and the inappropriateness of giving for a return after the model of Hellenistic friendship, suggest that he required the rich to transcend the conventions of reciprocity and eradicate poverty by entertaining the poor in their homes.

Introduction

In The Book of Acts in its Palestinian Setting I have argued that the community of goods depicted in Acts (2:42-47; 4:32, 34-5:11, 6:1-6) has a demonstrable historical reference to events of formal property-sharing within a sector of the earliest Jerusalem community. Although Luke's presentation is stylised with Graeco-Roman philosophical commonplaces connected with community of goods, the communitarian patterns of Palestinian Jewish sectarianism, evidenced particularly by our sources on Essenism, appear to have materially influenced nascent Christianity.
 The terminology of the Rule of the Community from Qumran (1QS) concerning the Essene dj'y' provides close linguistic parallels to difficult Greek phrases which employ the equivalent ejpi; to; aujtov at Acts 2:44 and 2:47.
 Peter's challenge to Ananias and Sapphira's somehow deceptive and culpably incomplete surrender of property at Acts 5:4 can be explained from the Essene procedure for provisional surrender of property.


Contributions to the study of Essene history by Ernst Bammel,
 Bargil Pixner
 and Rainer Riesner
 suggest that the early community in Jerusalem developed in the immediate vicinity of a site on the southwest hill of Jerusalem occupied three decades previously by the Essene community of Qumran itself. An Essene group which had broken ties with the Qumran community probably continued on this site. Converts from this community may have brought into the Jerusalem Church the language and procedures of Essene property-sharing. The story of the dispute between the 'Hellenists' and the 'Hebrews' over care for the Hellenists' widows (Acts 6:1-6) reveals that less socially integrated structures for mutual support were created as Christianity spread to the new context of diaspora-linked, Greek-speaking synagogues (6:9). These new social patterns became normative for the Christian communities which developed in the diaspora and beyond through the Hellenist mission.


Thus Acts may be shown to be 'good history'. But history always implies interpretation, and the purpose of this present piece is to go beyond the question of historical reference to ask what precisely Luke intended to convey to his readers through the inclusion of his account of earliest Christian community of property. What practical ethical model emerges from Acts for the handling of property? It is often noted that, in contrast with the tone of his Gospel, Luke includes apart from these descriptions of community of property very little further material of direct ethical import in Acts. He emphasises the almsgiving of Tabitha (9:36) and of the God-fearer Cornelius (10:2, 4, 31). He describes the support supplied by Christians in Antioch for the Church of Jerusalem in time of famine (11:27-30), and has Paul refer to what is apparently the arrival of his large-scale collection for the Church in Jerusalem as the bringing of 'alms for my nation' (24:17). Reference may also be made to Paul's speech to the Ephesian elders, which emphasises towards its close the topic of Paul's own lack of covetousness and virtue in working to supply both his own needs and the needs of others, concluding with the attribution to Jesus of the saying 'It is more blessed to give than to receive' (20:33-35).


C.F. Evans thinks that in Acts, 'Apart from references to community of goods, what conversion entailed in terms of moral life is not described.' He offers the explanation that Luke intended the ethical teaching of his first volume to be understood, noting that conversion involved listening to Jesus as the prophet like Moses (Acts 3:22-26), who has instructed God's people in the Gospel. This is surely, in general terms, correct.
 Furthermore, in literary terms, to repeat Jesus' ethical material at length on the lips of Peter and Paul would hardly enhance Luke's second volume; the Saviour himself could be heard in the Gospel.


