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In most societies, rituals are multiple and redundant.  They do not have just one message or purpose.  They have many, and frequently some of these messages and purposes can modify or even contradict each other.  Nonetheless, ritual practices seek to reformulate a sense of the interrelated nature of things and to reinforce values that assume coherent interrelations, and they do so by virtue of their symbols, activities, organization, timing, and relationships to other activities. 

        – Catherine Bell

This paper approaches the issue of eidōlothuta (idol food) from three areas: contextual, textual, and hermeneutics.  Too often 1 Cor. 8-10 is used as one of the proof texts to condemn Chinese ancestor veneration.  This attack is considerable when ancestor veneration, practiced more than 10,000 years,
 is closely intertwined with Chinese familial and sociopolitical identity.
  1 Cor. 8-10, however, is not about ancestor veneration; it is about idolatry and idol food.  So unless ancestor veneration is caricatured as idol worship, the application of 1 Cor. 8-10 is misplaced.  But if no Chinese call their ancestors “idols,” how do we associate ancestor veneration with idol worship?
  In what way is such labeling a form of demonization, if not also a phobia toward Chinese cultures?  Moreover, if our definition of “idol” assumes certain notions of “God” and “religion,” then we need to clarify these notions because Western and Chinese conceptions of idol and idolatry may have different significations.  As too many conflicts and alienation happen because of a simplistic comparison, it is of great importance to realize that our interpretation of biblical texts does matter!
  The second area is a textual one.  When discussing 1 Cor. 8-10, biblical scholars tend to focus on solving the inconsistency of the text.  For many, Paul’s injunction on idol food seems contradictory.  The ambivalence in the text makes a formulation of Paul’s ethics difficult.  So, in making sense of the text, scholars use form, source, historical, and socio-rhetoric criticisms to clarify the discrepancy.  Many, however, seldom pay attention to the religious dimension of the text, which at times is characterized by contradiction.  This lack of study is related to the third area: hermeneutical issue.  If ancestor veneration is construed within ritual, it is important to clarify our notion of ritual, lest it be assumed as superstitious, backward, stifling, and mechanical.  But because of its religious or apophatic features, ritual as a discursive performance, as the epigraph indicates, is not only infused with ambiguity and ambivalence; it is also beyond our total grasp and categorization.  The ambivalence, however, is not an incoherence; it is the result of inter(con)textuality.
  As the term suggests, inter(con)textual highlights the discursiveness of meaning making in the interplay of text and context in an interpreter’s attempt to understand.  This discursive feature is relevant to our notion of idol.
  In 1 Cor. 8:4-6, for example, when Paul writes that “οὐδέν εἴδωλον ἐν κόσμῳ,” it is often rendered as “an idol has no real existence” (RSV).  That is, we interpret οὐδέν in an ontological sense as non-existent.  But according to BDAG (1979: 591-92), οὐδέν has substantive and non-literal meanings.  It can also mean worthless, meaningless, and invalid, as Chinese translation does.  So why do English translations render οὐδέν ontologically
?  Whether this translation in 8:4 seems to contradict 8:5, this paper finds the framework of ritual and inter(con)textual approach helpful to tease out the discursive notion of “idol.”
Ritualization and Inter(con)textual Interpretation
The study of ritual is important to our understanding of idol food and ancestor veneration, especially when the influence of ritual is rather pervasive.  In her study of ritual, broadly defined as a distinctive way of acting (hence, ritualization), Bell contends that the ritual activities in religion shows that religion has a wide ranging influences on many aspects of life.
  She also argues that rituals “do not have just one message or purpose.  They have many, and frequently some of these messages and purposes can modify or even contradict each other.”
  This polysemy of ritual further stresses that the power of ritual is not only multidimensional and multidirectional; it is also far-reaching and deep-seated.

Indeed, ritual is not a fixed, mechanistic, or formalized format of acting (out) in our attempt to make sense of the world.  Neither is it primitive, superstitious, or retrograde, as it has been used derogatorily to define the other as inferior and uncivilized!  But if our everyday life is already infused with many ritual-like traditions and customs, from such national event like the Presidential Inauguration or social event such as game or festival to personal habits, then we need to examine our notion of ritual.
  Ritual obviously is not imaginary without tangible effects.  But as Bell writes, “[r]itualization is fundamentally a way of doing things to trigger the perception that these practices are distinct and the associations that they engender are special.”
  This triggering is not passive; it entails our negotiated, whether consciously or not, consent about the norms imposed by ritual.
  For instance, in his study of the meal gathering in early ekklēsia, Hal Taussig finds that as a ritual, the meal gathering provides a relatively safe milieu for the believers in the Roman Empire to test the boundary set by the social norms.
  He writes, 
These meals – because of their already established socially formative place in the Hellenistic world – evoked social experimentation.  They allowed early Christians to try out new behaviors in dialogue with their vision of the realm of God.  The meals became a laboratory in which a range of expressive vocabularies explored alternative social visions.

The term laboratory is suggestive.  Not only does it echo the fusion of times and directions mentioned earlier, it also underlines that ritual is a negotiated activity that incorporates the past into the present for a better future.  Ritual even intervenes the time and space as it uses the allotted time and space to craft another time and space.  This in(ter)vention is significant for the oppressed and the colonized, as Taussig points out; it reminds them of their identity and agency without being caught by their past and the present.  It empowers them to imagine and to have a sense of responsibility to respond to their own heritage in the face of trials and tribulations.  

