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Abstract: 
 :PUJL�[OL�PU[YVK\J[PVU�VM�ZVJPHS�PKLU[P[`�[OLVY`�[V�[OL�ÄLSK�VM�IPISPJHS�
studies, the Epistle to the Hebrews has become something of a proving 
ground for depicting the intergroup relations that are key to understanding 
YLSH[PVUHSS`�VYPLU[LK� PKLU[P[`� K`UHTPJZ� HUK� JVTT\UP[`� PKLU[PÄJH[PVU��
However, while social identity theory is a valuable tool for describing 
how communities self-perceive as unique social entities through the use of 
in-group and out-group language, social identity theory does not describe the 
rhetorical process by which such language and communication develops or 
why this development is so key to creating a distinct community. Symbolic 
convergence theory, with its elements of fantasy themes, symbolic cues, 
and rhetorical vision, gives us the unique language we need to describe 
that process, and the epistle to the Hebrews demonstrates not only the 
characteristics of a collective identity, but the very birth of that identity as 
well.
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Introduction
� :PUJL�[OL�PU[YVK\J[PVU�VM�ZVJPHS�PKLU[P[`�[OLVY`�[V�[OL�ÄLSK�VM�IPISPJHS�
studies, the Epistle to the Hebrews has become something of a proving 
ground for depicting the intergroup relations that are key to understanding 
YLSH[PVUHSS`�VYPLU[LK� PKLU[P[`� K`UHTPJZ� HUK� JVTT\UP[`� PKLU[PÄJH[PVU�1 
However, while social identity theory is a valuable tool for describing how 
communities self-perceive as unique social entities through the use of in-
group and out-group language, social identity theory does not describe the 
rhetorical process by which such language and communication develops or 
why this development is so key to essentially creating a distinct community. 
Social identity theory explains what makes a community distinct and how 
that distinction is maintained, but it does not adequately explain how an 
\UKLÄULK� NYV\W� VM� PUKP]PK\HSZ� ILJVTLZ� H� ZVJPHS� LU[P[ �̀� ZLSM�KLÄULK� PU�
opposition to other communities within the same geographic location. 
 So while the Epistle to the Hebrews stands as the example par 
L_JLSSLUJL�PU�[OL�5;�VM�PKLU[PM`PUN�PU�NYV\W��JVTT\UP[`�KLÄUPUN�SHUN\HNL��
^L�ÄUK�[OH[�H�ZVJPHS�PKLU[P[`�HWWYVHJO�MHSSZ�ZOVY[�VM�M\SS`�HWWYLJPH[PUN�[OL�
rhetorical strategy of the text as it moves the readers from an indistinct, 
\UJLY[HPU� NYV\W� PU[V� H� ZLSM�KLÄULK�� KPZ[PUJ[� ZVJPHS� JVTT\UP[ �̀2 And this 
is the process we see in Hebrews: Hebrews 6:1-12 indicates that the 
readers were being tempted to abandon their faith in Christ; 10:1-4, 29-
39 imply that these were at least considering a return to Judaism and the 
ZHJYPÄJPHS�Z`Z[LT�3 Later, 10:32-35 reveals the reason for this rejection to 
be persecution, most probably severe social ostracism as well as economic 
and judicial oppression (12:4; 10:32-34) (Salevao 2002: 126-127). The 
author’s continued exhortations to unite together in mutual love and support 
(9:24-25; 13:1-17) suggest a fractured community that does not provide a 
Z\MÄJPLU[S`�JVTWLSSPUN�HUK�KPZ[PUJ[�PKLU[P[`�[V�VMMZL[�[OL�HSPLUH[PVU�IYV\NO[�
on by persecution.4 The in-group versus out-group language is centered 
on symbols—both people and rituals—that are central to Jewish identity, 
strongly suggesting that the writer’s goal is to strengthen the community 
identity of these Christians so that their distinction is compelling and 
preferable to rejoining previous social groups, either Jewish or Gentile.5 
So social identity theory describes what the problem is, and what solution 
is proposed by the writer of Hebrews. But it does not offer a mechanism 
by which to trace the rhetorical process by which language impacts the 
formation of group identity. Symbolic convergence theory, a framework 
developed to describe the formation of small group community identities 
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and frequently used to analyze political rhetoric, gives us unique tools to 
assess the rhetoric of the epistle to the Hebrews.

Symbolic Convergence Theory: Understanding the Process of Group Self-
0KLU[PÄJH[PVU

 Symbolic Convergence as Shared Consciousness
 Symbolic convergence theory describes how unconnected 
individuals come to share a common vision or interpretation of reality; 
how this shared view grows and is sustained; how it provides “meaning, 
emotion, and motive for action” for members of that community; and what 
ZWLJPÄJHSS`�PUKPJH[LZ�[OH[�Z\JO�H�ZOHYLK�JVUZJPV\ZULZZ�L_PZ[Z��*YHNHU��  �!�
94). The theory is based on the premise that people interpret their world 
HUK�L_WLYPLUJLZ� [OYV\NO�Z[VYPLZ� [OH[�N\PKL�HUK�YLÅLJ[�V\Y�\UKLYZ[HUKPUN�
of how the world works (Littlejohn 2002: 157). As John Dominic Crossan 
WPJ[\YLZX\LS`� Z[H[LZ�� ¸^L� SP]L� PU� Z[VY`� SPRL� ÄZO� SP]L� PU� [OL� ZLH¹� �*YVZZHU�
1975: 47). Regardless of language, society, technological development, or 
HU`�V[OLY�THYRLY�VUL�JV\SK�HMÄ_�[V�H�J\S[\YL��Z[VY`�WLY]HKLZ�HSS�VM�O\THU�
consciousness. In fact, “man’s very being is affective and imaginative, and 
his powers of survival and creation are nourished by dynamic impulses 
which mediate themselves to him through inherited and ever-renewed 
KYHTH[PaH[PVUZ�^OPJO�KLÄUL�OPZ�^VYSK¹��>PSKLY�� ��!������ 