However, the problem of ethical concentration is not limited to a contrast between Luke's Gospel and Acts, but extends into the narrative of Acts itself. The reader of Acts 2-6 might be left with the impression that for Luke the thoroughgoing abrogation of private property and the social distinctions which it caused was the ideal, and the goal of the widespread theme of possessions, the poor and the rich in his Gospel. The theme of community of property is emphatically introduced early in Acts by its repetition in the first two 'summaries' (cf. Acts 2:44-45 and 4:32, 34) and treated with obvious enthusiasm. Luke seems deliberately to have used similar wording in his version of the Gospel story of Jesus' challenge to the rich young man and the account of the sale and distribution of property in Acts 4:34-35. Whereas in Mark 10:21 Jesus commands the rich man merely to sell 'what' he has and 'give' to the poor, Luke would have the rich 'ruler' sell 'all' that he has and 'distribute' to the poor ((Lk 18:22, pavnta... pwvlhson... diavdo").
  Acts 4:34-35 uses the combination of selling and distribution (pwlou'nte"... diedivdeto). Furthermore, the use of pavnta (or a{panta)
 at Acts 2:44 and 4:32 is reminiscent of the forceful demand, unique to the Lucan Jesus, that disciples renounce 'all' possessions (Lk 14:33).


In apparent fulfilment of such demands of the Saviour, Luke asserts boldly in Acts that the early believers 'had all things common' (2:44, cf. 4:32) and that 'as many as were possessors of houses or lands  sold them, and brought (or used to sell and bring
) the proceeds of what was sold and laid it at the apostles' feet' (4:34-35). This statement implies participation in the property-sharing procedures by all who had substantial wealth and deserves attention in exegesis. Luke's remark that 'there were no needy (ejndehv") among them' (4:34) stresses fulfilment of the Mosaic law
 in the earliest Christian community. Luke implies that the practice of the sale and surrender of property was the reason why 'great grace was upon them all' (4:33), since following this statement both the reminiscence on the absence of poverty in the community and the explanation that this was due to the practice of selling and surrendering property are introduced with ga;r (twice, 4:34). The exemplary and horrifying fate of Ananias and Sapphira in 5:1-11, who fail to share their goods with the church, is surely intended to have strong parenetic force. 


However, after this powerfully expressed beginning, community of property as a theme receives no further mention after Acts 6:1-6. In what sense can it be Luke's intended ideal for the church of his day, and the appropriate realisation of Jesus' teaching on the dangers of wealth and the imperative demand to care for the poor? Community of property appears to be replaced by the theme of almsgiving which we have noted in 9:36, 10:2, 4, 31, 11:27-30, 20:35 and 24:17.
 Moreover, Luke may even appear to imply in the individual stories which make up his account of earliest Christian community of property that he considered this a failed or impractical project. The sin of Ananias and Sapphira (5:1-11) can be read as a kind of fall of the first community from innocence (thereafter irretrievable), and the dispute over the supply of the Hellenist widows (6:1-6) might mean that Luke knew that as the community began to expand (6:1) a shared purse had to give way to organised poor-care. Possibly the solution to the problem of care of the Hellenist widows is meant to be taken as a kind of transition from community of property in Acts 2-5 to the almsgiving of the later church. How are we give fair weight to Luke's obvious enthusiasm for the fragmentary record of Palestinian Jewish communitarian property-sharing which he had received? Can Luke really have yielded, as he wrote subsequent chapters, to the slightly cynical conviction that 'it was all too good to last'?


The tension between the ethical perspective of the account of communal sharing in Acts 2-6 and that of the later chapters of Acts has usually been implicitly solved by denying significant historical reality to the community of goods which Luke describes. The arguments in favour of the substantial historicity of the community of goods noted at the beginning of this piece aside, to deny the historical reference of these events does not solve, but rather heightens, the hermeneutical problem. If Luke, for example, was aware that only a few isolated events of substantial charitable giving had occurred in the earliest community, but embellished these to give the impression of substantial, community-wide communal sharing (the form-critical case of Dibelius
), why does he thereafter allow the theme to drop? What did he intend to achieve through the incorporation of language resonant of the widespread hellenistic theme of community of property?

Literary Resonances and the Narrative Tension of Acts

The theme of community of goods appears in a variety of contexts in the Graeco-Roman period. The most important are the Golden Age (an account of human beginnings), political theories of the proper organisation for the state (beginning with Plato's Republic), the association of community of goods with the ideal of friendship, and its attribution to primitive peoples or location in fabled distant lands. The  interpreter of Acts must establish how this literary environment would determine the ancient reader's approach to the attribution and apparent restriction of community of goods to the earliest Jerusalem church.


