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Introduction

Debra Scoggins Ballentine, Karen B. Stern,  
T. M. Lemos, and Jordan D. Rosenblum

Saul M. Olyan is an influential and highly accomplished biblical scholar. 
He is currently the Samuel Ungerleider Jr. Professor of Judaic Studies and 
Professor of Religious Studies at Brown University. Over the past four 
decades, Saul has published research on a staggering breadth of topics 
within biblical studies and religious studies more broadly, including 
angels, goddesses, ritual, social hierarchy, sexuality, disability, stigmatizing 
categorizations, family and household religion, ritual violence, the concept 
of monotheism, friendship, and animals. Among the contributors to this 
volume in his honor, his students, colleagues, and friends engage his work 
on relationships in the Hebrew Bible in various ways, from the marking of 
status in relationships of inequality, to human family, friend, and sexual 
relationships, to relationships between divine beings.

Saul has authored eight books, and reviewers of his work frequently 
observe that he addresses underappreciated, overlooked, and neglected 
topics and questions and that he consistently advances the field by produc-
ing comprehensible works about highly complex phenomena. The essays 
in this volume follow themes that relate to Saul’s publications, organized 
according to various types of relationships. While our shared theme of 
relationships is most clearly inspired by his recent book Friendship in the 
Hebrew Bible (Yale University Press, 2017), the contributors draw from 
the full range of his publications, especially how he has theorized many 
forms of rituals and social phenomena as operative in creating, main-
taining, and/or reworking various sorts of relationships, across many 
monographs, including most recently Violent Rituals of the Hebrew Bible 
(Oxford University Press, 2019), Social Inequality in the World of the 
Text: The Significance of Ritual and Social Distinctions in the Hebrew Bible 
(Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011), and Disability in the Hebrew Bible: 

-1 -
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2 Ballentine, Stern, Lemos, and Rosenblum

Interpreting Mental and Physical Differences (Cambridge University Press, 
2008). Likewise, he discusses power relations at length in different works, 
including in his important book Rites and Rank: Hierarchy in Biblical Rep-
resentations of Cult (Princeton University Press, 2000), which also deals 
with relationships between Israelites and other groups as well as sexual 
relations. In Biblical Mourning: Ritual and Social Dimensions (Oxford 
University Press, 2004), he treats relationships between the living and 
the dead. A Thousand Thousands Served Him: Exegesis and the Naming 
of Angels in Ancient Judaism (Mohr Siebeck, 1993) and Asherah and the 
Cult of Yahweh in Israel (Scholars Press, 1988) address relations with and 
among divine beings.

He has edited or coedited twelve volumes, most recently Pain and Its 
Representation in Biblical Texts, Post-biblical Texts and Other Materials of 
the Ancient Eastern Mediterranean (Mohr Siebeck, 2020). These coedited 
volumes cover topics such as ritual violence, social theory, sexuality, and 
household and family religion. Ritual Violence in the Hebrew Bible: New 
Perspectives (Oxford University Press, 2015), for example, established 
a groundbreaking standard for theorizing ritual violence across biblical 
exemplars, which are wide ranging but had been undertheorized prior to 
Saul’s organization of symposia on the topic, followed by his editing of 
the Ritual Violence volume and subsequently publishing his own mono-
graph on the subject. Social Theory and the Study of Israelite Religion: 
Essays in Retrospect and Prospect (Society of Biblical Literature, 2012) like-
wise showcases work that grew out of a symposium that Saul organized at 
Brown University, in which there was productive debate and discussion 
that both challenged and advanced the use of social theory within biblical 
scholarship. Household and Family Religion in Antiquity: Contextual and 
Comparative Perspectives (Blackwell, 2008), exhibits the cross-disciplinary 
scholarly conversation that Saul initiated with John Bodel, in which they 
completely refigured the categories typically used across ancient Near 
Eastern and Mediterranean public and private cultus, both large- and 
small-scale. Especially for those of us who attended these symposia early 
in our academic careers, it has been exciting to learn from the ways that 
Saul fosters opportunities for and encourages scholars to utilize theory and 
critical biblical studies methodologies and how he then works diligently 
to bring quality written work on these topics to publication for broader 
scholarly engagement. Saul also continues to invest his time, mentorship, 
and friendship in former students, routinely inviting them to participate 
in and even coorganize symposia and coedited volumes.SBL P
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 Introduction 3