Hence, the trials and errors in the repetition of time and space in the laboratory of ritual not only preserve history and tradition; they also proffer framework for assurance and alteration.  The repetition in ritual is not mechanical; it inter-weaves and inherits the past, present, and future together in the body and psyche of the participants.  So while it imposes authority upon its participants, the framework and details of ritual are not fixed (in meaning), as any performance of ritual is a (re)enactment and (re)interpretation that speaks to certain situation and need.  It is in this space and time where control of manner and meaning lose its absolute grip that we find ritual provide ways for participants to experiment and work out life conflicts and differences.
  This repetition and mixing of time and space is foregrounded in inter(con)textual approach.
The feature of “inter” and “con”
 is crucial to inter(con)textuality.  Signification is not only multidimensional and relational; it is also an ethical “reading with” the other in broadening and deepening one’s “fusion of horizons.”  Such fusion, moreover, is an emergence of different times, places, and directions in conversation.  Gadamer rightly says that to be in conversation is to “fall into conversation,”
 which like falling in love, is an event beyond one’s control.  With this feature of conversation foregrounded in inter(con)textual, textual boundaries are thus open, if not also crossed.
  Conversation, however, not only takes place between people or between texts and people; it also involves the contexts of the texts and the contexts of people.
The contexts of the texts are not just about the historical backgrounds, the production, distribution and maintenance of the texts; the tradition and history of interpretation of the texts also influence our understanding.  Similarly, the contexts of people, such as the socio-historical location, the worldview, mood, and affect of the people are no less significant, as they are also parts of signification.  The notion of context, moreover, works both ways: it addresses our interpretive lens and our application of such interpretation.  This focus marks it very different from the traditional notion of intertextual in biblical criticism that focuses mainly on (the surface level of) the texts, as Tat-Siong Benny Liew contends, when he speaks about inter(con)textual along the line of Julia Kristeva’s notion of (inter)textual analysis.

Liew, however, wants to stress the role of agency of the writing and reading subject in interpretation.
  So while he agrees with Barthes, Foucault, and Derrida that the meaning of a text is not the sole property and right of its writer, especially when “a postmodern subject is no longer the unified and autonomous modern subject,”
 he finds the overemphasis on the indeterminacy of meaning in their works problematic, as they seem to sidestep the agency of the writing and reading subject too much.
  For Liew, Foucault’s “over-theorizing [of] the power of domination, and under-theorizing [of] the agency of resistance” debilitate and make the subject a “powerless pawn” in the discourse of power without being able to effect changes to the system.
  
While this concern of Liew for agency of the subject in social justice is noteworthy, he may have overstressed the role and function of “the symbolic” at the expense of “the semiotic” in the symbolic order, using the language of Kristeva.
  If signification includes both “the symbolic” and “the semiotic,” then the meaning production cannot exclude either.  While both dimensions are inseparable in the generation of meaning-effects, critics like Kristeva and semioticians like Lotman and Greimas prioritize “the semiotic” over “the symbolic,” in which the former is pre-linguistic or apophatic and the latter is after-thought or logic of the former.  Some may argue that this distinction is artificial, but the point is that meaning production includes these two aspects.
Although used to illustrate the feature of dialogue, Lotman’s conception of mirror symmetry on the discursiveness of the meaning production can be helpful here.
   For example, he points out that mirrors not only reflect and refract through the light and air, they also displace images, making the familiar unfamiliar, or the unfamiliar familiar.
   What may be at the center in one image may become marginal in another, and vice versa, not to mention the position of the observer will make the difference as well.  Greimas further maps out this meaning-making process through his “Generative Trajectory” as he distinguishes the syntax from the semantics in meaning productions, in which the former refers to the grammatical logic and articulation of the semantics, whereas the latter to the raw feeling, affect, or mood in the production of meaning-effects.
  Yet, the relationship between syntax and semantics are so intermingling that we cannot speak of one without the other.  Nonetheless, because of our own context, we inevitably focus or prioritize a certain dimension of the text over the other, and as a result, (inter)weave and invent our own text.  So even though there is only one text, we end up with multiple texts that highlight different textual level and dimension.
It is in this kind of messy intertwining relations that I envision an inter(con)textual interpretation of eidōlothuta and ancestor veneration, a daily ritual performed morning and evening in many Chinese households.  Now, if contradiction and ambiguity are present in ritual and inter(con)textuality, in what way our writing and reading also carry such characteristics?  When it comes to 1 Cor. 8-10, however, many scholars are not comfortable with such features.
History and Tradition of Interpretation

In a recent article Wendell Willis identifies seven areas that most biblical scholars have agreed on so far in their analyses of 1 Cor. 8-10.
  The first three focus on the history of religion, literary and socio-rhetoric analyses of the text to clarify the Corinthian situation and Paul’s prohibition of eating idol food.  So in regard to (1) “The Unity of 1 Corinthians 8-10;” (2) “The Function of 1 Corinthians 9;” and (3) “Quotations from the Corinthians,”
 while Walter Schmithals,
 Khiok-Khng Yeo,
 and Lamar Cope
 contend that 10:1-22 does not seem to fit the style, theme, and the setting of idol food mentioned found in 8:1-13 and 10:23-11:1, many others posit the integrity of 1 Cor. 8-10 by prioritizing certain theme or figure through socio-historical
 and socio-rhetorical analyses
 in light of Jewish or Greco-Roman sources.  In terms of (2), some see it as an exemplum or imitation (e.g. Margaret Mitchell; John Fotopoulous;
 etc.), others as an apologia of apostolic authority (e.g. Yeo; Gordon Fee;
 etc.).  Closely related to (3) is (4) “The Reality and Possible Identity of Suggested ‘Parties’ in Corinth Related to the Topic of Eating Sacrificial Food.”  While some find the divisions hypothetical or rhetorical,
 others assign different social identity (whether in terms of ethnicity, religion, or status) to the “weak” group and the postulated “strong” group.

