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introduction

Jacob L. Wright

Warfare, Ritual, and Symbol in Biblical and Modern Contexts is a collection 
of twelve essays (and a response essay) about war-related rituals and sym-
bols and their functions in textual, historical, and social contexts. most of 
the essays feature comparative and interdisciplinary approaches applied to 
texts in the Hebrew bible, which are read in light of ancient near eastern 
literature, artifacts, and iconography, as well as contemporary ritual and 
social theory. The editors hope this volume will make a timely contribu-
tion to a growing concentration on the ways social theory and ritual stud-
ies can contribute to the interpretation of biblical texts and ancient social 
realities, especially those related to warfare.

because of the collection’s interdisciplinary character—including 
essays that treat theoretical aspects of ritual and society as well as exegeti-
cal and historical matters—it will be of interest to a wide range of scholars 
whose research areas include archaeological, sociological, anthropological, 
ritual, and literary dimensions, especially in war-related texts and contexts. 
The mixture of theoretical examinations with particular historical and 
exegetical treatments will provide biblical scholars with new perspectives 
on israelite warfare and its related rituals and symbols and will also be of 
interest to scholars working outside of biblical scholarship in fields related 
to military studies and social theory.1

1. This volume follows the interdisciplinary success of the most recent publica-
tion to come from the Sbl Warfare in ancient israel Section. Interpreting Exile: Dis-
placement and Deportation in Biblical and Modern Contexts (ed. brad e. Kelle, frank 
ritchel ames, and Jacob l. Wright; Sblail 10 [atlanta: Society of biblical litera-
ture, 2011]) was recently selected as one of ten books on religion from 2011 for an 
award by the american association of university Presses and was recommended 
for public and secondary school libraries. The award was in the category of works 

-1 -



2 Warfare, ritual, and Symbol

Wars and warfare shaped the historical development and religious tra-
ditions of ancient israel. They serve as leitmotifs in the narrative, poetic, 
and prophetic literatures of the Hebrew bible. and they remain topics of 
interest and importance in biblical scholarship. useful monographs and 
multiauthor works have been published on israel’s epic conflicts and his-
toric battles, on its military tactics and strategic technologies, on its armies 
and heroic warriors, on comparative literature and ancient near eastern 
contexts, and on ideologies and ethics of war. but many questions remain, 
including questions about symbolism and rituals: 

(1) What constitutes a symbol in war? 
(2) What rituals were performed, and why? 
(3) How did symbols and rituals function in and between wars 

and battles? 
(4) What differing effects did they have on insiders and outsid-

ers? 
(5) in what ways did symbols and rituals function as instruments 

of war, the formation of states, and social reintegration? 
(6) What role did they play in the production and use of texts? 

The present volume is prompted by a collective interest to answer these 
and other questions pertaining to symbol and ritual as strategic elements 
in ancient israelite warfare and as referents and components in the rheto-
ric of the Hebrew bible. a majority of the essays were presented in 2010–
12 sessions of the Sbl Warfare in ancient israel Section. both established 
and emerging scholars have contributed essays, which together show-
case depth and breadth of the critical inquiry, along with the application 
of comparative and interdisciplinary approaches and social theory. The 
essays address questions about ritual behavior and symbolism in ancient 
israelite warfare and related biblical texts and make six contributions to 
biblical scholarship in this area:

(1) They propose definitions of ritual and symbol for future war-
fare research. 

“with a wide appeal and/or an expectation of lasting importance, [which] may 
also be of scholarly technical data on subjects of widespread, current interest.”
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(2) They set forth typologies of war-related rituals, their settings, 
and functions. 

(3) They identify previously unrecognized rituals and symbolism 
in ancient israelite warfare and related biblical texts. 

(4) They compare emic and etic perspectives on the rites and 
symbols of war. 

(5) They describe how symbolic acts and objects convey power, 
perpetuate violence, reintegrate combatants into communi-
ties, produce and are products of texts, and function as social 
agents and psychological weapons of war. 

(6) They offer new insight into the provenance, structure, imag-
ery, and interpretation of a variety of war-related texts in the 
Hebrew bible.

The essays offer a further contribution as they approach the above topics. 
The articles extend the study of war-related rituals and symbols beyond 
the context of ancient israel and the Hebrew bible. Several explore con-
nections between these elements and contemporary rituals and practices 
within modern militaries and societies. others engage scholarship on ritu-
als and symbols that appears in contemporary psychology, military stud-
ies, and clinical literature. The diverse perspectives, theoretical proposals, 
and specific case studies that emerge from these intersections provide new 
resources for biblical scholarship’s ongoing consideration of the various 
dimensions and significance of warfare, ritual, and symbol, as well as the 
possible contributions such israelite rituals and symbols might make to 
the study of modern realities related to warfare’s execution and effects. 