 Story is how humanity understands reality and how people 
cope with their experiences, establish their expectations, and guide their 
interactions with one another and the world around them.  The stories 
people tell give meaning and purpose to their reality. As people share 
these stories with each other, various elements within the stories take on 
meaning larger than the story itself and become symbols pointing to a 
larger interpretive paradigm of reality (Cragan 1995: 33). Symbols move 
experiences beyond what the senses perceive into an orderly, logical realm 
where they can be understood and processed (Foss 1996: 122). 
 Symbolic convergence theory was born in the mind of Ernest 
Bormann in his studies of small group communication at the University 
of Minnesota through the 1950s and 1960s. As he and his fellows studied 
transcripts of group dialogue, they began to notice that groups did not 
cohere or self-identify as separate entities until stories had been shared, 
expanded, and validated by group members. These stories each manifested 
an aspect of how the group chose to collectively interpret past experiences 
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or common events. In this sense, these stories were not so much accurate 
YLÅLJ[PVUZ� VM� MHJ[Z� I\[� JYLH[P]L� YL[LSSPUN� HUK� PU[LYWYL[H[PVUZ� VM� L]LU[Z��
Eventually, the stories had been told and retold so many times that the mere 
TLU[PVU�VM�H�RL`�WOYHZL�VY�[OLTL�̂ HZ�Z\MÄJPLU[�[V�KYH^�[OL�LU[PYL�Z[VY`�PU[V�
group discussion (Hirokawa 1996: 81-83). 
 For example, stories quickly emerge within student groups of 
impossible deadlines, the heartless teacher, and the pushover professor. 
While the stories might not use these particular phrases, their themes 
were instantly recognized and built on by other students within the group, 
eventually building a common rhetorical vision of the eternal struggle 
between the power players (professors) and the powerless (hapless, 
hardworking undergraduates). Faculty groups, on the other hand, would 
build stories of the eternally lazy student, lowering standards within 
education, and high demands placed on overworked teachers. Their 
rhetorical vision would read somewhat the opposite of their students’! Thus, 
while the facts remain the same, each group may choose to interpret them 
differently, leading to different thematic stories that manifest very different 
perceptions of reality.
 Symbolic convergence theory is so named “because it deals with 
the human tendency to interpret signs, signals, current experience, and 
human action and to invest those with meaning” (1996: 89). In this sense, 
an individual’s perception of reality is created by the stories and symbols he 
or she adopts. The more the stories are told within the community, the more 
participants’ perceptions of reality converge based on shared adoption 
and validation of these symbols of reality. As more people share these 
symbols, a distinct community emerges with a unique vision of how the 
world operates. The theory thus explains how people come to share belief 
systems, emotional responses to reality, and loyalty to symbols (1996: 90). 
This sharing of stories and symbols that indicates a common worldview is 
called symbolic convergence: a convergence of symbols within a group of 
people (Foss 1996: 122).
 The key to symbolic convergence is the adoption of stories and 
meanings within a community. As these stories are adopted, they create 
[OL�ZOHYLK�JVUZJPV\ZULZZ�[OH[�KLÄULZ�H�KPZ[PUJ[�YOL[VYPJHS�JVTT\UP[ �̀�;OL�
Z[VYPLZ�[VSK�^P[OPU�[OL�JVTT\UP[`�ÄYZ[�YLÅLJ[�OV^�P[Z�TLTILYZ�\UKLYZ[HUK�
the world, and then determine how they interpret their experiences, how 
they respond to events, and what motivates their actions within the world. 
Also, since this shared consciousness only emerges when individuals share 
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their stories, reality—or, rather, their perception of reality—is co-created as 
they agree on and sustain their rhetorical vision of the world (Cragan 1995: 
96). In other words, “a symbolic fact, initiated by one person, is picked 
\W�� LTILSSPZOLK�� HUK� YLJVUÄN\YLK� I`� V[OLYZ� HUK�ILJVTLZ� [OL� JVTTVU�
consciousness (symbolic interpretation) for the community” (1995: 97). 
 Since Bormann’s original research, John Cragan and Donald 
Shields have joined him in spearheading a growing number of 
communications scholars and an avalanche of articles applying symbolic 
convergence theory to small group dynamics; studies of national, 
L[OUPJ�� VY� J\S[\YHS� ZLSM�PKLU[PÄJH[PVU"6 interpersonal, mass media, and 
organizational communication (Cragan 1999: 92-106) and even political 
manifestos(Bormann 1996: 1-28). It should be noted, however, that each of 
these studies is an analysis of communication patterns of currently existing 
rhetorical communities (e.g., small groups, cultural communities, and 
businesses). Little has been done to date to apply symbolic convergence 
theory to rhetorical communities that no longer exist, such as the original 
readers of the Gospels, of Paul’s letters, or of the Epistle to the Hebrews.7 
;OL� YLHZVU� MVY� [OPZ� PZ� ZPTWSL!� P[� PZ� T\JO� TVYL� KPMÄJ\S[� [V� HUHS`aL� [OL�
communication patterns and themes of a community when the only 
remaining records are written. It is comparable to reading a one-sided 
transcript of a discussion: the entire discussion must be recreated from 
the words of only one of the participants. This is not an impossible task, 
however. It merely requires that the groundwork be carefully laid to provide 
an adequate foundation from which to read the text. So, we turn next to the 
essential rhetorical elements of symbolic convergence:  rhetorical vision, 
fantasy themes, and symbolic cues. The development of a distinct rhetorical 
community hinges on these concepts and how they are created and used 
(Littlejohn 2002: 158).

 Fantasy Themes
 Fantasy themes are the building blocks of symbolic convergence 
theory. “Fantasy,” however, takes on a unique meaning within the world of 
symbolic convergence. Instead of referring to daydreams, fantasy “is the 
JYLH[P]L�HUK�PTHNPUH[P]L�ZOHYLK�PU[LYWYL[H[PVU�VM�L]LU[Z�[OH[�M\SÄSSZ�H�NYV\W�
psychological or rhetorical need” (Hirokawa 1996:88). So, a fantasy theme 
is a creatively designed narrative that strikes a chord in the experiences of 
the group. Fantasy themes often provide a creative interpretation of group 
experiences or a way to make sense of a type of experience common to 
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group member (Foss 1996: 124). This retelling of common experience 
is further expanded by community members and becomes “symbolic 
knowledge,” in that as the narrative develops, it becomes invested with 
more meaning than a simple statement of events warrants (Cragan 1995: 
35).
 As narratives, fantasy themes contain all of the major elements 
of story, including plot, setting, and characters. Because fantasy themes 
are the basic structural elements of a community’s symbolic reality (their 
understanding of reality as represented by community-validated symbols), 
fantasy themes require one more element: a sanctioning agent (1995: 35). 
The sanctioning agent is the trustworthy source of the narrative. In many 
cultures, especially ancient ones, community members would ascribe 
the fantasy theme to the ultimate sanctioning agent: a deity. For example, 
Athena functions as a sanctioning agent in the Odyssey when she offers a 
cosmic interpretation to Odysseus of his wanderings (Od., Book XIII). The 
same could be said of Exodus 19, where God speaks to Moses in a cloud 
and gives him the Law: God functions as the rhetorical sanctioning agent to 
legitimate the role and power of the Law in Jewish culture. 
 As stories such as these are told over and over within a community, 
participants pick up on the themes and elaborate on them, corporately 
investing their various elements with symbolic meaning and creating fantasy 
themes that demonstrate and sustain how the community understands and 
interprets reality (Foss 1996: 123). Sometimes the basic events or skeletal 
structure of a fantasy theme will be repeated through several similar themes 
(e.g., God intervening on his people’s behalf). This fantasy type expresses 
more deeply felt “truths” about reality and experience and actually 
communicates the “meaning, emotion, and motive” inherent within the 
original fantasy theme more powerfully than did the theme itself. Recasting 
a recognized fantasy type in a new fantasy theme, then, immediately elicits 
the emotional response and loyalty previously linked with the original 
fantasy theme, even though the context is entirely new (Cragan 1995: 38). 
This phenomenon proves especially valuable in the New Testament as 
evangelists seek to recast familiar and accepted stories into a gospel call 
that will draw the acceptance and loyalty of the old theme; Peter’s Pentecost 
speech (Acts 2) is one such example. 
 A single rhetorical community may adopt several such fantasy 
types, the most powerful of which is the saga. A saga is a fantasy type that 
retells the triumphs and experiences of the community or of an individual 
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ZPNUPÄJHU[�[V�[OL�JVTT\UP[`»Z�L_PZ[LUJL���  �!������<Z\HSS �̀�ZHNHZ�YL[LSS�[OL�
genesis of the community and the challenges it has overcome to exist and 
succeed. Beyond any other stories, sagas contain the heart and allegiance 
VM� [OL�JVTT\UP[`�ILJH\ZL� [OL`�KLÄUL�WHY[PJPWHU[Z»�OLYP[HNL�HUK�L_WYLZZ�
their deepest hopes for the future.
 The essential attribute of all fantasy themes is that they are shared 
across the community. As they are elaborated on and become more and 
more familiar to community members, eventually certain key phrases, 
word plays, or even gestures become so intrinsically intertwined with 
the narratives that mere mention of these phrases or gestures will bring 
the entire narrative to the audience’s mind. For example, Seinfeld fans 
will all recognize the phrase “No soup for you!” as referring to the “Soup 
Nazi” episode, in which petty tyranny is the revenge of the small-minded 
(Season 7, Ep. 6). Or, for a more contemporary example, “I can do this 
all day!” immediately cues the Captain America story, in which sheer 
perseverance—or indomitable stubbornness! —win over much stronger, 
smarter, seemingly unbeatable foes. In much the same way, the author of 
the Gospel of Matthew draws upon the much larger fantasy theme of the 
victorious Messiah when he quotes Zechariah 9:9 to describe Jesus’ entry 
into Jerusalem on a donkey (Matthew 21:4-9). 
 These types of phrases and word plays are known as symbolic 
cues. As Hirokawa and Poole observe, “when participants have shared 
a fantasy theme, they have charged their emotional and memory banks 
with meanings and emotions that can be set off by a commonly agreed-
upon cryptic symbolic cue” (Hirokawa 1996: 96). So symbolic cues 
can be slogans and in-group jokes as well as word plays, gestures, or 
key phrases that identify and tap into entire fantasy themes. In this way, 
symbolic cues epitomize the symbolic aspect of symbolic convergence 
[OLVY`!�[OL�YOL[VYPJHS�JVTT\UP[`�JVYWVYH[LS`�ZOHYLZ�ZWLJPÄJ�Z`TIVSZ�HUK�
symbol referents whose meanings are larger than their semantic weight and 
that point to stories that reveal a way of interpreting reality that sets the 
community apart from other groups.