Besides (1)-(4), scholars study (5) “The Possible Occasions of Eating under Discussion,” and (6) “The Nature of Pagan Religious Meals in the Greco-Roman World.”
  Here, a comparative study of religions, historical, and archaeological evidence become helpful.  These questions examine whether Paul was consistent in tackling the eidōlothuta issue.  For examples, in what situations did Paul forbid such partaking?  Did he give different injunctions because of the venue of eating idol food (cf. 8:10; 10:27)
?  Or was he more concerned about believers’ interaction with each other?  Or was Paul addressing different groups of people
 or different situations after he left Corinth
?  How was the food related to the dietary law and idolatry
?  And if the food was sacrificial meat, how much did the non-elite have access
?  What was the religio-political implication of such food in the context of the Roman imperial cult
?  Was food used to mark social identity?  Perhaps more importantly, what was Paul’s conception of idolatry in 1 Cor. 8-10, especially if the term eidōlothuton “is a Jewish Christian term, possibly coined by Paul himself”
?  The issue becomes more complex, if not more perplexing, when “all extant sources in early Christianity which discuss the issue oppose idol meat.”
  While 1 Cor. 10:14-22 indicates such strong opposition, 8:1-13 and 10:23-33 seem to portray a different picture.
To address this puzzle, Alex Cheung, for example, focuses more on Jewish sources and argues that “Paul, in the matter of idol food at least, was reconciled to his Jewish background and Christian legacy” in forbidding the eating of idol food.
  Not unlike the casuistic laws in the legal codes in the Hebrew Bible, exceptions were only made when one did not know that the food was idol food.
  Also focusing on Jewish sources, Richard Liong-Seng Phua disagrees, however;
 he argues that Jewish perception of idolatry is not homogeneous.  Alluding to the work of Moshe Halbertal and Avishai Margalit, he agrees that idolatry is a dialectical construct that reveals “a community self-definition through its idea of what is excluded and through its notions of ‘the other.’”
  As idolatry, for Halbertal and Margalit, is a category tied to one’s conception of “God,”
 which changed throughout history,
 they contend that “it is a mistake to articulate an account of what is the essential content of idolatry.”

Using this hermeneutical lens, Phua argues that as “different Jews could adopt different definitions and so carve out spaces for themselves,”
 some may be accused of idolatry because of different definitions that people adopt.  Halbertal and Margalit list four conceptions of idolatry.  “The first opposes the alien gods, the ‘other gods, to Israel’s own God, the God who took Israel out of Egypt.”
  In this definition, idolatry is portrayed in (I) a patriarchal metaphor of marriage
 and (II) a military metaphor where God is seen as a political leader.  In (I), idolatry defines believers as unfaithful wife when they abandon God and worship other gods.  In (II), idolatry is about rebelling against God’s rule.  This use of metaphor brings us to the next definition about proper representation of “the true and right God.”  The authors list three types of representations: (1) similarity-based; (2) metonymic; and (3) conventional representations.

As the word indicates, (1) similarity-based representation refers to a representation that resembles what it tries to (re)present.  Biblical tradition forbids this kind of representation.  (2) Metonymic representation, on the other hand, is allowed, as the metaphorical representation, from a semiotic perspective, is much more nuanced and dynamic than the one-to-one correspondence in (1).
  The boundary between (1) and (2), however, is fluid because (1) can become (2), and vice versa, when the representation is fossilized and mistaken as (the) what or who it seeks to (re)present.  In terms of (3) conventional representation, it refers to representation that is formed and taken for granted because of one’s custom and norm.
Although Halbertal and Margalit use linguistic to illustrate metaphor and representation at the cognitive level of idolatry, they argue that this second type of idolatry can be internalized and lead to the third type of idolatry when one misrecognizes “an aspect of God, or an intermediary power, to the supreme God.”
  As a result, even if one worships the “true and right God,” but because of one’s wrong belief, one can end up with a wrong worship (the fourth type of idolatry).  Phua summarizes, “if a worshipper intends the right kind of worship to the wrong god (or alien cult), it is considered idolatry.  Similarly, if one intends the wrong kind of worship to the true God, it is equally considered to be idolatry.  This leads us to the question of what or who constitutes the ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ God.”
  This question of intention is significant because now the textual analysis no longer focuses on the surface of the text.  It moves deeper than “behind the text” dimension of 1 Cor. 8-10 that focuses on the socio-historical background of the text.  Here, the analysis delves into the world of the text in terms of how one value is associated with another value paradigmatically; that is, how the notions of “idol” and “idol food” are related to the notions of love, knowledge, and freedom in 1 Cor. 8-10.
Phua, however, focuses on the “surface of the text,” as his use of the work of Halbertal and Margalit aims to explain how “the strong” could believe in “the true and right God” and yet be idolatrous.  He writes, “Conceptually the ‘strong’ are idolatrous in the sense that they have thought the true God to be same as the god/s pagans worship.  Further, by accusing them of sharing in the table of δαιμόνια, Paul accuses the ‘strong’ of confusing the true God with ‘demons.’”
  In the end, Phua seeks to formulate a consistent ethics of Paul, a move that Willis finds in most works on 1 Cor. 8-10, that is, “The Norms and Warrants Expressed by Paul in Response to the Situation in Corinth”
 (this is the seventh major area that Willis suggests).  As such, the issue of “idolatry” in terms of metaphor, metonym, and representation is only to show that idolatry can be understood differently by different people.  The ambiguity and ambivalence in the text and context are not sustained but are treated as problematic that needs to be clarified and fixed.  Derek Newton, on the other hand, focuses more on the Greco-Roman sources on the notions of image and idol, idol food and communal meal.
Insisting that these terms have a wide range of “ambiguities, boundary problems and conceptual fluidity,” Newton argues that we cannot define “precisely what constituted idolatry and worship in such complicated contexts.” 
  What we can be sure about, however, is that 1 Cor. 8-10 is a unit, with 1 Cor. 8 about Paul’s forbidding idol food in the temple and 1 Cor. 10:1-22 about idolatry and the officials, not attendees, participating in the sacrificial offerings.
  In facing diverse individual opinions and trying to reconcile different groups, Paul was thus left with no choice but to tackle the idol food issue “partly at the level of praxis but mostly at the level of attitude.”
  It is under such circumstances that Paul resorts to love and consideration for other to deal with ambiguity.  Newton, however, does not illustrate how love, knowledge, freedom, and consideration for other work in Paul’s dealing with the idol food issue.
From this short overview of different issues, approaches, and solutions to the questions asked in 1 Cor. 8-10, we see how different scholars, because of their questions and concerns, focus on different dimensions of the text.  Some on the surface of the text to examine the source, form, and syntax of the text; whereas others on behind the text to clarify the sociopolitical, religious, and economic aspect of the text; and still others on in front of the text to illustrate the socio-rhetorical effects of the text upon the audience.  This different focus shows the discursive process of textualization in one’s choice of certain aspects of the text, certain contextual concern, and certain (hermeneutical) approach, even if one does not make such choice making explicit in her/his interpretation.  One aspect that we find lacking in this review, however, is the emphasis on the ideological aspect of the text and context of interpretation, especially if idol food is closely related to the patron-client power relations in Roman imperial cult.

