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Preface

There is a restaurant in the square at the entrance to Anton Kallinger Cad-
desi in Selcuk, Turkey. It was one of the regular watering holes for the 
participants in the first Colloquium on Material Culture and Ancient Reli-
gion (COMCAR) based at the Crisler Library in 2008. One unknown Aus-
tralian met up with the epitome of a Texas gentleman for lunch. I was the 
Aussie; Dennis Smith was the exemplary companion.

Dennis proceeded to attend with keen interest, good humor, and 
bucketloads of encouragement to my take on the Syro-Phoenician woman 
and her daughter. Of course, as the discussion unfolded, I realized that 
little by little he was both mining and stretching my ideas about the dining 
customs that the story in Mark’s Gospel was playing with at its heart and 
climax. From that moment on, Dennis has never ceased to cultivate the 
friendship begun over a meal in Turkey and nurtured in similar fashion 
many times since. Always there have been attentiveness, good humor, and 
encouragement; always a gentle, critical question or insight that fosters 
new considerations.

Mine is far from an isolated story, but it does distill the man that so 
many have found who have joined the COMCAR gatherings. This explains 
the desire to offer this collection of essays. In appreciation of Dennis’s 
contribution to teaching, research, and scholarly collaboration, members 
of COMCAR from across the world have agreed to bring some of their 
research into ancient material culture and religion to a collection fêted in 
his honor. The collection focuses on the intersection of material culture, 
ancient religion, and the texts and practices of early Christianity. As diverse 
as the subjects may be, the various essays demonstrate the immense value 
of the exchange between artifacts, text, and interpreter that arises from 
the in situ context of a collaborative gathering of scholars from around the 
world. From Ephesus to Corinth, Colossae to Athens, Omrit to Assos, the 
refrain of “digging in the dirt” yields new, sometimes startling insights into 
the ubiquity of religion in life in the ancient world, most especially in the 
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xx	 Preface

fabric, circumstances, and symbolics of meals—the life-long preoccupa-
tions of the one for whom the collection is dedicated.

Thanks must be given to the organizers of COMCAR, to Christine 
Thomas, Steven Friesen, Dan Schowalter, and James Walters. Without 
their commitment, experience, and love of the investigation of material 
culture, COMCAR would not exist, and the many who have joined the 
cheers of congratulation to Dennis would never have had the joy of meet-
ing him. We are all grateful as well to Bob Buller and the editors of SBL 
Press, who have not only recognized the importance of material culture to 
biblical interpretation—a long-standing commitment of North American 
scholarship—but have joined in saluting one of its most astute and endear-
ing exponents, Dennis E. Smith.

So, as we all imagine ourselves again being invited to recline at a feast, 
we raise our cups to you, Dennis, in thanksgiving and in honor.

Alan H. Cadwallader

*****************

The following participants in the Colloquium on Material Culture and 
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