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Preface

Jeffrey Stackert

With this volume, David Wright’s students and colleagues pay tribute to a scholar 
whose abundant, creative insight and forceful erudition are matched only by his 
warmth, congeniality, and good humor. Across his career, first at Brigham Young 
University and Middlebury College and then for three decades in the Depart-
ment of Near Eastern and Judaic Studies at Brandeis University, David conducted 
research on the Hebrew Bible and the wider ancient Near Eastern world and 
taught generations of students eager to benefit from his thoughtful treatments of 
history, culture, language, and literature.

The essays in this collection are inspired by David’s scholarship, which has 
focused especially on issues of ritual, law, and religion in ancient Israel and Judah 
and in the wider ancient Near East. In treating these topics, David has insisted 
that a theoretically-informed, historically-situated comparative inquiry offers 
the best perspective on ancient Near Eastern thought, practice, and literary pro-
duction. In his first monograph, The Disposal of Impurity: Elimination Rites in 
the Bible and in Hittite and Mesopotamian Literature, David shed important light 
on the biblical rituals that, in their aim to counteract impurity, also clarified how 
ancient religious thinkers conceptualized purity and impurity as cultic realities. 
David’s second book, Ritual in Narrative: The Dynamics of Feasting, Mourning, 
and Retaliation Rites in the Ugaritic Tale of Aqhat, investigated the complex 
interrelationship of ritual practice and its literary depiction in Ugaritic myth. In 
so doing, it offered a model for evaluating imaginative renderings of religious 
practice – both how they contributed to, and what they meant for, plot formation 
and what effect they had on readers (whom David calls “observers”) who were 
drawn into the story world of the narratives themselves. David’s third major 
study, Inventing God’s Law: How the Covenant Code of the Bible Used and Revised 
the Laws of Hammurabi, is his most ambitious and provocative. In this book, 
David suggests that the Covenant Code in Exodus reflects direct knowledge of 
the Laws of Hammurabi, which according to his analysis functioned as a control-
ling template for its organization and a strong influence upon its individual laws. 
This volume also reconstructs the sociohistorical context for such Judean inter-
action with the Laws of Hammurabi and situates the Covenant Code literarily 
within pentateuchal narrative.

David’s research informed his teaching in fundamental ways; indeed, both 
Ritual in Narrative and Inventing God’s Law were developed in close relation 



to his classroom work. One of the greatest gifts that David gave his students 
was the opportunity to witness, and even participate in, his scholarly projects 
as he was developing them. David regularly brought his research-in-progress 
into his courses, testing ideas on his students and asking us to respond both to 
his claims and undecided questions. In these interactions, David displayed a 
tireless capacity for seeking out evidence and for engaging carefully and critically 
with it. He also demonstrated an admirable independence of mind – a genuine 
creativity – together with a thorough, collegial interaction with the work of other 
scholars. But perhaps best of all, David exemplified an openness to new ideas 
and, with them, a willingness to change his mind. There were hardly better less-
ons for aspiring young scholars to learn.

As the foregoing suggests, David has always been generous in engaging the 
research of others and, in particular, that of his students. David’s students can 
readily recall not only his pressing questions but his encouragement and com-
mendation; they can also point to his regular citation of important arguments 
from newly completed dissertations at Brandeis. As these remarks made clear, 
David took his students’ research very seriously; he was also quick to ac-
knowledge how much he had learned from them. Such praise inspired David’s 
students to achieve a high level of scholarship – and helped them all along the 
way to believe that they could.

In offering this volume to David, we, his students and colleagues, present it as 
a token of our gratitude for his teaching, his mentorship, and his friendship. It is 
the sort of gift that we imagine he will especially enjoy. For a consummate scholar 
like David, what could be more fitting than a collection of essays that exemplifies 
and extends his rich legacy?

Jeffrey StackertVI



Table of Contents

Jeffrey Stackert
Preface . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . V

Alan Lenzi
Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

Jeffery M. Leonard
Curses and the Composition of Deuteronomy   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13

Tina M. Sherman
Exodus 34 and the Strategic Use of Law in the Construction of 
National Identity . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 41

Jason M. H. Gaines
On Moses’s Foreskin: Narrative Repurposing of the Circumcision Ritual 
in the Priestly Source . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 61

Joel S. Baden
The Decalogue in Deuteronomy and (then) in Exodus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77

Tamar Kamionkowski
The Concept of Desecration in Leviticus   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 91

Marc Zvi Brettler
YHWH’s Laws in Psalms . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 109

Bruce Wells
Identifying the Form of Enslavement in Exodus 21:20–21   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 127

Madadh Richey
Elisha and the Bears (2 Kings 2:23–25)   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 145

Jeffrey Stackert
Typicality and Verisimilitude in Neo-Assyrian and Judean Figural 
Representation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 161



Ada Taggar Cohen
The Status of Women in the Hittite Cult  as Mirrored in Royal Ideology 
and Prescribed Rituals . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 175

Alan Lenzi
Exploring Manners, Etiquettes, and Protocols with Šuila-Prayer Ištar 1 . . . . 197

Tzvi Abusch and Emily Blanchard West
‘Awful Silence, Deathly Stillness’ : Fears and Anxieties among the Gods 
in Mesopotamian and Indic Literature   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 217

List of Contributors   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 233

Index of Ancient Sources   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 235
Index of Authors  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 249
Index of Subject . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 255

Table of ContentsVIII



Introduction

Alan Lenzi

Ritual and law in the ancient Near East and Hebrew Bible form the thematic core 
of David P. Wright’s scholarship.1 The contributors to the present volume honor 
David in the following pages with studies in one or both of these cultural spheres. 
The studies are as topically and methodologically diverse as David’s own work, 
and range, as is again true of David’s, from large-scale interpretations to studies 
focused on a single word or phrase.