 Creating Fantasy Themes
 Given the degree of symbolism inherent in fantasy themes, it 
would seem that creating a fantasy theme would be both complex and 
time-consuming. However, because fantasy themes are co-created by 
the community itself, the latent creativity of the entire community is 



odor : CreatinG CoMMunitY      325

available to invest new narratives with symbolic meaning. As mentioned 
above, it is human tendency to perceive and interpret reality in stories, 
dramatizing events in order to experience them corporately (1996: 92). 
This dramatization inevitably leads to investing the stories with symbolic 
meaning, moving the narrative beyond experience toward understanding 
and interpretation. 
 Fantasy themes originate with skilled and creative fantasizers 
whose personal interpretation of events is so convincing and powerful 
that other members of the group adopt and adapt it. The success of the 
fantasizer’s message is dependent on his rhetorical skill as well as on its 
UV]LS[ �̀�WLYZ\HZP]L�HIPSP[ �̀�L_WSHUH[VY`�WV^LY��HUK�JVUZPZ[LU[�Ä[�^P[O�V[OLY�
fantasy themes already accepted by the community (Cragan 1995: 48). If the 
TLZZHNL�PZ�Z\JJLZZM\S��¸H�JOHPU�PZ�[YPNNLYLK�I`�[OL�ÄYZ[�KYHTH[PaPUN�TLZZHNL�
and is then picked up and elaborated by the other members” (Hirokawa 
1996: 104). As this group- or public-chaining takes place (always swiftly, 
and sometimes within minutes in a group setting), a fantasy theme emerges 
with its attendant symbolic cues (Cragan 1998: 108). Creating a fantasy 
theme, then, is a simple and often surprisingly quick process within a 
community as long as the theme itself is accepted as viable and consistent 
with the community’s overarching view of reality. 

 Rhetorical Visions
 This overarching view of reality is known as a rhetorical vision. It 
PZ�H�KLLW�ZLH[LK�PU[LYWYL[P]L�WHYHKPNT�ZOHYLK�I`�[OL�TLTILYZ�VM�H�ZWLJPÄJ�
community that encompasses the values, beliefs, and expectations of 
the participants. As Stephen Littlejohn notes, “rhetorical visions structure 
our sense of reality in areas we cannot experience directly but can only 
know by symbolic reproduction… in large measure these visions form the 
assumptions on which a group’s knowledge is based” (Littlejohn 2002: 
157). In other words, rhetorical visions work to explain events outside of an 
PUKP]PK\HS»Z�WLYZVUHS�L_WLYPLUJL�I`�SPURPUN�Z`TIVSZ��ZWLJPÄJ�TLHUPUN��[V�
those events and thus bringing them symbolically within one’s experience 
and thus subject to interpretation and explanation.
 However, just because a rhetorical vision explains events that 
occur beyond personal experience does not mean that it has no ties to 
existential reality: the vision “spurs people to action, but the need for a 
link to reality helps squelch totally fantastic fantasies” (2002: 111). On the 
contrary, rhetorical visions must have reality-links in order to be considered 
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viable. A reality-link is simply the observable evidence that a rhetorical 
vision actually does account for sensory experience and current events 
(Cragan 1995: 46). In other words, a rhetorical vision must have explanatory 
and predictive power. It must be able to explain not only events beyond 
community experience but also those occurring within the community. 
One must also be able to adequately predict cause and effect within the 
interpretive boundaries of the vision. Simply put, a rhetorical vision is not 
viable unless the community is able to create reasonable expectations of 
YLHSP[`�HUK�ZLL�[OVZL�M\SÄSSLK��
� -\Y[OLYTVYL�� ILJH\ZL� YOL[VYPJHS� ]PZPVUZ� VM[LU� YLÅLJ[� H� ]PL^� VM�
reality that is outside of one’s experience—frequently describing cosmic- 
VY� ZLTP�JVZTPJ� JVUÅPJ[Z·[OL`�TH`� UL]LY� IL� M\SS`� KLZJYPILK�^P[OPU� [OL�
community. They are instead “built up piecemeal” by sharing fantasy themes 
within the community that support and sustain the vision (1995: 158). 
A rhetorical community will share many fantasy themes, each of which 
manifest a particular aspect of its rhetorical vision. This seeming haphazard 
JVUZ[Y\J[PVU�HSSV^Z�H� YOL[VYPJHS�]PZPVU� [OL�ÅL_PIPSP[`� P[�ULLKZ� [V�HKHW[� [V�
new ideas and events: instead of splintering apart when new information or 
experiences are introduced, it can be creatively reinvented to encompass 
and reinterpret events, even leading to a new understanding of the world. 
In fact, a rhetorical vision is under constant reinvention by community 
members as they seek to assimilate new experiences into their interpretive 
paradigm and integrate into their experience and understanding events 
beyond their immediate reality. Cragan and Shields attribute this process 
to the novelty principle, which “requires that for fantasies to chain-out, and 
continue to convey meaning, emotion, and motive for action, they must 
remain fresh and creative” (Cragan 1998: 109). The annual Passover ritual 
and recitation (Exodus 12:24-27) is perhaps the most powerful biblical 
example of this type of consistent rhetorical reinvention, strongly linked to 
a story—a fantasy theme—core to the Jewish sense of identity.
� )LJH\ZL�P[�PUÅ\LUJLZ�VUL»Z�PU[LYWYL[H[PVU�VM�L_WLYPLUJLZ�PU�Z\JO�
a fundamental way, a rhetorical vision “is a social bonding agent, a way 
in which we create narrative structures that give meaning to our lives and 
a sense of community” (Littlejohn 2002: 158). The very presence of an 
PKLU[PÄHISL�YOL[VYPJHS�]PZPVU�ZPNUHSZ�[OH[�H�YOL[VYPJHS�JVTT\UP[`�OHZ�ILLU�
born of those individuals who have helped chain out the fantasy themes 
and now participate by sharing and sustaining them (Foss 1996: 125). In 
[OPZ�^H �̀�YOL[VYPJHS�]PZPVUZ�WLYMVYT�H�]P[HS�YVSL�PU�OV^�H�NYV\W�ZLSM�KLÄULZ�
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as a distinct community: new groups sense a need to create a common 
identity based on their unique way of viewing the world (Hirokawa 1996: 
104). At this stage, rhetorical visions function to “attract attention and build 
consciousness because they imitate former ways of seeing things that look 
familiar” (Littlejohn 2002: 158). 
 As the rhetorical community grows and strengthens, these new 
rhetorical communities begin to establish boundaries to distinguish between 
the “us” who adhere to the rhetorical vision and the “them” who do not. 
We see the in-group heterogeneity and out-group homogeneity familiar 
from social identity at work at this point of the identity-building process.8 
Community members begin to use the rhetorical vision to proselytize and 
gather new members as well as to excommunicate disbelievers, tacitly 
demonstrating a belief that those who do not adhere to the vision have 
no part in the community and its destiny: “once the sharing of fantasies 
PKLU[PÄLZ�[OL�NYV\W�HUK�KPZ[PUN\PZOLZ�IL[^LLU�[OL�PUZPKLYZ�HUK�V\[ZPKLYZ��
the members have clear rhetorical and symbolic boundaries to serve as 
guidelines for terminating rituals to force members out and for initiation and 
HJJLW[HUJL�YP[\HSZ�MVY�YLJY\P[Z¹��/PYVRH^H��  �!�������0U�[OL�ÄUHS�Z[HNLZ�VM�
[OL�WYVJLZZ��^OLU�[OL�JVTT\UP[`�PZ�ÄYTS`�LZ[HISPZOLK��P[Z�YOL[VYPJHS�]PZPVU�
functions to maintain its members’ commitment to the values, vision, and 
group (Littlejohn 2002: 158).
� .P]LU� [OL� YVSL� YOL[VYPJHS� ]PZPVU� WSH`Z� PU� KLÄUPUN� UL^�
communities and the snowballing process that is the creation of rhetorical 
vision (as various fantasy themes collide, meld, and begin to manifest an 
overarching view of the word), recasting a vision can completely change 
OV^�H�JVTT\UP[`�ZLSM�KLÄULZ��0U�ZRPSSLK�OHUKZ��\ZPUN�[OL�UV]LS[`�WYPUJPWSL�
[V� YL[LSS� VSK� Z[VYPLZ� PU� UL^�^H`Z� NLULYH[LZ� H� ÅVVK�VM� JYLH[P]L� HKVW[PVU��
reinterpretation, and refocusing within the community that signals the birth 
of a new social identity. This, then, is the challenge facing the author of the 
Epistle to the Hebrews: how to recast what is accepted as true in order to 
transfer the emotions, motives, and loyalty of a group over to a new vision 
VM�YLHSP[`�[OH[�^PSS�HMÄYT�HUK�LZ[HISPZO�H�JVTWLSSPUN�PKLU[P[`�HUK�H�KPZ[PUJ[S`�
unique community.