Another observation that we can glean from this review is that the idol food issue is still a major concern that affects many Christians in Asian cultures.  It is thus helpful when Phua draws our attention to the different conceptions of idolatry.  According to Halbertal and Margalit, idolatry as a constructed category does not have fixed essential features; rather it is often used to exclude, if not demonize, the other who threaten the identity of the group.  For many Chinese Christians, this labeling and demonization goes beyond rhetoric.  In a Chinese worldview in which the visible and invisible worlds form a continuum spectrum, the existence and power of invisible forces and entities are too real to discount as superstitious.
  It is not a surprise that Chinese will take the demonic power in idol food alluded in 1 Cor. 10:14-22 at its face value.  The issue, however, is that do Chinese, 1 Cor. 8-10, and biblical scholars refer to the same conception of idolatry?  Do they share the same notions of “God” and “religion,” which scholars pointed out are reified categories to identify “the primitive other” in the so-called “under-developed” and “undeveloped” countries and cultures?
  Moreover, if the notions of “God” and “religion” in Chinese cultures are different from those in the West,
 then a Western-oriented interpretation of 1 Cor. 8-10 cannot be uncritically applied to any (Chinese) context, as many Chinese Christian commentators tend to do.
  Indeed, just as “Israelite religion is an ancestral tradition in the sense that it began as a family belief which gradually grew to become institutionalized, climaxing in the written code of the Torah,”
 so are Chinese religions.
  And speaking of “Israelite religion,” a review of the notions of “god,” “image” and “idol,” and “sacrifice” and “ritual” in the Hebrew Bible and Ancient Near Eastern artifacts should warn us about their complexity, ambiguity, and ambivalence.
  After all, no religions would call their deity and gods “idol”!  The Mesopotamia mīs pȋ or “mouth-washing” ritual is a case in point.  Christopher Walker and Michael Dick point out that a statue is only a “dead product of human artisans” if it is not enlivened by a ritual called mīs pȋ: “‘This statue cannot smell incense, drink water, or eat food without the Opening of the Mouth!’”
  Here “mouth” is obviously a vital orifice that signifies the livingness of a statue, not unlike the “eye” of a Chinese statue that needs to be “en-lightened.”
  The Mesopotamians, however, do more.
Ritual attempts to dissociate the cult image from human artisans are very developed in both the Babylonian and the Nineveh ritual tables of mīs pȋ.  There the artisans have their hands “cut off” with a wooden tamarisk sword while swearing that they did not make the image but that their respective craft deities had.  The tools are wrapped in the body of a sacrificed sheep and thrown into the river to denote a return to Nudimmud (Ea), the craft god.

