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The Table as

Communication

Food Talk as God Talk

The Bible is filled with Food Talk, but the Bible is not talking
about food. It is talking about theology, or God Talk.

The word facth is used about 275 times in the Bible . . . but
the verb fo eat is used some 800 times.

Jesus never says, “Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If
anyone should open the door, I will enter and discuss existential
theology with him.” No. Jesus says, “I will sup with him.”

All of the Resurrection appearances occurred at table, with
that one exception of the appearance at the tomb. The rest were
at meals: on the road to Emmaus, in the Upper Room, the fish

fry on the edge of the Sea of Galilee.
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Food Talk in the Old Testament

Why all of this food talk in the Bible? Actually, the Bible is not
talking about food when it talks about food. Rather, it is talking
theology.

The word theology simply means “God Talk.” Theos refers to
God, and logos, or ology, means “words about.” It seems like such
a strange form of communication, but actually it is quite pro-
found and practical. I will offer several reasons why Food Talk
is actually God Talk in the Bible.

The first reason is due to the nature of the Hebrew language.
It is a very concrete language, a language that grew out of life on
the desert, and it has few, if any, universals. That is to say, if you
could not point to it in the physical sense, then you could not
speak about it . . . unless you symbolized or mythologized that
thing to which you were trying to point.

Here's an example that certainly shows how useful food
images are in communication in the Bible.

In the ancient world salt was used as a preservative, and
therefore it became a symbol of friendship.

Here is the picture: You have a neighbor whom you really
dislike but you know that you must learn to deal with this per-
son, even appreciate him. But you have a conflict: You raise
roses and he has a bulldog. It is not a pretty thought.

Finally, you invite this person over for a glass of sherry and
you begin the explanation. You can say this in English, German,
French, Latin, Spanish, whatever, but you cannot talk this way
in Hebrew. “I am so glad that you could come over for a sherry.
I too have become ambiguously anxious over the state of alien-
ation and separation that has come between us due to the prox-
imity of our mutual concerns and our inability to understand one
another’s position.” You cannot even say that in Hebrew because
the statement is filled with universals and generalities. You have
to be concrete. In order to accomplish the same thing, if you
were living in old Jerusalem, you would have invited your
neighbor over and extended a dish of salt. Each of you would
lick your finger and dip it in the salt and then eat the salt together.
There! This symbol of friendship healed the rift. Heavy and con-

fusing talk was not necessary, not then.
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You understand what I mean, I am sure. And you also
understand the problem with language. There are certain things
in our lives that are very real —they are true experiences—yet
they do not exist in the same way as the chair in the front room
exists. They are hard to point to and so we come up with phrases
like “You know what I mean.”

The Bible is filled with such problems with language to
express the indescribable. It offers some wonderful solutions in
the form of symbols and stories when communicating about
those things that really matter but are not physical in the usual
sense.

The Old Testament is rich with paradoxical language, par-
ticularly oxymorons. These put two contradictory words togeth-
er in order to say something that neither term could say on its
own, such as good grief or painful joy. Consider the fun that can
be had with oxymorons. We all know what these words mean,
and there seem to be few other ways to clearly express our feel-
ings about a particular situation or experience. The Bible is fond
of the term easy yoke, which refers to the yoke that cattle must
wear when pulling heavy burdens. But the writer tells us that
the burden of being a Child of the Kingdom is an “easy yoke.”
He is implying some kind of magnificent help here.

You use oxymorons all the time, and some of them are funny.
Painful joy I understand, such as trying to be patient with your
two sons. But joyful pain sounds a bit kinky to me. You know
what I mean. The Frugal Gourmet is one of my favorite oxy-
morons.

The Old Testament's favorite oxymoron seems to be the
name of God. Now, remember that you cannot point to God
since God is beyond that which we call existence. Existence
means that you are now, but there will be a time when you will
not exist. The term God refers to that One that is before exis-
tence and beyond. So I suppose you can say that God does not
exist as you and I do, bt God certainly is!

Since one cannot point to God, and since the Hebrew lan-
guage is so very concrete, how does one speak of God? The oxy-
moron that the Old Testament uses is just a gem. God is referred
to as “The Holy One of Israel,” a term that probably doesn’t
shake you up very much. But it should. The term for “holy” in
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