New Eyes on Old Themes: A New Vision for a New People
 The author of Hebrews recognized that the fundamental issue 
facing his community was not context but collective identity. Persecution, 
a lack of intra-group loyalty, guilt, and uncertainty were the pressures 
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facing his audience. And as the pressures mounted, some Christians were 
apparently leaving the new, liminal church community to return to the safety 
of the established synagogue (Littlejohn 2002: 133, 140, 144). The threat 
this posed to the health and strength of the church is apparent; the author 
of Hebrews discerned that the key issue was not persecution, or comfort, 
or certainty, but that the community responses were merely symptoms of a 
deeper problem: the Christians were struggling with an identity crisis based 
on a misunderstanding of their current reality.
� -VY� [OPZ� YLHZVU��OL� ZLLRZ� [V�WLYZ\HKL� [OLT� [OH[� ZLSM�KLÄUPUN�HZ�
a new community, distinct from their previous community, is not betrayal 
I\[�YH[OLY�NYLH[LY�M\SÄSSTLU[��:HSL]HV�����!�������0U�VYKLY�[V�HJJVTWSPZO�
his mission he must recast the old rhetorical vision, in effect presenting a 
UL^�YOL[VYPJHS�]PZPVU�Z\MÄJPLU[S`�SPRL�[OL�VSK�VUL�[OH[�P[�^PSS�Z\Z[HPU�^OH[�
his readers have accepted as true and yet will offer a new interpretation of 
MHTPSPHY�L]LU[Z!�PU�[OPZ�]PZPVU��MHP[O�PU�1LZ\Z�PZ�[OL�JVYL�VM�H�UL^�KLÄUP[PVU�
VM�.VK»Z�WLVWSL��HUK�[OVZL�^OV�ILSPL]L�PU�1LZ\Z�YPNO[M\SS`�ZLSM�KLÄUL�HZ�[OL�
children of God, heirs to the ancient Abrahamic and Mosaic promises, and 
^P[ULZZLZ�VM�[OLPY�M\SS�M\SÄSSTLU[�^P[OPU�[OL�UL^�JOYPZ[VSVNPJHS�JVTT\UP[ �̀

Old Forms Invested with New Content: Building a New Rhetorical Vision
� ;OL�ÄYZ[�Z[LW�� [OLU�� PZ� [V�KYH^�V\[� [OL�MHU[HZ`�[OLTLZ�HUK�[`WLZ�
that are at the heart of the Jewish concept of self, heritage, and one’s 
relationship with God. By drawing on these themes, the author deliberately 
evokes the powerful emotions and loyalty inherent within them, hoping to 
transfer these to the new vision he casts and the new community to which 
he calls his Christian brothers and sisters. In other words, the author will 
use old forms—fantasy themes familiar to his readers—and inject them with 
new or expanded content, leaving behind a new rhetorical vision through 
^OPJO�[V�PU[LYWYL[�[OL�^VYSK�HUK�KLÄUL�H�UL^�JVTT\UP[`�L_WLYPLUJPUN�[OL�
M\SÄSSTLU[�VM�.VK»Z�YLKLTW[P]L�WSHU�

 Evoking Established Community Fantasy Themes
 The themes the author chooses are by no means accidental: he 
unerringly and skillfully draws out the narratives closest to the heart of 
Israel: the stories of the exodus, the wandering, the giving of the Law and 
the tabernacle, and entering the promised land. These are genesis sagas 
for Israel, portraying their birth as a people and the birth of their unique 
relationship with God. The rhetorical vision they sustain describes God 
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intervening in history on behalf of his people, desiring to be in community 
with his people, and offering them redemptive reconciliation and a return 
to his presence. 
� ;OL�H\[OVY�VM�/LIYL^Z�\ZLZ�[OL�ÄN\YL�VM�4VZLZ�[V�WVPU[�[V^HYK�
the exodus, wanderings, and covenant (Hebrews 3:2-5). In chapter 2, he 
references Meribah to cue the fantasy theme of the wanderings—a fantasy 
theme that was so well-recognized it became a fantasy type describing 
Israel’s rebellion and God’s faithfulness (Hebrews 3:7-11). He subtly moves 
from the wandering theme to the promised land theme by quoting a well-
RUV^U�YL[LSSPUN�VM�[OL�Z[VY`���!��"��!���HUK�IYPLÅ`�TLU[PVUPUN�1VZO\H���!����
Each of these—Moses, Meribah or “wilderness,” “rest,” and Joshua—serves 
as a symbolic cue to his readers, bringing to the forefront of their minds the 
saga of Israel’s birth and God’s choice of them as his people.
 Later cues the author uses include the priesthood (chapter 7), 
the Mosaic Law (7:11-18; 8:7; 10:1), the tabernacle (8:5; 9:1-10), and the 
ZHJYPÄJPHS�Z`Z[LT�� !�����"���!�������,HJO�VM�[OLZL�J\LZ�IYPUNZ�\W�P[Z�V^U�
fantasy theme: God’s choice of Levi and of Aaron to serve as the people’s 
voice to himself; God establishing the Law as his covenant with Israel 
and dictating the standards by which his people would behave in order 
to remain righteous before him; God giving the tabernacle as a sign of his 
presence and a place to worship him; God granting his people a way to 
be reconciled to himself and escape his wrath at sin. While each theme is 
its own unique story, all of the stories display similar plots: God creating a 
way for his people to actively enjoy reconciled relationship with him. This 
fantasy type, along with the sagas mentioned above, will be the focus of 
the author’s efforts as he seeks to recast the familiar within a new gospel 
context.

 Recasting and Reinterpreting Established Themes
 One of the fascinating aspects of fantasy themes is that they are 
constantly subject to the novelty principle, constantly being reinvented by 
the community to account for new experiences and to bring events outside 
of corporate experience into a manageable symbolic world where they 
can be vicariously experienced and understood. The more fantasy themes 
NYV^�HUK�JOHUNL��[OL�NYLH[LY�[OLPY�WV[LU[PHS�[V�PUÅ\LUJL�HUK�L_WHUK�[OL�
overarching rhetorical vision. This principle is what drives the author of 
Hebrews as he crafts his famous “greater than” arguments. Due to the 
limitations of the format, this study will extend only to examining certain 
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covenant aspects of his arguments. We will focus primarily on the land and 
[OL�ZHJYPÄJLZ!�[OL�SHUK�ILJH\ZL�P[�THUPMLZ[Z�[OL�WYVTPZL�M\SÄSSLK��HUK�[OL�
ZHJYPÄJLZ�ILJH\ZL�[OL`�HYL�[OL�TLHUZ�I`�^OPJO�[OL�WYVTPZL�PZ�M\SÄSSLK��;OL�
promise is complete reconciliation with God, and the themes build on each 
V[OLY�[V�KLTVUZ[YH[L�[OH[�1LZ\Z�PZ�[OL�WYVTPZL�M\SÄSSLK�

 The Land
 According Joshua 21:44-45, the land was to be a rest from 
wandering and from war for the Israelites. For this reason, the fantasy theme 
describing entering the promised land and the conquest became tied to 
political peace, and “rest” then became a symbolic cue calling up this 
sense of safety and security in God’s promises. Rest from war was seen as 
[OL�WO`ZPJHS�THUPMLZ[H[PVU�VM�.VK»Z�JV]LUHU[�WYVTPZL�M\SÄSSLK��HZ�JHU�IL�
seen in 2 Samuel 7:1-2, where almost the same wording is used to describe 
David’s reign once his enemies were defeated; Psalm 95:11 also uses “rest” 
[V�J\L�HU�HYJOL[`WHS�ZLUZL�VM�WLHJL�HUK�M\SÄSSTLU[��
 However, even in Psalm 95 one can trace the beginnings of a 
more spiritual echo. As Israel continued in her history, she began to reinvent 
[OPZ�[OLTL�HUK�[OL�TLHUPUN�H[[HJOLK�[V�¸YLZ[¹�HZ�H�Z`TIVS�VM�.VK»Z�M\SÄSSLK�
promises. The full voice of this reinvention can be found in the prophets, 
beginning with Isaiah, where the concept of “rest” becomes tied with 
spiritual peace and the reconciliation and fellowship of one’s heart with 
.VK��0ZHPHO���!���� ���1LYLTPHO�ÄUPZOLZ�[OPZ�YLPU]LU[PVU�PU�1LYLTPHO���!���
[`PUN�YLZ[�PU�^P[O�[OL�WYVTPZL�VM�H�UL^�JV]LUHU[�[OH[�^V\SK�YLKLÄUL�HUK�
surpass the old covenant and offer full fellowship and knowledge of God 
resulting from a complete and eternal atonement (Jeremiah 31:29-34; see 
also Hebrews 8:8-12).
 It is no stretch, then, to understand how the land and its promised 
YLZ[� ILJHTL�� MVY� ÄYZ[�JLU[\Y`� 1L^Z�� H� TLZZPHUPJ� [OLTL� KLZJYPIPUN� HU�
idyllic paradise in which God rules as potentate, protecting Israel from her 
enemies and offering this new covenant to the true children of Abraham. 
“Rest” was the expected proof that God’s new covenant had come and all 
VM�OPZ�WYVTPZLZ�HUK�ISLZZPUNZ�^V\SK�IL�M\SÄSSLK��
 The author of Hebrews picks up on this fantasy type and reinvents 
it in light of Old Testament prophecies and the person of Jesus. As will 
become standard modus operandi for him, he accepts the form of the 
fantasy type but invests it with new content and new meaning. In a very 
real sense, he separates the traditional physical or political interpretation 
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HUK� [OL� ZWPYP[\HS� PU[LYWYL[H[PVU� VM� [^V� ]LY`� ZPNUPÄJHU[�^VYKZ�� ¸YLZ[¹� HUK�
its antonym, “work.” He presents physical rest and physical work as the 
WYV[V[`WLZ�VM�^OH[�OL�TPNO[�JHSS�[Y\L�YLZ[�HUK�[Y\L�^VYR!�[OL�ÄYZ[�^HZ�H�WVVY�
imitation of what the second would be.9 According to his argument, Joshua 
may have brought Israel into the promised land and led them through the 
JVUX\LZ[��I\[�[OL�YLZ[�OL�VMMLYLK�KPK�UV[�M\SÄSS�HSS�VM�[OL�JV]LUHU[�WYVTPZLZ�
(Hebrews 4:8-9). Since the covenant promises (in the prophecies) included 
L[LYUHS� MVYNP]LULZZ� HUK� YLTV]PUN� [OL� ULLK� MVY� [OL� ZHJYPÄJPHS� Z`Z[LT�� P[�
stands to reason that the “work” he has in mind refers to the never-ending 
work of the average Jew to keep the Law in order to remain righteous before 
God. 
� 6KKS`� LUV\NO�� [OL� H\[OVY� KVLZ� UV[� ÄUPZO� OPZ� HYN\TLU[� ^P[O�
the expected description of real rest from work. Instead, he leaves the 
ending unspoken in the minds of his readers: Jesus offers real rest from 
work because those who accept him in faith no longer re-ensure their 
status before God by their own efforts (Guthrie 1998:164). Thus “land” 
and “rest” become new spiritual metaphors describing the New Testament 
ZWPYP[\HS�THUPMLZ[H[PVU��MVYNP]LULZZ��VM�[OL�M\SS�JV]LUHU[�WYVTPZLZ�M\SÄSSLK�
(atonement and knowledge of God). This recast fantasy theme, the story of 
God’s new covenant, is the focus of the author’s remaining arguments.