It is not insignificant that people were so concerned with “idol” that they would even ritually and symbolically have their hands cut off and the tools used to craft the statue thrown into the river to signify that the “enlivened statue” was not human made.  Given this idol anxiety, we cannot simply conclude that any statue or representation of the divine is idolatrous.  It will thus be helpful to see how Paul defines idolatry in his value system so that we may get a bigger picture of how it fits with his other concepts such as love, consideration for others, freedom, etc.
Religious Dimension of the Text: A Structural Semiotic Analysis
From the beginning of his correspondence with the Corinthian believers, Paul stresses the centrality of God through Christ Jesus in their calling.  It was in God that the Corinthian believers were enriched in every way with every logos and every gnosis (1:5).  It was God who chose and made the foolish in the world wise, the weak strong, etc. (1:27-28).  People may have done great things in preaching the gospel, but in the end, it was God who made things grow (3:5).  In fact, whatever people do, they should do it on the foundation of Christ (3:11); they should realize that everything belongs to God (1:30; cf. 3:21-23) and whatever they have, they received it from God (4:7).  In a group-oriented honor-and-shame cultural value, this intimate relationship of God and Christ with the believers is significant because whatever the believers do, they will also affect the honor of God and Christ.  As Bruce Malina underlines, in ancient Mediterranean world, individuals “define themselves rather exclusively in terms of the groups in which they [are] embedded”
 to the extent that members within the same group even “owe loyalty, respect, and obedience of a kind which commits their individual honor without limit and without compromise.”
  Thus, when Paul heard that the believers formed their own groups in the ekklēsia, probably constituted of about fifty people or so,
 he was devastated: “Is Christ divided?  Was Paul crucified for you or into the name of Paul were you baptized?” (1:13) If God and Christ were the head of the ekklēsia, how could the believers make such decision!  If whoever they are and whatever they have received come from God through Christ, they should then rely on God.  By forming their own groups, they disregard God and Christ; not only do they dishonor each other, they also shame God and Christ!  In fact, how can they even belong to two opposing groups and share the cup and the table of the Lord and of the demons at the same time (10:21)!  
This centering on God and Christ is also prominent in 1 Cor. 8-10.  Paul writes, “for to our benefit, there is one God, the Father, out of from all things exist and for whom we exist, and there is one Lord Jesus Christ, through whom all things exist and through whom we exist” (8:6).  If this was a Corinthian slogan, then the confession becomes ironic, since it talks about centering on God and Christ!  The metaphor of bread in 10:17 is also apt: “because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all share from the one bread.”  If the believers share from the same bread, then they manifest the result of such sharing.  A bad manifestation shows that the source is bad, which then means that God and Christ are bad.  Hence on the idol food issue, when Paul writes that “the earth is the Lord’s and everything in it” (10:26), he asks the believers to honor and rely on God and Christ.  This reliance on God and Christ seems to be a theme that Paul highlights in a complete discourse unit of 1 Cor. 8-10, which, from the perspective of structural semiotics, is confirmed in the inverted parallelisms of 1 Cor. 8:1-2 and 10:31-11:1.
  Once a complete discourse unit is identified, not only can we examine the value and idea in the unit to make tentative conclusion about certain aspect of Paul’s conviction, we can also study how inverted parallelisms show Paul’s effort in trying to transform his audience’s conviction.
For example, in 1 Cor. 8-11:1, we first notice that a self-oriented, active and confident stance in 8:1-2 is inverted to a God-and-Christ-focused and other-oriented in 10:31-11:1.  Whether Paul was quoting the Corinthian slogan in 8:1 when he writes that “we know that we all have gnosis,” his further qualification that “gnosis puffs up, but love builds up” (8:1c) is supported by 8:2-3.  In 8:2, Paul not only stresses the limit of one’s ability to know and changes self-orientation to God-orientation in relation to gnosis; he also ties gnosis to love: “But if anyone loves God, this person is known by him” (8:3).  Note that the active voice becomes passive, from having gnosis to being known.  This change underscores that gnosis comes from God.  This inversion makes sense, as Paul reiterated that it is from God through Christ that the believers received everything.  The passivity of gnosis, however, is now characterized by the activity of love (8:3a), which then is also God-oriented and other-oriented, as Paul writes that he tries to please all people in everything for the benefit of many so that they may be saved (10:33).  So while Paul in the beginning of the discourse unit agrees that gnosis is important, he changes the orientation of gnosis from activity to passivity in terms of loving God (8:3).  This God-oriented gnosis is then developed to an otherness-orientation in the end of the discourse unit.
If this focus on God and Christ through the theme of otherness is Paul’s main point, then we should be able to find this pattern in the pairs of opposition actions in 1 Cor. 8-10, as Paul would not want to be unclear in conveying his convictions!
  Pairs of opposition of actions would make sure a clear communication.  Altogether there are seven pairs of oppositions.
  Given the scope of this paper, we will only focus on the opposition actions at the dialogic level of the discourse.
  First: 8:4-6 vs. 8:7.  While 8:4-6 says that having gnosis about the “non-existence” of idol and the power of God and Christ is positive, 8:7 shows that not having such knowledge can cause harm and loss to oneself.  At the same time, however, such gnosis emphasizes our dependence on God, since it is for God and through Christ that we exist!  Second: 8:9b, 10a vs. 8:9c, 11a.  While 8:9b, 10a says that those who have such gnosis use this right or authority (exousia) to eat in an idol’s temple (eidōleiō), 8:9c, 11a says that those whose conscience (syneidēsis) are weak will not be edified (oikodomēthēsetai) if they see the former reclining in the idol’s temple.  Hence, even though gnosis is informative, those who have gnosis can bring either right to themselves or destruction to those who have no such gnosis.  Third: 8:13 vs. 8:9-11a.  When Paul writes that if food can scandalize people he will not eat (8:13), he contrasts his concern with those having gnosis who, as a result of eating, cause the weak to be destroyed by such gnosis (8:9-11a).  Note that in 8:13, not only can food scandalize the weak, people can also scandalize.  Here, the focus is on not causing scandal.  Thus in the end of the discourse, Paul urges the believers to eat and drink for the glory of God (10:31).
Fourth: 10:13c vs. 10:9a.  While 10:13c says that God is faithful and does not give exceeding temptation (peirasmos), 10:9a admonishes believers to not tempt (ekpeirazein) the Lord.  The test that God gives to believers is common to people (anthrōpinos); but the test that people give to the Lord is rebellion, grumbling, evil desire, and crime.  Fifth: 10:21a vs. 10:21a.  When Paul warns the believers to not drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of the demons, and to not share the table of the Lord and the table of demons (10:21a), he forbids them to receive both cups and tables, as if they owe their allegiance to both the Lord and the demons.  To do so is to confuse the Lord with the demons, and hence, shame the Lord!  Sixth: 10:24b vs. 10:24a.  While Paul urges the believers to seek the thing of the other (10:24b), he tells them to not seek their own thing (10:24a).  In other words, the believers should act for the sake of the other.  Seventh: 10:28-29 vs. 10:25, 27.  In 10:28-29, Paul stresses that the believers should not eat idol food for the sake of other’s conscience, while 10:25, 27 tell us that the believers, because of their supposedly “strong” conscience, eat the idol food.