The essays fall along three coordinates: (1) Social determination of 
rituals and Symbols; (2) rituals and Symbols of escalation, Preparation, 
and aggression; and (3) rituals and Symbols of Perpetuation, de-escala-
tion, and commemoration.

The first group of essays explores how the meanings and functions of 
war-related rituals and symbols are textually, socially, and culturally deter-
mined in and by different contexts. Saul olyan’s opening piece examines 
a range of rites in biblical texts whose meaning depends on the circum-
stances depicted. These “circumstantially dependent rites” differ, on the 
one hand, from ritual actions that are injurious to a victim under any and 
all circumstances (for example, blinding; public genital exposure), and on 
the other hand, from ritual actions that always produce some kind of ben-
efit to both agent and patient (for example, honorable burial of the dead; 
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clothing the naked). in contrast, the rites treated by olyan can harm or 
humiliate an enemy, or they can create enmity or provoke military con-
flict—all depending upon circumstances. These include shaving and other 
forms of hair manipulation; disinterment and movement of the remains of 
the dead; the burning of corpses or bones; and circumcision. The question 
that guides olyan’s investigation is: What makes circumstantially depen-
dent rites distinctive? The approach to the problem is exemplary in the care 
and precision with which its author treats all the evidence. The answers 
provided include identity of the agent, intent, and the potential role played 
by coercion. circumstantially dependent rites can have either a winner and 
a loser or two beneficiaries. but the agent always profits in some way. 

nathaniel levtow examines the ritual dimensions of mesopotamian 
and biblical conquest “monuments.” He discusses how mesopotamian 
royal monumental victory inscriptions legitimize and perpetuate conquest 
and hegemony through their patterned inscriptions and ritual manipu-
lation. levtow calls attention to the ritual environments of monumental 
inscriptions and the ways they fulfill ritual roles in times of both war and 
peace. The ritual contexts of ancient near eastern monumental inscriptions 
are attested by three overlapping sets of evidence: (1) narrative accounts 
that depict monumental inscriptions engaged in ritual roles and settings; 
(2) ritual archaeological contexts in which monumental inscriptions have 
been excavated; and (3) monumental inscriptions that specify their ritual 
manipulation. for example, some of the earliest narratives of war, from 
the early dynastic Period in mesopotamia, depict the ritual violation of 
boundary stones as a casus belli. Just as monumental inscriptions could be 
strategically erected and manipulated, they could also be removed and rit-
ually violated. The archaeological evidence indicates that the stone monu-
ments were erected near sanctuaries and city gates, as well as mountain 
passes—all ritually significant spaces. and in some cases there is evidence 
for the ritualized inscription and erection of the monuments. 

in light of the available evidence, levtow treats (1) the inscribed con-
tent of the monuments, (2) their social location, and (3) their social roles 
(namely, as the recipients of rituals and as the targets of attack). all the 
comparanda he collates elucidate both archaeological evidence from israel 
(for example, the tel dan inscription) and biblical texts (for example, the 
ebal traditions in deuteronomy and Joshua). levtow finally extends the 
discussion to cover weapons and “ritualized instruments of war.” His wide-
ranging conclusion will prove particularly useful to many who examine 
warfare in relation to ritual and symbol.
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The second group of essays explores rituals and symbols that relate 
to the escalation, preparation, and aggression involved in the initiation 
and execution of war. Thomas römer’s contribution gives an unusually 
rich backdrop to the account of an exchange between the commander of 
yhwh’s army and Joshua on the eve of the conquest (Josh 5:13–15). römer 
begins by showing that this account is not, as assumed by many schol-
ars, missing its conclusion. He suggests that the passage describes what 
Joshua sees in a vision, comparing the scene to a seventh-century b.c.e. 
account of ashurbanipal’s vision before his campaign against the elamites 
in the official account of that campaign. This discussion provides a point of 
departure for a broad survey of related prebattle mantic rituals. by means 
of this survey, which is invaluable in its own right, römer shows how the 
sword figures in the Joshua account in a similar manner to prebattle rituals 
in which kings receive a weapon from a deity. 