� ;OL�:HJYPÄJLZ
 The author moves forward in his quest to prove the superiority of 
[OL�UL^�JV]LUHU[�I`�HKKYLZZPUN�[OL�JVYL�VM�[OL�4VZHPJ�3H^!�[OL�ZHJYPÄJPHS�
Z`Z[LT�� -VY� L]LY`� ZHJYPÄJL�� [OLYL� T\Z[� IL·H[� [OL� ]LY`� SLHZ[·IV[O� [OL�
ZHJYPÄJL�HUK�[OL�ZHJYPÄJLY��[OL�WYPLZ[��� 0U�IV[O�VM�[OLZL�HYLUHZ�[OL�H\[OVY�
recasts the fantasy themes evoked by these cues and offers a new option 
compatible with a Jewish heritage yet superior to the Mosaic covenant. The 
ÄUHS� YVSL�� [OH[� VM� [OL�^VYZOPWWLY� ZLLRPUN� MVYNP]LULZZ�� YLTHPUZ� \UZWVRLU�
but imminently present in both the writer and his audience: the worshipper 
awaits a reconciliation that is true, full, and eternally effective.
 The author’s argument regarding the Law and its prescribed 
ZHJYPÄJLZ�PZ�ILZ[�\UKLYZ[VVK�PU�SPNO[�VM�7SH[V»Z�^VYSK�VM� MVYTZ��KLZJYPIPUN�
the Mosaic Law as “a shadow of the good things that are coming—not 
the realities themselves” (Hebrews 10:1) (Royster 2003: 151). According to 
Plato’s cosmology, there is an unseen world that contains the true being of 
which the physical world contains only representations, so that all visible 
objects are copies of the real entity in the world of forms (Rep. Book VII). 
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For example, every species of tree or dog is a variable representation of 
the single “quintessential” tree or dog in the world of forms.10 Transferring 
the allegory over to the Law is then a simple matter: the Mosaic Law is the 
imitation or model of the new covenant,11 which is inaugurated by Jesus in 
his death and resurrection.
� ;OPZ�MHU[HZ`�[OLTL�^HZ�ÄYZ[�OPU[LK�H[�PU�/LIYL^Z��!�����^OLYL�[OL�
H\[OVY�]LY`�IYPLÅ`�TLU[PVULK�4VZLZ�[V�L]VRL�[OL�ZHNH�VM�:PUHP��[OL�NP]PUN�
of the Law, and the establishment of Israel as God’s covenant people. In 
these few verses, the author seemingly haphazardly brushes Moses aside 
as the lesser servant who, by inference, introduced a lesser covenant. The 
brief foreshadowing means that when the author reintroduces the Law in 
Hebrews 10, he has already begun to undermine its authority and recast the 
establishment of God’s people within a christological context. 

 Having brought Sinai to the forefront of his readers’ minds, the 
H\[OVY�VM�/LIYL^Z�L_WHUKZ�OPZ�Z`TIVSPJ�J\L�[V� [OL�WYPLZ[OVVK��ZHJYPÄJL�
VMÄJPHU[Z� HUK� YLWYLZLU[H[P]LZ� VM�.VK»Z� JV]LUHU[� WLVWSL� [V�.VK� OPTZLSM��
ensuring their continued fellowship with him: “since we have a great 
high priest who has ascended into heaven, Jesus the Son of God,… Let 
\Z�HWWYVHJO�.VK»Z�[OYVUL�VM�NYHJL�^P[O�JVUÄKLUJL¹��/LIYL^Z��!���������
With this language, the author infers the Old Testament theme of the high 
priest who constantly intercedes for the people before God with incense 
and offerings. At the same time, he begins to recast this drama, portraying 
Jesus as the quintessential high priest. Again, the author uses forms or 
J\LZ� ZOHYLK�I`�OPZ� YLHKLYZ� `L[� YLKLÄULZ� [OLT� [V�VMMLY� H�UL^�WYPLZ[OVVK�
MHU[HZ`� [OLTL��/L� YLKLÄULZ� [OL� WYPLZ[OVVK� P[ZLSM��TV]PUN� [OL� PUZ[P[\[PVU�
outside of genetic lineage. The story of Aaron’s calling becomes proof 
that priesthood is not a matter of parentage but of calling (Hebrews 5:4), 
while the story of Melchizedek provides a forerunner in a priesthood that 
takes precedence over Levi’s calling (7:1-10). So when Jesus’ priesthood is 
authenticated by God via his resurrection,12 that priesthood is presented 
HZ�JVUZPZ[LU[�^P[O�WYLL_PZ[PUN�1L^PZO�MHU[HZ`�[OLTLZ��HUK�`L[�I`�YLKLÄUPUN�
the central priesthood theme, the author proves that Jesus is the great high 
priest, superior to all other priests and, by implication, the story he enacts 
is superior in meaning to that enacted by the Aaronic high priests.
 The second fantasy theme drawn out by the author is that of the 
ZHJYPÄJL� P[ZLSM��/LYL� [OL�J\L� PZ�H�WOYHZL�YLKVSLU[�VM�KHPS`�I\ZPULZZ�H[� [OL�
Temple: “the blood of goats and calves” (Hebrews 9:12). The story would 
be a familiar one to every Jew: every day, all day long, the priests were 
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I\Z`�VMMLYPUN�\W�[OL�ZHJYPÄJLZ�[OH[�^V\SK�LUZ\YL�[OL�KHPS`�YLJVUJPSPH[PVU�VM�
0ZYHLS�[V�.VK��:HJYPÄJL�VMMLYLK�[OL�JVUZPZ[LU[�N\HYHU[LL�[OH[�.VK�MVYNH]L�
sins and counted the repentant as righteous members of his chosen people. 
;OL�H\[OVY�WSH`Z�OLH]PS`�VU�[OL�KHPS`�HZWLJ[�VM�[OL�ZHJYPÄJLZ��UV[PUN�[OH[�
“day after day every priest stands and performs his religious duties; again 
HUK�HNHPU�OL�VMMLYZ�[OL�ZHTL�ZHJYPÄJLZ��^OPJO�JHU�UL]LY�[HRL�H^H`�ZPUZ¹�
�/LIYL^Z���!�����0U�[OPZ�^H`�OL�\UKLYZJVYLZ�[OL�L[LYUHS�PULMÄJHJ`�VM�[OL�
entire system, intimating that it served only as a sort of placeholder for a 
new covenant that would not share such weaknesses. 
� /H]PUN� [OVYV\NOS`� \UKLYTPULK� [OL� LMÄJHJ`� VM� [OL� ZHJYPÄJPHS�
system, the author proceeds to reinvent the theme by recasting the 
JOHYHJ[LYZ��0UZ[LHK�VM�HU�HUPTHS�ZHJYPÄJL�[LTWVYHYPS`�[\YUPUN�H^H`�.VK»Z�
^YH[O�� 1LZ\Z� VMMLYZ� OPTZLSM� HZ� [OL� \S[PTH[L� ZHJYPÄJL�� LMMLJ[P]LS`� VMMLYPUN�
eternal atonement for all humanity (Hebrews 9:14). Jesus the high priest 
VMMLYZ� OPTZLSM� HZ� H� WLYMLJ[� ZHJYPÄJL� KPYLJ[S`� [V� .VK�� ;O\Z�� [OL� H\[OVY�
YL[HPUZ�[OL�MHU[HZ`�[OLTL�VM�ZHJYPÄJL�I\[�YLJHZ[Z�P[�[V�VMMLY�H�JOYPZ[VSVNPJHS�
interpretation that nonetheless remains faithful to his readers’ heritage and 
understanding of how God works, in effect transferring their loyalty to the 
ZHJYPÄJPHS�Z`Z[LT�V]LY�[V�*OYPZ[�HZ�[OL�\S[PTH[L�ZHJYPÄJL��/LIYL^Z� !��������
� )`�YLJHZ[PUN�[OLZL�[^V�MHU[HZ`�[OLTLZ·WYPLZ[�HUK�ZHJYPÄJL·[OL�
author points to a larger view of the Law as utterly superseded by Jesus’ 
work on our behalf (Salevao 2002: 197). Jesus takes the place of Moses, 
the Law-bringer; he stands as a high priest superior to Aaron; and he offers 
H� ZHJYPÄJL�TVYL� LMMLJ[P]L� [OHU� HU`� WVZZPISL� \UKLY� [OL�4VZHPJ� 3H �̂� 0[� PZ�
important to note here that the author has so far couched every argument 
^P[OPU�MHU[HZ`�[OLTLZ�ZOHYLK�I`�HSS�ÄYZ[�JLU[\Y`�1L^Z��HUK�UV[�VUS`�ZOHYLK��
I\[�[OLTLZ�ZV�WYVMV\UK�[OH[�[OL`�KLÄULK�^OH[�P[�TLHU[�[V�IL�1L^PZO�

A New Vision, a New Community
 So, what is this new vision the author of Hebrews seeks to create? 
He has thus far painstakingly assembled a grouping of fantasy themes 
that evoke intensely powerful responses from his audience. Is his purpose 
simply to invent a new rhetorical vision that proves how inferior Judaism is 
to Christianity? Or does the author have more in mind here? The rhetorical 
processes observed and described by symbolic convergence theory suggest 
a more subtle option.
 Throughout his arguments the author has been careful to use 
symbols that cue intrinsically Jewish stories and concepts. He further used 
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[OL�MVYTZ�VM�[OLZL�Z[VYPLZ��HMÄYTPUN�[OLPY�]HSPKP[`�[V�OPZ�H\KPLUJL�HUK�[O\Z�
HMÄYTPUN�[V�[OLT�OPZ�V^U�MHP[OM\SULZZ�[V�[OLPY�OLYP[HNL�HUK�OPZ[VY`�̂ P[O�.VK��
He has so far done everything he can to present himself sympathetically and 
elicit loyalty to his message. None of this suggests that his goal is simply to 
convince his readers to abandon an inferior religious heritage. If anything, 
this approach suggests that his goal is, in fact, to validate their heritage. 
 However, this is not the complete picture, because the author 
continues by recasting each theme, keeping the storylines but investing 
each one with new content and, as a result, new meaning. New content 
and new meaning snowball together with accepted truths into a new 
yet believable rhetorical vision that does not perceive itself so much as 
VWWVZP[PVU�[V�1\KHPZT�HZ�P[�JVUZPKLYZ�P[ZLSM�[OL�[Y\L�M\SÄSSTLU[�[OH[�THRLZ�
the old forms obsolete. It is believable precisely because it has retained so 
much already accepted by the community as true in the original vision, 
and yet it is completely new because it offers an interpretation of reality so 
different that cannot coexist contemporaneously with the old vision.
 According to the old rhetorical vision, God chose Israel and 
LZ[HISPZOLK�H�JV]LUHU[�^P[O�OLY�IHZLK�VU�[OL�3H^�HUK�[OL�ZHJYPÄJLZ��;OL�
purpose and the promise of the covenant was to offer reconciliation to and 
MLSSV^ZOPW�̂ P[O�.VK��;OVZL�̂ OV�̂ V\SK�HIPKL�I`�[OL�3H^�HUK�VMMLY�ZHJYPÄJLZ�
in compliance with it were granted the promises of righteousness—
reconciliation and fellowship. The rhetorical vision the author casts offers 
M\SÄSSTLU[� VM� [OL� W\YWVZLZ� HUK� WYVTPZLZ� VM� [OL� VSK� JV]LUHU[!� H� UL^�
covenant is inaugurated in which God’s people are chosen on the basis 
of faith, and this chosen people are reconciled eternally to God by the 
L[LYUHS�ZHJYPÄJL�VM�1LZ\Z�HUK�[OLYLMVYL�OH]L�UV�ULLK�[V�HIPKL�I`�HU�VIZVSL[L�
system that could not offer eternal effectiveness. The old motifs are still 
in play, but their new content forces a radically different interpretation of 
reality that is based on faith in Jesus, not on one’s own efforts to retain one’s 
righteousness before God (Pursiful 1993: 115). So, in this sense, the new 
vision is not a competing vision per se, but seeks to be understood as the 
M\SÄSSTLU[�VM�VY�\S[PTH[L�L_WYLZZPVU�VM�[OL�W\YWVZL�VM�[OL�VSK�JV]LUHU[�13

 And as the readers begin to accept and assimilate this new vision, 
they inevitably will change not only how they interpret their experiences 
but also what they do because of their new understanding of reality. 
Returning to Judaism and the practice of the Law would be a betrayal of 
God’s eternal plan in favor of his temporary model (2002: 196). Therefore, 
as the Christian community reinterprets their individual experiences and 
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their corporate reality, they begin to self-identify as distinct in both belief 
HUK� WYHJ[PJL� MYVT� H� ÄYZ[�JLU[\Y`� 1L^PZO� JVTT\UP[`� �����!� � ���� ;OPZ�
YHKPJHS�YLKLÄUP[PVU�HSSV^Z�*OYPZ[PHUZ�[V�HMÄYT�[OLPY�MHP[O�OLYP[HNL�^OPSL�H[�
[OL�ZHTL�[PTL�MVYJPUN�[OLT�[V�HIHUKVU�1L^PZO�ZHJYPÄJPHS�WYHJ[PJLZ�[OH[�OH]L�
been made obsolete with the inauguration of the new covenant. 
 The inevitable results of this self-separation include the 
development of orthodox beliefs (which would be guided by the content 
of the Epistle to the Hebrews), intra-community bonding (which would 
strengthen participants against the pressures of persecution), and loyalty 
within the group to one another and to the rhetorical vision (which 
would ensure the success of the vision as well as the establishment of the 
community). The result is that the author births a new community with 
new meaning, purpose, and motivation for action based on a common 
interpretation of reality. In short, he has resolved all of his problems by 
skillfully recasting a vision in new terms and drawing out its implications 
on community life. 