In these pairs of opposition of actions, we find that when one does not consider the other, mishaps happen: the right and authority to eat idol food from certain gnosis becomes a stumbling block to the weak (8:9); those who are weak in conscience are not edified but destroyed (8:10-11); people were destroyed when they over test God in their evil desires, idolatry, crime, and grumbling (10:6-10); and people enrage the Lord when they share the demon’s cup and demon’s table (10:21).  Hence in the first pair of oppositions (8:4-6 vs. 8:7) and the last two pairs of oppositions (10:24b vs. 10:24a; 10:28-29 vs. 10:25, 27), which do not mention clearly the consequence of not considering the other as the other four pairs just listed, Paul underscores the importance of an otherness-orientation, founded upon God through Christ.
In light of these pairs of oppositions of actions, we can qualify further the descriptions of the subject who does the action and the receiver who is transformed by such action.
  For example, when 8:9b, 10a say that those who have gnosis use their right or authority (exousia) to eat in an idol’s temple (eidōleiō), we see that the problem is not gnosis per se.  While gnosis gives power to some to eat, it can also give destruction to “the weak” (8:9c, 11a).  Thus, Paul focuses not on whether one should eat the idol food or not.  Rather, Paul is stressing the power of gnosis.  Gnosis can definitely empower some to not be under the power and authority of idol, but it can also impart negative power onto “the weak.”  This notion of authority or power (exousia) is noteworthy.  Halbertal and Margalit have already pointed out the power of internalization of belief in practice.  This intermingling relationship between belief and practice is also evident in our discussion of power and ritual.  Thus, it is crucial to not disregard idol as a superstition, as if gnosis can simply dispel the power of idol.
  Gnosis is more than cognitive; it has power effects!  Just as Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Pierre Bourdieu have reminded us that our perception and knowledge of self and the world are always embodied,
 Dale Martin, in his reading of Greco-Roman literatures, also cautions us to not impose a Cartesian notion of a constructed dichotomy between mind and body, nature and culture, visible and invisible onto the biblical text.
  Not unlike the Chinese, the material and the immaterial worlds in the ancient time are a continuum spectrum.  Thus 8:7 is particularly suggestive when it says that “But not in everyone is the gnosis; some by custom or habit (synētheia) of idol until now eat as if it is idol food, and their conscience (syneidēsis) being weak is defiled.”
Notice how Paul speaks about gnosis and habit: it is because of custom or habit that some eat food as if (ὡς) eating idol food.  This ambiguous and perhaps also ambivalent language of “as if” shows the power of idol in terms of habit which, with and without our awareness, defines our perceptions of the world.
  Identifying the Corinthian worldview with that of Hellenistic Jewish philosophy in the works of Philo, Richard Horsley even suggests that conscience (syneidēsis) is the “convicting consciousness [which] is part of the nature of the soul as created by God.”
  For Paul too, Horsley argues that conscience “clearly means one’s inner consciousness or awareness, and not ‘conscience’ in the modern sense of the English word.”
  This language of conviction and inner consciousness is intertwined with habit and custom because too often our custom and habit, like our conviction, are self-evident.  It is like a worldview or ideology that calls us and interpellates us as such and such, as Louis Althusser would say.
  So, the primary issue is not whether idol exists or not (8:4); it is about the power of idol and habit, in which gnosis is part of such power.  Thus even though one may propagate gnosis about “idol in the world is nothing (οὐδέν)” and that “there is no God but one” (8:4), there are still so-called gods and many lords (8:5), not to mention eating idol food is partaking of the cup and the table of demons (10:19-21)!  The ontological question of οὐδέν aside, when Paul writes that “some in custom to idol until now eat food as if it is idol food” (8:7), he reminds us that even if an idol is not ontologically real, it can nonetheless felt to be real or seem to be real, as semiotics and phenomenology have shown us.
  Thus Paul mentions about the so-called gods and many lords (8:5) as well as the demons (10:20-21).  For Paul, idol and idol food certainly have power over people.  But such power is οὐδέν or invalid when one focuses and lives for God through Christ.
The freedom and power in God through Christ, however, come with a response to one’s confession.  That is, freedom is the result of one’s response to the power and favor of God, as well as a response to others whom Christ died for.  Though in this paper we have not referred to 1 Cor. 9,
 we can see it as an example of such responsibility.  Thus, the gnosis mentioned in the confession is not so much about having gnosis; it is about the response of focusing on God and Christ and staying within their power, because believers exist for God through Christ (8:6)!  So while the believers may display the power and authority of God and Christ as surpassing those of the idols when they eat at an idol’s temple (8:9-10), they may end up testing the Lord and not honoring God (10:9ff).  There is no need to intentionally display such power and authority, especially when such acts can sin against those whom Christ died for (8:11-12).  Rather, they should be mindful of God and Christ (8:6).  So in honoring God and Christ, Paul says that he will never eat meat if such eating scandalizes believers (8:13); to eat idol food is not only arrogant but also mindless of God and Christ.  The believers forget that everything comes from God, including the power of gnosis.  It is not gnosis but God who bestows the power (cf. 8:8).  Thus Paul exhorts the believers to be alert: “Therefore the one who thinks that s/he can stand, let her/him watch out so that s/he does not fall” (10:12).  This language is similar to 8:2, “If anyone thinks that s/he knows something, s/he does not yet know as /she ought to know.”  As discussed before, such attitude and behavior show that the believers think that they are in control, instead of God.  But Paul urges them to watch out: not just the overconfident, but also the “weak” so that they may know that as God is the source of all things, God will not allow people to be tested beyond what they can handle but will provide a way out for them to endure (10:13).
Now if God is pistos, a word which has a wide range of sociopolitical, economic, and religious connotations,
 then how can the believers not be pistoi, that is, be faithful, obedient, trusting, and understanding?  If God cares for the believers in making sure that they can bear the tests and not be overtaken (10:13), how can they seek their own good without caring for God and others (10:24)?  This self-centeredness becomes outrageous when some even partake of the cups and the table of the Lord and the demons (10:20-21)!  There is no pistos relationship.  There are no faithfulness, obedience, reliance, and trusting on the part of some of the believers.  They just take advantage of God for their own benefits.  But as 10:26 tells us, “for the earth is of the Lord and everything in it,” so whatever one does, and in this case on the issue of sacrificial food, one needs to recognize God as the source of everything.  Thus when Paul says in 10:30, “If I partake with gratitude (charis), why am I blasphemed for what I am giving thanks (eucharistein)?”  To partake with gratitude, however, implies that one acknowledges that one has received something from the other; otherwise why would one give thanks?  It is this acknowledgment of God’s favor that believers should orient their eating and drinking (cf. 10:31).
To summarize, Paul’s handling of the idol food issue hinges upon believers’ confession of God and the Lord as their only God and Lord (8:4-6).  It is with this acknowledgment that idol in the world is nothing, worthless, meaningless, and invalid.  Hence when Paul addresses the issue of idol food, he first frames it within an orientation of God and Christ, and then, stresses one’s responsibility in response to God’s power and favor.
Chinese Ancestor Veneration and Idol Food
Tradition is the living faith of the dead; traditionalism is the dead faith of the living. 