Kelly murphy’s essay also treats this theme of the sword of yhwh 
as a symbol of war’s aggression, examining an excerpt from the Gideon 
account in the book of Judges. although the featured battle in Judg 7 
depicts no hand-to-hand combat between the israelites and midianites, it 
faithfully portrays some realities and practices of ancient warfare, while 
also adding various literary symbols and additions in order to address 
the book’s larger concern with issues of power. Through an examination 
of the composition history of the text, in particular the now decontex-
tualized "sword of yhwh," the essay argues that the passage functions to 
transform the hesitant Gideon of Judg 6:1–7:15 back into the “mighty 
warrior” of the oldest Gideon traditions. yet even while Gideon appears 
as a "mighty warrior," the final editors of the story make it explicit that 
it is the deity, though working with and through his human agent, who 
is ultimately responsible for the victory against the midianites. mur-
phy’s redactional analysis shows how the defeat of the midianites is ulti-
mately more symbolically than militarily significant. israel’s fighters are 
the underdogs, and, if they prevail, it is because the deity is with them, 
just as promised in the prebattle oracular ritual. The narrative downplays 
Gideon’s military prowess for which he was likely celebrated through the 
ages (at least among some clans). 

frank ames looks at the color red as a symbol for the status of war-
riors in the preparation for and execution of battle. Weapons, garments, 
and bodies of ancient israelite warriors were reddened by the blood of the 
adversaries who had been wounded or slain in battle. ancient israelite 
warriors may also have stained their bodies red before engaging in battle. 
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ames evaluates the evidence for body staining and explains its likely 
functions in the context of war. He considers at length modern theories, 
ancient near eastern contexts, as well as biblical and comparative texts. as 
ames shows in his nuanced reading, when the red stain is actually blood, 
it serves as an “index,” a sign that the warrior (both man and woman) has 
made a kill. When the stain is red dye, it serves as an “icon” representing 
blood, with its life-and-death valences. The observer should in both cases 
recognize the warrior’s lethal, irresistible power. aside from being used 
perhaps as a color to mark rank and belonging, the color indicated ruddi-
ness and physical health, as well as offering the warrior a tactical advan-
tage by intimidating the observer. 

a common prebattle activity in various cultures is derogatory rhet-
oric and taunting speech. david lamb shows how “trash talking,” far 
from being an innovation of modern athletics, was a staple in ancient 
military contexts, the prerequisite hors d'oeuvres, to whet the appetite 
for battle. examples of derogatory military rhetoric can be found in 
egyptian sources being used by Thutmose iii, Sethos i, and ramesses 
ii, and in the Hebrew bible by ahab, elijah, Jezebel, Jehu, and david in 
his encounter with the Philistine giant. lamb seeks to show how analy-
sis of this type of psychological warfare in biblical literature elucidates 
some of the most colorful dialogue of the Hebrew bible and provides 
an interpretive key to understanding the social dynamic behind these 
texts. lamb’s work draws on Geoffrey david miller’s categorizations of 
verbal feuding in the book of Judges, which include boasts, insults, par-
ries, and responses to insults. lamb situates his own research in a com-
parative context that includes both modern practices and evidence from 
the ancient world. This wider perspective draws attention to features and 
emphases in many biblical texts (the article focuses on narrative pas-
sages) that one might otherwise miss. 

deborah o’daniel cantrell’s article looks at how horses figure as sym-
bols of power in biblical literature. The warhorse was the ultimate symbol 
of power and destruction in the ancient world because of its effectiveness 
as a lethal weapon. due to its unsurpassed speed, the horse was also the 
definitive symbol of freedom and deliverance. from a military perspective, 
trained warhorses were essential to the survival of israel and Judah during 
the monarchic period. The essay explores the rhetoric of the Hebrew bible 
prophets and poets who recognized the awe and reverence inspired by 
warhorses, but viewed them as a dangerous threat to their political and 
religious agendas. cantrell draws on firsthand knowledge of horses and 
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riding, and her contribution is informed by a remarkable wealth of infor-
mation related to ancient warfare.

no military action in the ancient near east could be undertaken with-
out preceding ritual acts and omina. rüdiger Schmitt’s essay draws on 
comparative evidence to analyze biblical accounts of war oracles, execra-
tion rituals, and related preparatory symbolic actions by prophets. Schmitt 
provides a typology of the different kinds of rituals, their socio-religious 
setting, and their military and political functions. He treats the icono-
graphic evidence from iron age israelite and Judean seals and shows how 
they relate to the textual evidence.