In addition to his monographs and edited volumes, he has pub-
lished over eighty articles and essays, in English, French, and German. 
Most recently, he has become interested in human and animal relations, 
as discussed in “Are There Legal Texts in the Hebrew Bible That Evince a 
Concern for Animal Rights?,” Biblical Interpretation 27 (2019): 321–39. 
As with his monographs and edited volumes, the range and depth of 
Saul’s articles and essays is beyond exemplary, including studies of rituals, 
prophetic motifs, etymology, gender and sexuality, theology, and classifi-
cations of the “other.” Especially influential have been the following select 
essays and articles. Contributing to recent advances in how scholars cat-
egorize divine beings in biblical scholarship, he published “Is Isaiah 40–55 
Really Monotheistic?,” JANER 12 (2012): 190–201. Among his many 
contributions regarding purity discourse and hierarchical and exclusive 
categorizations and labeling is his “Stigmatizing Associations: The Alien, 
Things Alien, and Practices Associated with Aliens in Biblical Classifica-
tion Schemas,” in The Foreigner and the Law: Perspectives from the Hebrew 
Bible and the Ancient Near East, edited by Reinhard Achenbach, Rainer 
Albertz, and Jakob Wöhrle (Harrassowitz, 2011), 17–28, as well as the 
often-cited “Purity Ideology in Ezra-Nehemiah as a Tool to Reconstitute 
the Community,” JSJ 35 (2004): 1–16. Two of his contributions on gender 
and sexuality that are particularly well-known are “ ‘Surpassing the Love 
of Women’: Another Look at 2 Sam 1:26 and the Relationship of David and 
Jonathan,” in Authorizing Marriage? Canon, Tradition and Critique in the 
Blessing of Same-Sex Unions, edited by Mark D. Jordan (Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 2006), and “ ‘And with a Male You Shall Not Lie the Lying Down 
of a Woman’: On the Meaning and Significance of Leviticus 18:22 and 
20:13,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 5 (1994): 179–206. For these and 
his many other essays, his work is regarded for its clarity, thoroughness of 
research, up-to-date methodologies, attention to detail, textual rigor, and 
nuanced sensitivity to detail and complexities within the data.

In addition to his research and publications, he has shaped the field 
through his editorial activities, professional conference participation, and, 
as already mentioned, his organization of symposia and conferences. He 
currently serves on the editorial board of the Brown Judaic Studies mono-
graph series and the Anchor Yale Bible series from Yale University Press. 
In the past, he has served on editorial boards for the Journal of Hebrew 
Scriptures, Blackwell Encyclopedia of Ancient History, Society of Biblical 
Literature Dissertation Series, Journal of Biblical Literature, and the Jour-
nal of the History of Sexuality. He has presented in scholarly conferences SBL P
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throughout the United States, as well as in France, Germany, Austria, 
Hungary, Scotland, Italy, Switzerland, Portugal, the Netherlands, England, 
Finland, Canada, and Israel. He has organized multiple symposia and con-
ferences on wide ranges of topics, including human rights, animal rights, 
violence, Israelite religion, and social theory, which have contributed to 
the training of many graduate students, to interdisciplinary discussion 
among a range of senior and junior scholars, and to many publications, as 
previously described.

We editors have each studied under Saul during our academic train-
ing at Brown University, whether as graduate or undergraduate students. 
Among the contributors to this volume, eleven of us have been Saul’s stu-
dents, whom he has continued to mentor and support as we have gone 
through the job market, publication processes, tenure or tenure-track pro-
motional reviews, and life changes. Saul has directed nine dissertations and 
is currently directing several more, and has served as a reader for numer-
ous and additional completed dissertations, both at Brown University and 
other institutions. His mentorship, teaching, advising, and professional 
guidance have contributed to our scholarly and personal learning, success, 
and career trajectories.

