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Introduction

I take it as fundamental that creativity is not only central to kinship con-
ceived in its broadest sense, but that for most people kinship constitutes 
one of the most important arenas for their creative energy.

It is, among other things, an area of life in which people invest their 
emotions, their creative energy, and their new imaginings.1

Since the inception of human sociality, humankind has associated via rich 
networks of kinship connection. And, contrary to Western Caucasian 
assumptions, kinship historically has not always consisted of a discrete 
and static set of blood relations. Rather, there are seemingly endless ways 
in which kinship has been forged, apart from blood descent. In fact, in 
some cultures genetics plays a very minimal role in determining kinship.2

Not surprisingly, the social matrix that forms the background to the 
Deuteronomic vision was conceived in terms of kinship. The ancient Isra-
elite/Judahite was “at a point of intersection among many genealogical 
relationships, both to living relatives and dead ancestors…. An individual 
is the child of X, of the clan of Y, of the tribe of Z, of the people of Israel.”3 
Not only kinship but also want of kinship is present in the biblical text. 
Behind the pages of Deuteronomy are social-historical phenomena of 
large numbers of people who had been separated from kin and from pat-
rimony. These people sought out a living within a kinship grouping that 
was not their own. Deuteronomy uses the term gēr to refer to such people. 
The sheer number of occurrences of gēr in Deuteronomy (twenty-two) as 
well as the literary and theological prominence given to Deuteronomy’s 
response to this figure points to the gravity of this social problem.

1. Janet Carsten, After Kinship (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 9.
2. See Marshall Sahlins, What Kinship Is—and Is Not (Chicago: University of Chi-

cago Press, 2013), 74–86.
3. Ronald S. Hendel, Remembering Abraham: Culture, Memory, and History in the 

Hebrew Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 34.
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2	 Adopting the Stranger as Kindred in Deuteronomy

“The landless and their families needed to be integrated into the 
clans,” Eckart Otto has stated.4 This study explores how Deuteronomy 
may be responding to this basic need of displaced people, to be incorpo-
rated into a household, into a clan grouping, and even into the “national” 
group. As a laborer or servant, the gēr was extremely vulnerable to 
indebtedness and enslavement. Deuteronomy was transforming the rela-
tionship of the gēr with a landed master, nourishing a deeper association 
than mere master-laborer, in line with the ethical trajectory of Israel’s 
own narrative history.

How does Deuteronomy achieve this? Central to Deuteronomy’s leg-
islative strategy for the gēr is the interplay within various subgroups of 
law, namely, social law, feasting texts, and law of judicial procedure. The 
framework of Deuteronomy introduces another later group of covenant 
texts that operate at the level of national Israel. This study probes these 
legal subgroupings in order to discern how each contributes distinctively 
to Deuteronomy’s response to widespread displacement.

Within these various subgroupings, there is also historical develop-
ment. For example, while earlier Deuteronomic texts address the gēr among 
other vulnerable populations, namely, the Levite, fatherless, and widow, in 
later texts other categories for vulnerability recede into the background 
and displacement becomes the dominant social concern. Also, various lit-
erary tropes concerning the gēr morph and develop through the redaction 
strata in order to address new contexts of displacement with new rituals 
and theological motifs (e.g., the Feast of Booths, 16:12–15, 31:9–13).

There is an apparent tension in Deuteronomy between the twin poles 
of election (and exclusivism) and an ethic of incorporating the stranger. 
We will explore how this tension discloses Deuteronomy’s attempt, on the 
one hand, to preserve the religious and social identity of ancient Israel as 
a community whose identity and very existence is under threat, and, on 
the other hand, to foster an inclusivism that is central to this very identity. 
Regarding Deuteronomic identity, at the heart of Deuteronomy is being/
becoming the people of Yahweh. In earlier Deuteronomic texts, the cohe-
siveness of the community is pursued through cultic feasting (16:1–17) 
and through law. Later texts pursue this vision though covenant assem-
blies and through the public reading of Torah (29:9–14, 31:9–13). Through 
these various tropes, Deuteronomy also sweeps up the displaced within 

4. Eckart Otto, “שַׁעַר,” TDOT 15:380.SBL P
res
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	 Introduction	 3

the divine invitation. Of course, there is an inherent vulnerability to such 
an incorporative invitation, and the gēr herself or himself contests and 
defines what it means to be/become Israel.

This study uses a wide variety of tools related to the study of the 
Hebrew Bible in order to investigate Deuteronomy’s response to the gēr. 
Uniquely, cultural-anthropological research into adoptive kinship and the 
role of cultural symbols in signifying kinship will assist in discerning the 
social significance of the relevant texts.

The dialectic mentioned above between exclusivism and inclusivism 
may be related to tensions in contemporary Western discourse between, 
on the one hand, national identity and security and, on the other hand, 
granting admission to displaced people. In light of this association, the 
reader may ponder the ways in which this ancient book’s response to wide-
spread displacement could be evocative for reimagining conceptions of 
identity, statehood, and inclusivism today.
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