Schmitt’s treatment reveals how ritual strategies were regarded as 
critical to secure military success. due to their literary character, the bibli-
cal narratives about interventions of men of god and prophets in military 
campaigns do not directly reflect, according to Schmitt, ritual interven-
tions by prophets that can be used to reconstruct war rituals. The texts 
are not historical accounts of military campaigns and cannot be used for 
the reconstruction of preexilic war ideologies and related ritual practices. 
nevertheless, Schmitt maintains that these stories do reflect how prophets 
and men of god participated in military campaigns. He draws two conclu-
sions: (1) the ritual practices of war preparation, in particular prophetic 
consultations and execration rituals, did not differ in ancient israel, egypt, 
and mesopotamia, and (2) these practices should be understood in the 
context of the closely related concepts of kingship and divinely authorized 
war in the ancient near east. 

The third group of essays explores the rituals and symbols related to 
perpetuation, de-escalation, and commemoration as war moves toward 
conclusion and becomes historical memory. mark Smith researches early 
biblical poetry in this regard. by focusing on issues of dating, past scholarly 
discussions have failed to recognize a significant feature of early israelite 
textual production beginning in the premonarchic period (iron i), namely, 
that the texts focus to a great extent on war and warriors. Smith argues that 
warfare inspired the composition of several of these relatively early poems. 
Postbattle laments such as 2 Sam 1 may be understood as a ritualized 
behavior that served to create a community of shared mourners. The poem 
as a whole generated a communal identity for a “post-Saulide ‘israel.’ ” 
Smith speaks of david’s lament as “a ritual instrument of public speech” 
that constitutes its audience as political subjects—that is, as “david’s israel.” 

according to Smith, the tradition of early heroic poetry was in no 
small way the domain of women, and it is arguable that a good deal of 
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early israelite heroic poetry should be situated in the context of oral 
women’s song. Thanks to the work of eunice Poethig, carol meyers, Sarit 
Paz, Susan ackerman, and others, we have a number of excellent studies 
on the role of women in postbattle ritual. Smith cites the imaginative act 
represented by the poem of Judg 5. by means of the first-person voice, 
the author of that poem uses the figure of deborah to dramatize postbat-
tle victory. deborah is the model of communal memory, one who com-
memorates a primordial, foundational conflict. Her example inspires the 
composer in the choice of poetic elements. With respect to ritual, Smith 
states that “while perhaps not ritualistic in a traditional religious sense, 
[the poem] is arguably a sort of political ritual that uses pieces of the past 
for its audience to participate in and thus to be literally in-formed.” Judges 
5 takes older (iron i) pieces of a heroic, but “arguably insufficiently politi-
cal, past” and “prepares its audiences for royal governance across tribal 
lines.” Thus Smith implies that the poem does not hold up yhwh as israel’s 
one, true king, as many would interpret its message.

Susan niditch begins her piece on ritual violence after war with a ref-
erence to the psychoanalyst Jonathan Shay. after the cessation of combat, 
normal life is expected to resume. but this is not the case. Shay observes 
in his book Achilles in Vietnam2 the many ways in which the traumatic 
experience of war makes itself felt in the lives of soldiers long after they 
have departed from the battlefield. Shay brings classical texts to bear on 
his research; niditch shows how a number of biblical texts deal with the 
“loose ends” after the battle, reflecting concerns with reciprocity (implicit 
in vows), guilt, and group identity. Some of these texts relate to events 
following war, and others to dealings with human captives and captured 
objects. The biblical authors explore the options of dealing with these 
objects and captives, ranging from elimination to absorption.

one set of passages that niditch discusses relates to war vows, vows 
gone awry, or tensions involving the interpretation of war vows (Josh 7, 
Judg 11, and 1 Sam 15). They point back to unresolved issues stemming 
from ritual actions that preceded and framed the fighting. in each case, 
acts of controlled sacrificial violence mark the exit from a particular war. 
to resolve the conflicts created by the vows, the actors resort to various 
forms of controlled ritual violence: the sacrifice of Jephthah’s daughter; the 

2. Jonathan Shay, Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Char-
acter (new york: Scribner, 1995).
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execution of achan and agag; the forcible taking of women for benjamin. 
another set of texts (num 31:1–24; deut 21:10–14) more overtly reflects 
an effort to transition from the violence of combat to the state of peace. but 
this transition too is achieved with violence. These texts reflect a conscious 
acknowledgment of the boundaries between wartime and peacetime. one 
might mention other texts that do the same, like 1 Kgs 2:5. but the texts 
discussed by niditch do not simply acknowledge the boundary. They are 
concerned with the transition back to the normal conditions after war, 
and they seek this transition through symbolically charged ritual means, 
which include aspects of sacrifice, purification, and transformation. 