Other contributors to this volume include scholars who trained along-
side Saul at Harvard University and colleagues with whom he has worked 
closely at Brown University as well as colleagues and scholarly friends with 
whom he has collaborated in conferences, publications, and service to the 
field of biblical studies for decades. For each contributor, Saul’s scholarly 
work has influenced and will continue to influence our own work, not 
only in themes, topics, and methodologies, but also through the ways that 
we are motivated by Saul’s high standards for precision, thoroughness, 
responsible philology, challenging theorization, and active engagement 
with scholarly discourse on the subject matter, as well as high standards 
for mentorship, as many essays in this volume describe and attest. As 
we, Saul’s students, friends, and colleagues, consider the following sorts 
of relationships in the Hebrew Bible, these original essays in his honor 
present a sustained and multifaceted engagement with Saul’s lengthy set 
of publications.

Several essays engage with Saul’s scholarship to consider personal and 
familial relationships. Drawing from Biblical Mourning, Friendship in the 
Hebrew Bible, and “What Do We Really Know about Women’s Rites in the 
Israelite Family Context?,” for instance, essays in this group consider bonds 
between mothers and daughters, between fathers and sons, between broth-SBL P
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ers, and between spouses. Carol Meyers takes an interdisciplinary approach 
to consider mother-daughter relationships. Drawing from biblical texts, 
archaeology, and ethnography, she assesses components of the functional-
ity, pedagogy, and authority of mothers, and their roles in training their 
offspring in ancient Israel. Rainer Albertz analyzes ambivalence within 
biblical depictions of fraternal relations, contrasting brotherly conflicts 
with extrafamilial fraternal solidarity. Engaging with Saul’s comparison 
of friendship with features of sibling relationships, Albertz discusses Cain 
and Abel, Jacob with his brothers, and the Joseph story, as well as Deuter-
onomistic requirements of fraternal solidarity. Andrew Tobolowsky also 
addresses brotherly relationships as well as relations between fathers and 
sons, analyzing inconsistencies within the Joseph novella that comprise 
varying presentations of Joseph’s family. He distinguishes Joseph’s fraternal 
rivalry from other biblical examples, such as those Albertz discusses, and 
proposes that narrators may be aiming to align with Jacob’s perspective 
regarding his sons. Turning to spousal relationships, Debra Scoggins Bal-
lentine analyzes how the legal case in Deut 25:11–12 provides examples of 
protective violence, punitive mutilation, and gender-based hierarchy. She 
considers why the wife, who physically helps her husband against attack, 
is punished with bodily harm rather than celebrated as an ally, engaging 
with Saul’s comments on the role of ḥābēr as an ally in biblical texts. More 
broadly, Bob Becking considers Aramaic documents from Elephantine to 
address relationships of love, friendship, and sexuality. Addressing three 
textual genres—a wisdom text, a letter, and a marriage contract—Beck-
ing argues they collectively imply that notions of friendship served as a 
binding agent, holding together various groups cohabiting the island of 
Elephantine in Egypt.

Several contributions discuss social relations among Israelites, includ-
ing topics of self-other, gender, animals, emotion, and hierarchies. These 
engage especially with Saul’s work in Biblical Mourning, Social Inequality 
in the World of the Text, Disability in the Hebrew Bible, and Rites and Rank, 
as well as “Honor, Shame, and Covenant Relations in Ancient Israel and 
Its Environment,” JBL 115 (1996): 201–18. Karel van der Toorn focuses on 
relations of family, gender, and self-other, distinguishing between ancient 
and modern exemplars of public and private selves. He finds emphasis on 
collectivity, with, for example, distinctions among characteristic locations 
of men’s and women’s mourning practices, as women left private spaces 
to mourn publicly. He concludes that Israelite distinctions between pri-
vate and public selves were not oppositional but two aspects of a person. SBL P
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Susan Niditch identifies weeping as “a culturally framed ritual process” 
within human relationships, applying theoretical frameworks regard-
ing emotion and ritual. Crediting Saul’s critical questions regarding how 
mourning behaviors serve to bolster or challenge existing relationships, 
Niditch extends this to a broader data set of narratives featuring weep-
ing as an emotional behavior, including instances featuring Joseph, Jacob, 
Jephthah’s daughter, baby Moses, Rachel, and Hagar. Ronald Hendel 
considers human sexual relations as well as divine sexuality, highlight-
ing Saul’s attentiveness to how ancient distinctions regarding honor and 
sexuality differ from modern discourses. Analyzing ancient comparanda 
while incorporating multiple theoretical lenses of myth, Hendel discusses 
notions of shame, morality, nakedness, self-other, and guilt within Gen 
1–11 as a mythic framework for the development of civilization.