There are three clearly distinguishable theoretical accounts of social and cultural history in early Greek thinking: the Golden Age, a theory of decline and degeneration; a cyclical theory of eternal recurrence; and theories of progress.
 Those who believed that human history began with the 'Golden Age' frequently asserted that the earliest human beings held all property in common.
 The Golden Age first appeared in Hesiod's Works and Days (106–201). Hesiod himself seems to have combined a paradise myth, such as is common to virtually all ancient cultures, with an oriental scheme which divided world-history into periods, named after various metals, which symbolise their relative worth.
 With Hesiod, the paradise myth became the first, golden age of humankind, at once part of human history and yet standing over against it as a condemnation of present moral decay. Following subsequent, increasingly inferior races of silver and bronze, and the age of heroes, the present 'iron' race was born. The Golden Age appears extensively as an account of human beginnings in the literature of the Graeco-Roman period,
 where it attests the popular appeal of the image of humanity's primeval common ownership of property:

Before Jupiter's day no tillers subdued the land,

Even to mark the field or divide it with bounds was unlawful.

Humankind made gain for the common store, and earth 


yielded all, of herself, more freely, 

When none begged her for gifts. 





(Virgil, Georgics 1.125ff)


It is sometimes assumed that community of property was a component part of the Golden Age myth from its beginnings with Hesiod,
 but the particular motif is absent from his work. The poet merely envisaged bounteous abundance.
 Nevertheless Hesiod criticised, through his description of the present 'iron' race, the substitution of material values for human in his own society. The signal loss of the present age over against humanity's golden beginnings was the destruction of koinwniva. This loss was characterised by unfaithfulness to the material obligations inherent in social relationships. Loved-one and companion were neglected for the pursuit of private wealth, which extended even to force of arms:

The father will not agree with the children, nor the children with their father, nor the guest with the host, nor comrade with comrade; nor brother be dear to brother as aforetime. Human beings will dishonour their parents as they quickly grow old, and will carp at them, chiding them with bitter words, hard-hearted they, not knowing the fear of the gods. They will not repay their aged parents the cost of their nurture, for might shall be their right: and one will sack another's city. There will be no favour for the man who keeps his oath or for the good; but rather they will praise the evil-doer and violent dealing.











   (Works and Days  174–201)

One case of such broken fellowship was Hesiod's own dispute with his brother Perses over their inheritance, which forms the immediate context (11–41).


 The poets of the Old Comedy (5th Century BC) made sport of the automaton  motif, which emphasised the earth's spontaneous production of all the food humanity required,
 but did not employ the the Golden Age myth to express any ideal of community of property. Similarly, Orphic poetry before Plato spoke of the Golden Age,
 but the topos of community of property does not appear in the fragments. When Aristophanes devoted a whole comedy to the sexist ridicule of communistic political theories as women's wisdom, the Ecclesiazousae (393 BC),
 the figure of the Golden Age does not appear. Community of goods seems to have first found its way into the myth of the Golden Age with Plato's Republic, which appeared shortly after Aristophanes' satire. Plato proposed a state ruled by a class of 'Guardians', who practise community of both property and wives. The life without possessions is not prescribed for the wider community, but extends only to the Guardians, who are to live in a community amongst themselves without personal property. Plato's Republic was proposed in the context of hefty political struggle between oligarchy and democracy, and was not conceived as an unrealisable Utopia. His scheme of a possessionless ruling class was designed as a practical answer to the problems of government.
 The Guardians are fitted to rule by their proposed common life, which removes any possibility of acting out of personal interest.


Plato drew an equation between the classes within his state and the successive races of Hesiod's myth: 

God in fashioning those who are fitted to hold rule mingled gold in their generation, but in the helpers silver, and iron and brass in the other craftsmen.