brad Kelle’s essay shares the focus on postwar transitions for soldiers 
and communities. The essay’s goal is to explore the possible indications 
of postwar rituals of return and reintegration within the Hebrew bible. 
Kelle maps the Hebrew bible texts that possibly present postwar rituals 
of return and reintegration and then considers them against the back-
drop of other such rituals from the ancient near east and elsewhere. in 
a subsequent, but more tentative and suggestive move, he concludes with 
an interdisciplinary engagement that explores some potential points of 
connection between these rituals and perspectives within contemporary 
warfare studies and psychology that may illuminate the symbolic func-
tions of the rituals and why they take the shapes they do.

Kelle’s essay is a model of the interdisciplinary approach to the study 
of war. it begins with two preliminary considerations. The first helpfully 
questions the preoccupation of past studies of war in the bible with “holy 
war” or “yhwh war.” The second consideration relates to the nature of 
the evidence: what do we do when the biblical materials do not permit 
a comprehensive or even reliable picture of a phenomenon such as post-
war rituals? The essay itself provides a very useful taxonomy of postbattle 
ritual activities, which include (1) purification of warriors, captives, and 
objects; (2) appropriation of booty; (3) construction of memorials and 
monuments; (4) celebration or procession; and (5) lament. it then con-
cludes by engaging the emerging category of “moral injury” within psy-
chology, military studies, and clinical literature in order to examine the 
possible symbolic functions of the biblical rituals, once again placing the 
subject within a thoroughly interdisciplinary context.

Jason riley’s essay directs a similar postwar ritual question to israel’s 
deity rather than israel’s warriors: “does yhwh get his hands dirty?” did 
acts of killing or contact with blood defile the israelite deity, as in the case 
of other ancient near eastern gods? riley begins by cataloguing references 
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of divine defilement and purification, with references to human defilement 
(in wartime) included in the footnotes. What he shows is that the Sumerian 
and assyrian mythological examples parallel the acts of ritual purification 
described in royal inscriptions. Thus, the ancient near eastern deities were 
not impervious to impurity. Just as they could be defiled, they required 
purification, particularly after battle. riley then asks whether there are 
comparable cases for yhwh in the Hebrew bible. The deity is often depicted 
as one who is actively involved in battle, with him as the subject of vio-
lent deeds. riley focuses especially on isa 63:1–6 and argues that this piece 
of poetry describes yhwh returning from battle with garments soaked in 
blood. There is no reference to ritual purification in this text though, which 
raises the question: does the passage suggest that yhwh became ritually 
impure from his actions on the battlefield? to answer that question, riley 
takes us on a detailed examination of two lines, with a significant payoff 
pointing toward an ancient israelite conception that yhwh could undergo 
war-related defilement and purification.

This preview should suffice to whet the reader’s appetite for the many 
good things to be found in the following essays. as with any such collec-
tion, this volume offers a limited and necessarily incomplete treatment of 
war-related rituals and symbols. even so, it successfully unites two signifi-
cant trends in contemporary scholarship: (1) study of the realities and rep-
resentations of war in ancient israel and the Hebrew bible, and (2) study 
of israelite ritual and symbol, especially in dialogue with contemporary 
ritual theory. Still, the essays here constitute only an early move toward a 
comprehensive study of warfare, ritual, and symbol as they intersect in the 
biblical texts, making important contributions but also revealing often-
unquestioned assumptions, overlooked dimensions, and possible new (or 
better) directions. in order to elucidate these elements and show how the 
essays might encourage further research, t. m. lemos provides an evalu-
ative and constructive response to the volume as a whole. Her concluding 
essay reflects attentively on some of the overarching themes, noteworthy 
findings, differing methodologies, as well as gaps in these articles. most 
importantly, she gathers the essays’ contributions and missing pieces in 
order to explore the possible form and content of a “twenty-first century 
approach” to the study of warfare. Whatever that form and content might 
be, perhaps this volume successfully makes the case that the future study 
of warfare in ancient israel and the Hebrew bible must include sustained 
attention to the multiple dimensions of ritual and symbol as they appear 
in various textual, historical, and social contexts.
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