Continuing with social relations, several essays treat ritual status and 
hierarchy. Klaus-Peter Adam treats relations between priests with and 
without blemishes, as well as blemished and nonblemished people. Dis-
cussing the redactional history of Lev 21–22, he suggests that the biblical 
Hebrew word and concept for blemish derives from Greek concepts. Adam 
finds exclusion based on physical impairment within ritual hierarchy to be 
central for studying ancient Jewish notions of disability. Stephen L. Cook 
discusses multiple priestly lines within the Deuteronomistic History, ana-
lyzing competition among the priestly lines and how the Deuteronomistic 
History accounts for priestly group successes and declines through theo-
logical explanations framed as prophetic oracles. He highlights how these 
texts’ ancient interpretations reveal social and ritual interests and vyings 
for position.

Moving to relations between Israelites and others, John J. Collins inter-
weaves themes of kinship, friendship, and group boundaries to discuss 
relationships among neighbors, both between Israelites and foreigners 
and between fellow Israelites. He discusses scholarly interpretations of Lev 
19:18 as well as ancient interpretations in the Septuagint, Jubilees, Philo, 
the Dead Sea Scrolls, rabbinic references, and the New Testament. His 
analysis shares themes with the essays of Rainey and Allgood as well as 
much of Saul’s scholarship. Brian Rainey addresses relationships of for-
eigner and native, self and other, friendship, and gender. Engaging with 
Saul’s “The Search for the Elusive Self in the Texts of the Hebrew Bible,” 
in Religion and the Self in Antiquity, edited by David Brakke, Michael 
L. Satlow, and Steven Weitzman (Indiana University Press, 2005), he 
discusses estrangement from family and friends, and he explores the inter-SBL P

res
s



 Introduction 7

play of terms connoting ethnic foreignness and familial status. Andrea 
Allgood articulates the impact of Saul’s insights on the topics of purity 
and stigma, as she discusses relationships among humans, the land, and 
Yahweh. She analyzes the relative status of the Israelites, other peoples, and 
land through notions of impurity and the foreign, proposing that purity 
rhetoric is utilized to elucidate rhetoric of obedience and divine blessing 
of land inhabitance, and in turn, disobedience and expulsion. Thomas 
Römer engages with Saul’s work on societal constructions of the “other,” 
including Disability in the Hebrew Bible; “The Ascription of Physical Dis-
ability as a Stigmatizing Strategy in Biblical Iconic Polemics,” JHS 9 (2009): 
1–15; and “Stigmatizing Associations.” He finds that biblical depictions 
of the Philistines exhibit ambiguity as they are the enemy and ultimate 
other, yet they also recognize the Israelite deity’s power and are utilized for 
divine purposes. T. M. Lemos’s work is deeply informed by Saul’s oeuvre 
on ritual, status, and violence. Lemos discusses not only human relations 
with nonhuman animals but relations between human groups. She finds 
that interactive relations between humans and various nonhuman spe-
cies affected how ancient West Asian peoples conceptualized violence 
against other humans. Nathaniel B. Levtow considers questions of loyalty 
and disloyalty as he draws on Saul’s analysis of inversion rites in Violent 
Rituals of the Hebrew Bible. Levtow explores how bodily inversion imagery 
operates in ancient West Asian loyalty oaths. He focuses on curses that 
invert natural and social order configurations, such as those in Esarhad-
don’s Succession Treaties and the Pentateuch, arguing that their visceral 
inversion strategies have become naturalized in rhetoric that consistently 
differentiates the “true” religion of insiders from the “false” religion of out-
siders—binaries persisting through modernity.