       (Republic 3 §415A, cf. 5 §468E) 

Plato's system for the state intends to recapture those aspects of the lost age of innocence necessary for its rulers. His connection of community of goods with the Golden Age reflects the growing suspicion of private property in Greek ethical thought. Plato's starting point is the righteousness of the first, golden men, which is now seen in the light of the growing suspicion that private property hopelessly taints moral integrity. After Plato the motif of community of property soon became a standard element of the legend. With this development, the term koinwniva seems not only to denote the perfect human fellowship of the Golden Age, but to embrace as well the community of property which was an expression of the primeval harmony.


 David Mealand has emphasised that Acts 2:44 and 4:32 reflect two phrases used to describe the community of goods in Plato's Republic which become standard elements in later descriptions of community of property.
 'All things common' (pavnta [or a{panta] koinav, Acts 2:44 and 4:32) and '(to consider) nothing one's own' (oujde;n [or mhde;n] i[dion, cf. Acts 4:32) are both used to describe the community of goods of the Guardians of Plato's Republic,
 and appear in Plato's other descriptions of the ideal state.
 The significance of Plato's ideal state, however, for understanding the purpose of these descriptions in Acts is probably indirect. As the account of Acts 2-5 stands, there is no limitation of the community of goods to those ruling the community, but an implied universal participation. It might have apologetic weight to attribute a momentary greater realisation of community of goods to the earliest Christian community than Plato considered possible in his ideal state, but the absence of community of property from the later chapters of Acts suggests that Luke did not have in mind to claim that Christians were capable of exceeding the Platonic political ideal.


 It is the wider effect of Plato's proposals that is significant for understanding Acts. Although communistic ideas were abroad prior to Plato's particular employment of them,
 the impetus which he gave to their discussion led to the appearance, in a wide variety of literary contexts, of more idealised versions of community of goods than his own. Subsequent to the Republic, and in large measure conceptually dependent upon it, ideas of community of property are found in many idealised views of humanity. The earlier community of Pythagoras, the 'father of Philosophy' was portrayed as a communistic society under Platonic influence; later sources even extend Pythagorean communism to the whole population of the Greek colony in southern Italy (Magna Graecia).
 The Cynic Diogenes devised a sceptical Republic in which the ordained currency would be dice.
 The Stoic Zeno apparently wrote a Republic endorsing community of goods, although Stoicism did not endorse community of property as a practical possibility.
 The marvellous communistic systems of tribal peoples, living beyond Greek and later Roman control, somehow preserved the innocence of the lost Golden Age. Romances were penned of fabulous distant lands where the primeval communistic behaviour of human beings still persisted.


Frequently the educated showed their culture by talk of the ideal of community of goods and a certain disdain for private property, a disdain which was calculated not to extend to any practical adjustment of property relations in the real world.
 Most Hellenistic instances of enthusiasm for community of goods have in common that they do not seek to invade everyday reality. They are dreams of a distant past, of distant lands, or of a distant future.
 For all their unreality, however, they convey the commonly held ideal that, were it not for the complications which human frailty brings to attempts of practical realisation, human society ought to avoid private ownership and hold its goods in common.


The interpreter of Acts must acknowledge the tension between the theoretical and the practical in this strand of ancient thought. The ancient readers of Acts would anticipate that an account of community of goods might be in some sense withdrawn from everyday reality. While Luke's account does not distance community of goods geographically, like the travel romances, beyond the edge of Graeco-Roman civilisation, it does set it back into the past, that is, at a chronological distance. The passing character of the Golden Age corresponds precisely with the narrative tension caused by the absence of community of goods from the later chapters of Acts. Readers familiar with the contemporary relegation of community of goods to the past Golden Age or to far-off places where its virtue persisted would have been cued to employ a reading strategy which would not demand that earliest Christian community of property would persist into the present experience of the Church.


Luke perhaps intended his reader to grasp that at the beginning of the history of the church there was momentarily realised again the idyllic state which all humanity enjoyed at the beginning of time. By restricting community of property to the earliest Christian community, Luke may mean to imply that foundation-events of unique import for world-history were taking place. The fellowship of property which followed Pentecost may be, in effect, decoded as signifying that with the birth of the Church God worked a new creation for the whole human race.