Conclusion
 In the epistle to the Hebrews we are privileged to watch the 
formation of a collective identity as it happens. Each step of the author’s 
YOL[VYPJ�KYH^Z�VU�Z`TIVSZ�HUK� [OLTLZ� [OH[�OH]L�OPZ[VYPJHSS`�KLÄULK� [OL�
Jewish people and their worldview but injects new christological content 
and meaning into them: in this way he extends the core fantasy themes and 
sagas, creating a new rhetorical vision that drives the creation of a new 
JVTT\UP[`�VM�*OYPZ[PHUZ�[OH[�KLÄULZ�P[ZLSM�HZ�H�JVU[PU\H[PVU�VM��`L[�\[[LYS`�
distinct from, the Law-observant Jewish community (2002: 171). Symbolic 
convergence theory, with its elements of fantasy themes, symbolic cues, 
and rhetorical vision, gives us the unique language we need to describe 
^OH[�^L�ÄUK�PU�/LIYL^Z!�YOL[VYPJ�WV^LYM\S�LUV\NO�[V�JYLH[L�H�JVTT\UP[ �̀

End Notes

 1 For example, see Kissi and Van Eck’s study of ethnic language 
and its rhetorical implications on social identity (S. Kissi and E. Van Eck, 
¸,[OUPJ�YLHZVUPUN�PU�:VJPHS�0KLU[P[`�VM�/LIYL^Z!�(�:VJPHS�:JPLU[PÄJ�:[\K �̀¹�
HTS Theological Studies 73(3), as well as Steven Muir, “Social Identity in 
the Epistle to the Hebrews” (T&T Clark Handbook to Social Identity in the 
New Testament, ed. by J. Brian Tucker and Coleman A. Baker, New York: 
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2014).
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 2 Social identity theory does address the process of group 
formation, but primarily as a function of intergroup dynamics; that is, group 
formation is observed through the development of intergroup comparisons 
KLÄUPUN� V\[�NYV\W� HZ� VWWVZLK� [V� PU�NYV\W�� ;OL� YOL[VYPJHS� WYVJLZZ� VM�
creating the group identity is something different, and frequently occurs 
before intergroup comparisons come into play for the purposes of boundary-
making and maintenance. See, e.g., Matthew J. Marohl, Faithfulness and 
the Purpose of Hebrews: A Social Identity Approach (Princeton Theological 
Monograph Series 82; Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2008), 61-2.

 3 Although the themes of Hebrews are distinctly Jewish, the Greek 
philosophical arguments suggest at the least a Hellenistically educated 
audience. Given that the earliest Christians considered the OT their primary 
scripture, a solid foundation in core Jewish stories and theology would 
not be surprising, even among Gentile Christians; see David de Silva, 
Perseverance in Gratitude: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on the Epistle 
“to the Hebrews” (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 
2000), 2-5, 9, 12. However, other authors read the same evidence and 
conclude that the audience was primarily Christian Jews, struggling with 
the social separation from the Jewish community; see Martin Wessbrandt, 
¸*V]LUHU[�� *VUÅPJ[� HUK� *VSSLJ[P]L� 0KLU[P[`!� ;OL� 9LSH[PVUZOPW� IL[^LLU�
Hebrews and 1 Clement” (pp. 257-273 in Social Memory and Social Identity 
in the Study of Early Judaism and Early Christianity, ed. by Samuel Byrskog, 
Raimo Hakola, and Jutta Jokiranta, Gᠰttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
2016), 267.

 4 Salevao, 163-168. See also Nicholas J. Moore, “’In’ or ‘Near’? 
Heavenly Access and Christian Identity in Hebrews,” pp. 185-98 in 
Muted Voices of the New Testament: Readings in the Catholic Epistles and 
Hebrews. LNTS 565, pp. 185-86.

 5 deSilva, David A. Perseverance in Gratitude: A Socio-Rhetorical 
Commentary on the Epistle “to the Hebrews.” Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2000, 5-6.

 6  Most recently, SCT has been applied to the rhetoric of various 
terrorist factions in an attempt to identify how these communities are 
IVYU� HUK� ^OH[� KYH^Z� [OLT� [VNL[OLY� PU[V� \UPÄLK�� M\UJ[PVUPUN� TPSP[HU[�
organizations; see, e.g., Jonathan Matusitz, “Understanding Hezbollah 
Symbolism through Symbolic Convergence Theory,” Journal of Visual 
Political Communication 7:1 (June 2021), pp. 43-60.

 7 With the exception of James Hester’s analysis of 1 Thessalonians: 
“A Fantasy Theme Analysis of 1 Thessalonians,” in Rhetorical Criticism and 
the Bible�� LK��I`�:[HUSL`�7VY[LY�HUK�+LUUPZ�:[HTWZ� �5L^�@VYR!�:OLMÄLSK�
Academic, 2002), 504-525.

 8 E.g., Marohl, Faithfulness and the Purpose of Hebrews, 61.

 9 See below for a discussion of his use of Platonic forms; in the 
discussion of rest he foreshadows this by implying the duality of a false 
VY�\UM\SÄSSLK� YLZ[� HUK�H� [Y\L� ZWPYP[\HS� YLZ[� PU� SPNO[�VM� [OL� SH[LY�K\HSP[`�OL�
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L_WSVYLZ� IL[^LLU� [OL� UL]LY�LUKPUN� ;LTWSL� ZHJYPÄJLZ� HUK� [OL� ZPUNSL��
eternally effective of Jesus.

 10 See Plato’s Republic vii. 514A–517A, as well as Philo’s On the 
Creation 24, also C.K. Barrett’s brief commentary on Philo’s Platonism, 
as a good introductory overview of the relationship of thought between 
Philo and Plato: Barrett, C. K. The New Testament Background: Selected 
Documents. Revised. London: SPCK, 1987, 262-263.

 11 As seen in part by Simon J. Kistemaker, New Testament 
Commentary: Exposition of the Epistle to the Hebrews (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Books, 1984.), 272.

 12 For more on this see Raymond Brown, The Message of Hebrews: 
Christ above All (The Bible Speaks Today. Leicester, England; Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1988).

 13 Most studies of the imagery in Hebrews focuses on an implied 
JVUÅPJ[� PU� [OL� JVTWHYPZVU� IL[^LLU� [OL� VSK� HUK� [OL� UL^� JV]LUHU[� HUK�
Z`TIVSZ��;OL�JSHPT�[OLU�PZ�[OH[�[OL�UL^�JV]LUHU[�¸^PUZ¹�[OL�JVUÅPJ[�HUK�
emerges as the better, superior option (e.g., Kiwoong Son, Zion Symbolism 
in Hebrews: Hebrews 12:18-24 as a Hermeneutical Key to the Epistle 
[Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2005], 202). This conclusion is certainly 
encouraged by the language of superiority within Hebrews. However, the 
actual rhetorical strategy is that the “old” fantasy themes and symbols are 
YL\ZLK�HUK�[O\Z�YLHMÄYTLK��;OL�UL �̂�JOYPZ[VSVNPJHS�JVU[LU[�PZ�^OH[�JYLH[LZ�
new meaning and a new interpretation of the community’s current reality. 
This, then, is what drives the process of creating a new rhetorical vision 
and thus the creation of a new community, distinct from the familiar Jewish 
community with its adherence to the Mosaic Law. And it means that to 
adopt the new rhetorical vision is to fully embrace the old themes, to 
HMÄYT� [OL� VSK� Z`TIVSZ�^OPSL� ZPT\S[HULV\ZS`� YLJVNUPaPUN� [OH[� [OL`� OH]L�
been reinvested with something new that demands a complete rethinking 
of what it means to be the community of God’s chosen people. There is 
JVU[PU\P[`�^P[O�[OL�VSK�ÄYZ[��[OLU�JVUÅPJ[�NLULYH[LK�I`�[OL�PTWSPJH[PVUZ�VM�
the new.
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