Several essays discuss relationships with the dead. Jordan D. Rosen-
blum uses Saul’s analysis of Israelite interment ideology to reconsider 
the ideological lenses of ancient rabbis regarding interment. Consider-
ing rabbinic focus on transportation of physical remains, he discusses 
the significance of Moses’s treatment of ancestral bones for effecting his 
transformation from a biblical figure into “Moses our rabbi.” Susan Ack-
erman considers the cult of dead kin as one dimension of Israelite family 
religion. Examining how the cult of the dead manifests itself in royal cir-
cles, she argues that certain rituals concerning the dead are not enacted in 
the same ways in royal versus nonroyal settings, but rather forge diverse 
types of relationships between the living and the dead. Rüdiger Schmitt 
emphasizes archaeological remains of tombs for considering these spaces SBL P
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as an extension of Israelite and Judean households, where meals and other 
modes of common engagement could extend family relationships from 
home to tomb. From inscriptions and tomb decorations, monuments, 
and analysis of the uses of objects, he argues that rituals reinforced bonds 
between living and dead, based on ongoing care. Karen B. Stern reflects 
on Saul’s scholarly influence regarding her study of the ancient Levant as 
she interweaves themes of the living and dead, familial ties, and in-groups 
versus others. Interacting with Saul’s discussions of sociality, gender, 
friendship, and commemoration, Stern focuses on how an ancient Syrian 
synagogue mosaic exhibits subtle information about Jewish social and 
family relationships within their local context. Kerry M. Sonia examines 
spatial relationships between divine and dead in the Hebrew Bible and 
broader West Asian contexts. She finds that previous studies have used 
certain biblical texts, such as the condemnation of royal intramural burial 
in Ezek 43, to suggest a basic fissure between Yahweh and the dead in 
Israelite religion. Yet, Sonia argues instead that pre- and postexilic biblical 
texts attest to a more widespread notion that Yahweh shared ritual space 
with the dead.

Several essays treat relations among divine beings, drawing from 
Saul’s works A Thousand Thousands Served Him, “Is Isaiah 40–55 Really 
Monotheistic?,” and Rites and Rank. Steven Weitzman analyzes relation-
ships among angels as well as between angels and humans. He discusses 
Greek and Roman military organization and structure, as preserved in 
Roman period military documentation. He compares this to Jewish iden-
tification and organization of angels as a celestial army, and he addresses 
the theological-rhetorical payoff of doing so within their Hellenistic-
Roman context. Stanley Stowers focuses on relationships between divine 
and human beings, evaluating how categories of God, gods, divine beings, 
and spirits/ghosts have been problematically distinguished within biblical 
studies. With insights from cognitive science, balanced with analysis of the 
primary ancient characterizations, he concludes that Yahweh and 1 Sam 
28’s ghost share core characteristics, including invisibility, special corpo-
reality, special knowledge, anthropomorphic thinking, distinct location, 
and exchange relations with humans. Jennifer Elizabeth Singletary focuses 
on Yahweh’s relationship to other deities. She challenges scholarly use of 
the term incomparability when describing biblical conceptual frameworks, 
proposing that prototype theory better serves our understanding of theo-
logical claims about Yahweh possessing more of certain characteristics 
than other gods. Emma Wasserman discusses relationships among angels, SBL P
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demons, and cosmic powers, tying her current research to her early expe-
rience of Saul’s teaching on death and afterlife. She identifies an inherent 
polemic that strategically portrays lesser deities ambiguously, when “lesser 
ranks of divinity” appear to “serve as foils for centralizing power in God 
and Christ.”

The following essays thus engage with Saul’s works in multiple and 
diverse ways, covering a multiplicity of topics falling under the larger rubric 
of relationships in the Hebrew Bible. They vary both in the particular rela-
tionships addressed and in the methods with which these relationships 
are analyzed, including archaeological, historical, anthropological, soci-
ological, cognitive-scientific, redactional, and philological approaches. 
They demonstrate, in all cases, how profoundly and fundamentally Saul 
has reshaped the fields of biblical, religious, and ancient studies, through 
his impeccable scholarship, insight, fastidiousness, inspiration, and men-
torship. It is with the deepest gratitude to Saul, therefore, that we share 
this volume, which exemplifies how indelible is his place in our lives and 
scholarship. We hope that the essays it contains will provoke wide ranges 
of discussion among scholars of the ancient world, in ways that exemplify, 
complement, and advance Saul’s own work, while expressing our ongoing 
appreciation for his mentorship, professional guidance, and friendship.
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