Luke's presentation of the coming of the Spirit upon the Church at Pentecost (Acts 2:1-41), the immediate context of the first description of community life (2:42-47), seems to confirm that Luke's present theme is 'new beginnings'. The preceding account of the gift of the Spirit at Pentecost seems clearly to allude to features of the developing Jewish legend concerning the giving of the Law at Sinai, the 'birthday-event' of the Jewish nation. The fully developed form of the legend seems to have indicated that not only Israel, but all the nations were present when God's voice promulgated commandments from the mountain. The divine voice was not only heard by all the nations but also seen, as a manifestation of flame spreading out above them.
 A language-miracle was associated with the event as all the nations heard, through the division of the voice into seventy 'tongues' the promulgation of the commandments in their own languages.
 This was necessary since the defining feature of the earth's many nations was the variety of their languages. Only the nation of Israel consented to keep the commandments, however. By this consent Israel became God's chosen nation. The legend served to emphasise the divine origin of the Law of Moses and account for the Jews' unique role in the economy of God.


Certain features of the account in Acts of the birth of the Christian church at Pentecost seem to be derived from this story. Luke tells of a manifestation which blended both flame and a great sound as the Holy Spirit came upon the church (2:2-3). Two features of the account of the Christian Pentecost, however, do not seem to derive from the developed Jewish legend of the giving of the Law at Sinai. First, in Acts human beings, the members of the nascent Church, are said to have spoken in foreign languages. In the developed Sinai legend it is the voice of God which is heard speaking in various languages. Second, the event in Acts is understood to have imparted the Holy Spirit to the believers; the embellished Sinai legend does not mention God's Spirit or any reception of God's Spirit.


These two differences allow us to discern the seam between historical event and interpretive development in Luke's account. It is well attested that early Christianity understood the manifestation of glossolalia to be a sign of the Holy Spirit's reception. It appears that early events of glossolalia in the Jerusalem community were embellished, as their story was told, with the features of great sound and flame from the developed Sinai story. The stimulus for the connection of the two stories may have been the presence in both of the idea of strange language witnessed by an international audience (cf. Acts 2:5-13). The purpose of this development was twofold. The early Christian mission, in order to present a minority group within Judaism as the true heirs of the whole nation's religious heritage, usurped a Jewish symbolic vocabulary linked with foundation-events. It presented its own beginnings in the colours of the developed fable of the receipt of the Law. This legitimated the emerging Church's claim to be the fulfilment of Jewish hopes. Moreover, the Church thereby made the claim to fulfil Israel's role as 'light to the nations', as in the Church by the glossolalic receipt of the Spirit the divisions between the nations are symbolically overcome. The consummate theological artistry of the development also served the Church's more liberal stance on the Law of Moses by giving graphic representation to the conceptual pair, Law and Spirit; Christians may draw greater nourishment from recognising the symbolic vocabulary of the text than by reading it simply as an account of marvellous, strange events.


Although Luke may not have been the theological innovator of the comparison drawn,
 it can hardly have been lost on him.
 In Jewish understanding the nation of Israel began properly with God's promises to Abraham, but the Sinai events were seen as a foundational event in the history of the nation, as it was redeemed from the bondage of servitude in Egypt, given its defining Law in the Mosaic covenant, and led onward into the land which God had promised to Abraham. The giving of the Law at Sinai was therefore a 'birthday-event' of the nation, and in the account of Pentecost the birth of the Christian church is drawn as a parallel yet fulfilling and superseding event. In the following vignette of the Jerusalem community's life together (Acts 2:42-47), Luke seems to be making a parallel point about new beginnings through a symbolic vocabulary of Graeco-Roman provenance. Long before Luke wrote that the early Jerusalem disciples had 'all things common' (2:44; cf. 4:32), the poets of Greece had dreamed of a 'Golden Age', at the beginning of time, when the earth and its fruits were common to all. Luke's universalism is also expressed by first reversing the symbolism of the Sinai legend in the account of Pentecost, making God's Spirit available through repentance to all nations, and followed through by his reference to the community of goods in the subsequent depictions of the early Jerusalem community's life, which express the renewal of humanity through the symbolic vocabulary of the Golden Age myth.