    – Jaroslav Pelikan

Thus far I have avoided using “ancestor worship;” instead I used ancestor veneration, even though the Chinese character祭祖 (ji-zu) are closer in translation to ancestor worship.  This avoidance is intentional.  As we have briefly noted, Chinese and Western Christian categories of “God” and “religion,” in which we dialectically derive our notion of “idol,” are very different.  The Chinese, for example, hold that everything (material and immaterial) is made of Qi (breath or energy).  There is no dichotomy between the visible and invisible worlds.  Rather, they are a continuum where (1) yin-yang (a dynamic complementary system); (2) heaven-earth-humanity (a triadic verticality); (3) five phases (wood; fire; earth; metal; and water); and (4) nine fields or palaces (horizontal division system) form the essential components for correlative thoughts in Chinese worldview.  Hence, gods, ancestors, and ghosts are not ontologically different from human beings.
  The importance of correlative thoughts is difficult to overstate because for Chinese, everything is indeed closely intertwined.  For example, what is yin (literally means “the shady side of the mountain”) in some situation may become yang (literally means “the sunny side of the mountain”) in another situation.  The yin feature (such as femininity; softness; wetness; darkness; cold; etc.) in one situation can become yang (features like masculinity; firmness; dryness; brightness; warm; etc.) when it is compared to something that is more yin.  A father may be yang in relation to his son, but he is yin in relation to his father.  The positions of yin and yang are always relational; they are not fixed.  What matters is the pattern of situation formed by the four components.  Given the correlative thoughts in Chinese worldview, the term “worship” in ancestor worship has numerous connotations because everything is interrelated and the visible and the invisible worlds are closely intertwined.  As such, I prefer to the term ancestor veneration as it is a more neutral and less loaded term, depending on the context of veneration.
Another complication to our discussion of ancestor veneration is that it is perhaps the oldest ritual in Chinese history tied to family cult.
  From both earliest literary records and artifacts, we find that ancestor veneration is not only related to the maintenance of family lineage, it also helps renew and reinforce solidarity among (extended) family members and continuity in history and tradition between the living and the deceased.
  This preservation of patrilineal heritage is in turn tied to the belief and practice of 礼 (li; ritual or propriety), a word with “broad connotation, extending from the most weighty religious ceremonies to the trivialities of daily etiquette.  It means ritually proper deportment in all social circumstances.”
  According to礼记 (Li-Ji or Records of Ritual), a collection of Confucian writings on ritual in the Warring States period (ca. 403-221BCE), there are 
[R]ules of propriety that furnish the means of determining (the observances towards) relatives, as near and remote; of settling points which may cause suspicion or doubt; of distinguishing where there should be agreement, and where difference; and of making clear what is right and what is wrong […] To cultivate one’s person and fulfill one’s words is called good conduct.  When the conduct is (thus) ordered, and the words are accordance with the (right) course, we have the substance of the rules of propriety […].