Luke's intent is salvation-historical as well as ethical. As a salvation-historical reference, his account draws out the momentous significance of God's new act of the creation of the Church. God's Spirit of love, poured out on the community of his Messiah, brings a new ethical creation characterised by the koinwniva which the first uncorrupted human beings shared. That a new phase of history has begun is symbolised by the momentary return of the paradisal state of the first human beings. Since the eschatological hope is hope for a return to paradise, Luke's description is also a glimpse of the eschatological future. The story of the Church's beginnings reveals its true essence as the vehicle of eschatological salvation through which all creation will be renewed. However, to restrict community of property to a past withdrawn from the present experience of the Church is also for Luke to postpone it to the eschatological future and not to demand its full realisation in the present community. We must turn to other another literary resonance of community of property to understand precisely what kind of practical revision of property-relations Luke desired for the present, ongoing Christian community.

Friendship, Reciprocity and Meal-fellowship

As Acts continues, there is no hint that the almsgiving of Tabitha (9:36) and Cornelius (10:2, 4, 31) was anything less than an acceptable model for Christian behaviour. Luke did not intend the Christian communities of his day to formally institute property-sharing which disposed of the distinctions of ownership which secular law would acknowledge. What practical imitation of the community of goods of Acts 2-5 was possible in Luke's day? H.J. Cadbury observed that 'Possibly the community of goods is in part conceived... as providing a common meal...'
 In these relatively brief descriptions, Luke notes three times the meal-fellowship of the early Jerusalem Christians. At 2:42 the community regularly attends to the 'breaking of bread', which seems to indicate the taking of full meals; at 2:46, the community daily breaks bread and takes food together 'from house to house'; the dispute of Acts 6:1-6 clearly shows that the poor were taken care of in the context of meal-fellowship (cf. diakonei'n trapevzai", 6:2). The New Testament attests the Christian practice of domestic meal-fellowship (the Agape) in the ongoing church (Acts 20:7-11; 1 Cor 11:17-34; Jude 12; 2 Peter 2:13 [some mss]). That Luke's interest is somewhat focused on the practice of meal-fellowship suggests that this may be the sphere in which he imagined that practical imitation of the community of goods of the early Jerusalem church could to some extent occur in the communities for which he wrote.


As I have emphasised in my earlier piece in this series, impressions of community of goods within the Palestinian cultural context are distorted if the isolated Essene settlement of Qumran is taken as the typical social form of community of goods amongst the Essenes. As is particularly clear from the accounts of Philo, Essene community of property functioned principally through evening meal-fellowship, at which the wages of individual Essenes, earned separately in personal labour or crafts, were pooled in order to enable the purchase of the food for the meal and the other needs of the group.
 As Philo emphasises in this context, community of goods was made possible through the daily process of the collection of wages and distribution of the necessaries of life to each member. While communal production may have occurred at Qumran, it did not occur in the Essene communities distributed through the towns and villages of Palestine. Similarly, while communal premises dominated the functioning of the community at Qumran, this appears to have been exceptional. There are significant indications in Philo's account which suggest that individual Essenes lived in their own houses, but used these where suitable for communal gatherings.
 Community of goods as a Palestinian cultural phenomenon was essentially an economic structure created by the daily renewal of meal-fellowship between those who lived otherwise in their own houses. In addition, there were disposals of assets to the community on entry, but these probably did not extend to the disposal of the house in which a member actually lived, or of the land which the member personally worked or the workshop in which a craft was pursued. Disposal of assets probably only occurred where there was excess landed property which a member did not personally work. Philo emphasises that all Essenes (except the old and sick) worked;
 retention of excess property irrelevant to the member's daily work may have been deemed unnecessary.


That Palestinian community of goods functioned principally through meal-fellowship has the consequence that, if one has to look for an 'end' to the practice of community of goods, one has principally to detect the point at which meal fellowship ceased to be a daily affair in Christianity. My own suspicion is that meal-fellowhip changed from being a daily process to a weekly affair as Greek-speaking believers in the Hellenist community started to organise themselves under the group led by Stephen (Acts 6:1-6). The Hellenists probably had less affinity with the Palestinian sectarian social pattern of communal sharing and modeled their worship on a weekly basis linked to the weekly pattern of the synagogues in which they worshipped (Acts 6:9). Christianity spread outside Palestine through their missionary enterprise, and weekly meal-fellowship became the norm. The parallel between 1 Cor 11:18 ('when you meet as a church') and Paul's resumption of his point at 11:20 ('When you come together, it is not the Lord's supper that you eat') shows that in Paul's communities every worship meeting of Christians entailed meal-fellowship. 1 Cor 16:2 shows that Paul's communities met on a weekly basis, on the first day of the week. What was gathered on these weekly occasions had to last through the week for the care of any in need through the offices of the community leaders.


The inherent danger as Christian meal-fellowship was transplanted from its original context of Palestinian communitarianism was that it would not be undertaken as a sharing which transcended social boundaries. The meal-fellowhip of pagan religious associations did not share the social emphasis of Jewish meal-fellowship.
 This problem is exemplified by Paul's severity at 1 Cor 11:17-34 with those who avoid ensuring that the needs of all who come to the Christian fellowship meal are met. At Corinth, the rich went ahead with their meal (prolambavnei, 11:21) without waiting for the president to make a distribution which gave each a share of what had been brought, whether they had contributed much, little, or nothing at all.
 As has often been emphasised, Graeco-Roman ethical thinking did not share the characteristically oriental social emphasis on the need for the rich to care for the poor.
 H.-J. Degenhardt and R.J. Karris have drawn attention to the importance of this cultural tendency for understanding Luke's emphasis on possessions, the poor and the rich in his Gospel,
 'a tendency, which if left unchallenged, would lead to the abandonment of the poor.'
 Actually, the key to understanding Luke's practical demands is gentile converts' potential neglect of the proper social function of meal-fellowship because of their cultural distance from Jewish ethical interest in the poor.


In his Gospel, Luke places remarkable emphasis on the meal-fellowship of Jesus, with many redactional touches which show its importance for him.
 Luke's presentation of Jesus' meal-fellowship suggests that in the communities for which he wrote, as with Paul's Corinth, the proper function of meal-fellowship as a structure of social support was neglected. Characteristic is that Jesus eats with the rich and powerful, who overcome or are exhorted to overcome the social barrier between them and the poor and outcast in this context. Jesus dines with the tax collector Levi and with 'sinners' despite the objections of the Pharisees (5:27-32). Jesus dines with a Pharisee who objects to the generous anointing of Jesus with ointment (7:36-50). Jesus dines with the wealthy chief tax collector Zacchaeus, who repents declaring the disposal of half of his goods to the poor and fourfold restitution to those whom he has defrauded (19:1-10).


The relevance of this material on meal-fellowship in Luke's Gospel to his presentation of the community of goods early in Acts is confirmed by a common reference to the hellenistic motif of friendship. The opening of the second summary (Acts 4:32-35), in which Luke's own hand in stylising his material on community of goods with Greek commonplaces is most evident, bears a remarkable similarity to a line of Aristotle's Nicomachian Ethics in which he lists proverbs of friendship. Luke writes that the early Jerusalem believers were of 'one heart and soul' and that 'all things were to them common' (4:32). Aristotle refers to the common Greek proverbs of friendship, 'the possessions of friends are common' (koina; ta; tw'n fivlwn), and 'friends are one soul' (miva yuchv).
 The life of the earliest community in Jerusalem realised the vaunted Greek ideal of friendship.
 Luke's Gospel uses fivlo" more than any other New Testament book. The term has a close connection with meal-fellowship. Jesus is the friend of tax-collectors and sinners because he eats with them (7:34, cf. Mt 11:19). The term appears when the ranking of guests at meals is discussed (14:10, 12). The prodigal's brother desires to feast with his friends (15:29). When the shepherd rejoicing over the lost sheep (15:6) and the woman rejoicing over finding the lost coin (15:9) call their friends together to celebrate, meal-fellowship is probably envisaged. Luke is very aware of the reciprocal obligations which giving between friends established in the Graeco-Roman context. Friends can expect reciprocal duties of each other (11:6, provision of food; 16:9, the obligations under which the unjust manager places his friends by reducing their debts). When Herod Antipas and Pilate become friends (23:12), the term refers to political alliance which would be maintained by reciprocity.