While the conception of li varies according to different people such as Confucius, Mencius, Xunzi, Mozi, Daoists, and the Legalists,
 what we see here is that li (ritual; propriety) is more concerned about how to maintain order and harmony in different kinds of human relationships than about serving spiritual beings.  It appears that li focuses and functions more at the social level than at the “theological” level, as it provides means to cultivate and mold one’s outer and inner dispositions according to social norms, which mimic the structure of nature and cosmos.  While li can thus be promoting status quo and hierarchy, it can also, because of correlative thoughts, create and maintain harmony without necessarily erasing the differences.
  And as many have pointed out, the notion of li is also tied to 孝 (xiao; filial piety) and 仁 (ren; benevolence).
  Analects 2.5 writes, “Parents, when alive, should be served according to li; when dead, should be buried according to li and be sacrificed according to li.”  Likewise, Mencius (ca. 390-305BCE) thinks that “Duty to parents is the greatest […] Among our many duties, the duty of serving the parents is fundamental […].’”
  孝经 (xiao jing; Classic of Filial Piety), a compilation of Confucius teachings collected probably before third century BCE, even has Confucius said that 
Filial piety is the root of virtue, and that from which civilization derives […] The body, the hair and skin are received from our parents, and we dare not injure them: this is the beginning of filial piety.  [We should] establish ourselves in the practice of the true Way, making a name for ourselves for future generations, and thereby bringing glory to our parents: this is the end of filial piety.  Filial piety begins with the serving of our parents, continues with the serving of our prince, and its completed with the establishing of our own character.

Xiao or filial piety, in other words, is the fundamental principle underlying ancestor veneration, which as we have seen, is integral to the continuation of family and the state.  To not observe the ritual is not simply impious, it is also disloyal, abandoning one’s responsibility to the family and the state.  While filial piety, in many ways, like li (propriety) can end up maintaining status quo and conforming people to social norm, instead of nurturing character and discernment, we see figures in Chinese Buddhism and Daoism challenging the tradition.  For instance, in 牟子理惑论 (Mouzi lihuo lun; Mouzi on the Settling of Doubt), the author tries to reason that monks were not impious and irresponsible when they shaved their heads and became celibate without producing heir to take care of their parents.  Besides making his point through a story,
 the author argues the act of giving up everything in joining the sangha is actually the “height of self-giving,” which is not unlike the act devoting oneself to the family in filial piety.  Using the language of Daoism, the author even says that such act of self-giving can “lead one to the Dao,” a goal that Confucius aims for!
  Similarly, a leading figure in the Quest for Transcendence Daoism, 葛洪 (Ge Hong; ca. 283-363CE) defends that seeking transcendence is not unfilial because the benefit goes beyond personal to one’s (extended) family.
  While these apologetics show that there are various ways to observe li (propriety) in honoring one’s family, we see that li (propriety) and xiao (filial piety) are, one way or another, fundamental in Chinese worldview.  This flexibility in some ways is in tune with the system of correlative thoughts.  There may be ambiguity and even contradiction, but what matters the most is the harmony of the overall pattern.  At the same time, however, the correlative thoughts in Chinese worldview also give rise to the “superstitious” aspects of ancestor veneration.
  In the practice of ancestor veneration which includes funeral rites, mourning period, and sacrifices to the dead, the core value of honoring one’s elders and ancestors becomes a fear for the dead’s punishment if one does not take care of their needs.  As a result, we see all kinds of ways trying to please the dead so that one may get blessing from them.  When the focus becomes so much on the spirits and ghosts, the human relationships fade out.  As a ritual, ancestor veneration becomes a form of traditionalism instead of a living tradition that seeks to cultivate people to honor li (propriety) in their relationships with others.

In summary, we can see the correlative thoughts working in the ritual and propriety of ancestor veneration.  The ambiguity and ambivalence in the ritual are meant to maintain the tension, lest one focuses too much either on the visible world or the invisible worlds.  The reverence for elders and ancestors and the fear of them at the same time make the ritual of ancestor veneration dynamic.  The religious element can keep the social function from becoming numb to change, and the social function can provide certain order to the religious features of the ritual.  Likewise, while the (e)mergence of the past and the present in ritual can provide certain continuity, it can also discourage of letting go of the past, as we see in the superstitious aspect of the ritual.  But as the stories of 葛洪 (Ge Hong), 令首 (Ling Shou), and牟子理惑论 (Mouzi lihuo lun) remind us, heritage like ancestor veneration is neither a passive acceptance and performance of ritual nor a disregard for the past.  Lastly, it is important to note that females do not have much standing and status in Chinese ancestor veneration but are absorbed into the patrilineal system.  As such, the ritual can end up sustaining the patriarchal status quo in the society.
Conclusion

Thus far we see the power of ritual upon people.  The interweaving of different times and events in ritual makes the power of ritual hard to articulate, but an inter(con)textual reading of different texts of various contexts helps us to describe such religious dimension of the text.  In our brief introduction to Chinese ancestor veneration, the collective honor and shame values, respect for heritage, and responsibility to the elders further help us to highlight similar values in 1 Cor. 8-10, in particular if God and the Lord are indeed the source of our existence.  The stress on taking care of the elders and treat others according to li (propriety) also teach us not to scandalize others.  Having gnosis should not make one overconfident in one’s ability, especially if gnosis is tied to loving God.  At the same time, however, the accent on obligation and loyalty in ancestor veneration can create exclusiveness and prevent boundaries crossing.  As such, the focus on honoring and relying on God and the Lord not only challenges Chinese to not be bound by one’s group; it also reminds Chinese to not fossilize any system of correlative thoughts, as in the superstitious aspect of ancestor veneration.  In the case of 1 Cor. 8-10 as well, when gnosis is fossilized and detached from signification, problems, if not scandals, break out.
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