When a social superior gave to an inferior who could not repay, the superior became the inferior's benefactor, entitled to a return of some other kind (service).
 Luke shows his awareness of this by having elders of Capernaum plead the cause of the centurion who has built the town's synagogue, and then friends (social equals) speak for him when Jesus is at close quarters, Lk 7:3-6 (no parallel in Mt 8:5-13).
 Luke sets his face against the doing of good works by the rich in order to oblige a return of honour by changing the concept of tyranny at Mk 10:42 (Mt 20:25), katexousiavzousin, to that of benefactor, kai; oiJ ejxousiavzonte" aujtw'n eujergevtai kalou'ntai, Lk 22:24.
 As well as showing distaste for the patron-client system, Luke rejects the self-interested flavour of the reciprocity linked with Hellenistic friendship by his additions to the Q saying of Mt 5:42 on giving to those who beg.
 


At  Lk 14:1-14 Jesus is entertained by a ruler of the Pharisees. In the conclusion of the pericope extreme resistance is shown to meal-fellowship which is conducted by the rich with respect for the social boundaries between friends and non-friends:-

14:12  He said also to the man who had invited him, "When you give a dinner or a banquet, do not invite your friends or your brothers or your kinsmen or rich neighbours, lest they also invite you in return, and you be repaid. 14:13 But when you give a feast, invite the poor, the maimed, the lame, the blind, 14:14 and you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you. You will be repaid at the resurrection of the just." 

The casting of Jesus' reply in Luke's favourite Isaianic categories for the outcast strongly suggests that this section represents Lucan redaction.
 Instead of the invitation of social equals (tou;" fivlou", v. 12), in the expectation of reciprocal return, Luke expects the rich to extend their meal-fellowship to those who can offer no return.
 In his Gospel Luke characterises the Pharisees as lovers of money, and hence as the rich, at Lk 16:14. They serve, therefore, as figures for behaviour inappropriate to the rich. In Luke's description of community of goods in Acts those overflowing with property are the 'owners of houses and lands' who eradicate poverty by their generosity (4:34). But this is no hands-off dispensing of charity to the poor; rather, it functions through meal-fellowship which takes place with rejoicing and genuinely overcomes social boundaries (2:42, 46).


As Graeco-Roman culture understood it, 'friendship' could not be created between superior and inferior. If meal-fellowship occurred between friends, that is social equals, it took place on the understanding that reciprocal invitations would be made. Horizontal social relationships would thus be cemented through a competition of reciprocal giving; what was given would be received again.
 Luke, however, in both his Gospel and Acts, has it that friendship could extend from the rich to the poor through the vehicle of meal-fellowship.
 The conclusion of Paul's speech to the Ephesian elders with the Jesus-saying 'It is more blessed to give than to receive' (Acts 20:35) reads precisely as a rebuttal of the reciprocity expected in Hellenistic friendship, and makes explicit Luke's demand for open-ended property relations.


For Luke, the rich were to abandon the self-interested connotations of meals between friends, and expend their resources in the support of the poor through the vehicle of the Agape. We know that in the period of Paul's letters the typical structure of the Christian congregation of any city was as a group of connected house congregations which met in the houses of wealthier members who became in effect 'patrons' of the groups which they hosted.
 Luke may have been emphasising the need to maintain the domestic meal-fellowship possible through such social structures in the decades after Paul. He may even have hoped for a return to the very early pattern of daily meal-fellowship. However, the social integration implied by the proper maintenance of any kind of regular meal-fellowship in his community would have led to very substantial support for the poor. It is inconceivable that a Christian community in which the underprivileged were regularly entertained in the houses of the rich could let them want for the essential human needs of food, clothing, and shelter through the week.
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