The first two contributions interpret a particular matter in a pentateuchal text 
to shed new light on a broader issue in the Bible or ancient Israel.

In his essay, Jeffery Leonard examines the compositional dating of various 
blocks of material in the book of Deuteronomy through the lens of the threatened 
curses to be visited upon a disobedient Israel – their presence or absence – 
and, when present, their level of certainty and severity of execution. Leonard’s 
purpose in looking at this material is to caution against recent trends of reading 
Deuteronomy as an exilic or post-exilic document. He begins with an examination 
of the core legal material in Deut 12–26 and its Gerizim-Ebal covenantal frame 
(Deut 11 and 27). Neither contains “explicit threats of scattering, exile, or military 
defeat,” which Leonard suggests implies an initial compositional date for this ma-
terial before Assyria’s conquest and exile of Samaria in 722 bce. In section two, 
Leonard finds an uncertain fate for Israel in Deut 4:45–11:28 and 28:1–46 (sans 
vv. 36–37). The potential for, but the uncertainty of, exile in this material suggests 
it arose in the decades after 722 bce. Following Stackert’s argument for the in-
fluence of Esarhaddon’s Succession Treaty on Deut 28:20–44,2 Leonard places 
the compositional date of both passages between 672 and 650 bce. In the final 
two sections of his contribution, Leonard offers close readings of passages that 
presume the certainty of Israel’s failure and punishment (28:36–37, 47–57, 58–68; 
29:19b–26, 27; 31:16–22, 24–29; and 32:1–43) and, in section four, their future res-

1 The point is clearly established via a perusal of the titles of his books: The Disposal of 
Impurity: Elimination Rites in the Bible and in Hittite and Mesopotamian Literature; Ritual 
in Narrative: The Dynamics of Feasting, Mourning, and Retaliation Rites in the Ugaritic Tale 
of Aqhat; Perspectives on Purity and Purification in the Bible (edited with several others); 
and Inventing God’s Law: How the Covenant Code of the Bible Used and Revised the Laws of 
Hammurabi. Witness also his much-anticipated commentary on Leviticus for the Hermeneia 
series.

2 Deuteronomy and the Pentateuch, 94–99, 159–61.



toration after exile (4:23–31 and 30:1–10). Although five of these passages assume 
a national crisis (28:47–57; 29:19b–26, 27; 31:16–22, 24–29), Leonard does not 
find evidence to determine whether the crisis is related to the events of 722 bce 
or 586 bce. Only four passages certainly reflect the sixth century Judean exile 
(28:36–37, 4:23–31, 28:58–68, and 30:1–10). Given these findings, Leonard urges 
caution against reading the book as an exilic or later document.

In her contribution, Tina Sherman interprets Exod 34:10–27 as a product of a 
Persian period scribal legist who was attempting to define contemporary Israelite 
communal identity via a re-imagined original identity at Sinai. Sherman uses 
contemporary scholarship surrounding national identity formation as a heuris-
tic to examine the identity Exod 34:10–27 constructs for Israel. She identifies 
five “common features attributed to nations and their members,” namely, “1) a 
collective past; 2) a national territory and landmarks; 3) a common culture; 
4) a ‘national character’; and 5) a shared present and future,” and undertakes a 
close reading of Exod 34:10–27 in light of each. According to Sherman, the key 
issue in Israel’s collective past in Exod 34:10–27 is the conquest and settlement 
of Canaan, not the exodus. The passage implies a national territory via YHWH’s 
driving out of the various Canaanite peoples, enumerated in v. 11, and the es-
tablishment of new landmarks as the Israelites clear out the old Canaanite cult 
places (v. 13). The territorial matter is underlined toward the end of the pas-
sage, where YHWH states, “I will cast out nations before you and enlarge your 
borders” (v. 24). In terms of a common culture, the passage imagines Israel as an 
agrarian community that demonstrates its relationship to the deity via three an-
nual pilgrimage rituals, a weekly sabbath, and cultic practices that contrast with 
those of the people YHWH is driving out of the land. Israel’s national character, 
according to Exod 34:10–27, is rooted in their common land, their covenant with 
YHWH, and their distinctive Yahwistic cult, which is strongly contrasted with the 
inhabitants of the land who “lust after their gods” (v. 15). This distinctive phrase, 
which Sherman argues is a clue to the passage’s late composition, also em-
phasizes the prohibition against intermarriage with non-Israelites, who, lusting 
after their gods, would surely lead Israelites astray. Although Exod 34:10–27 does 
not describe Israel’s future explicitly, its ancient author’s imagined understand-
ing of what YHWH commanded it to be at its founding implies a paradigm for 
future Israel, too. In fact, Sherman suggests that the passage’s raison d’etre is a 
mythmaking strategy that provides an authoritative vision of Israel’s founding at 
Sinai that would shape its contested present in the Persian period, a time when 
“the interpretation of authoritative texts, especially legal texts, increasingly be-
came the means by which the Judeans established the criteria for membership 
in the community.”

The next three essays demonstrate the benefits and pitfalls of reading penta-
teuchal texts intertextually. Gaines and Baden understand particular penta-
teuchal texts as the interpretive and editorial result of ancient scribes reading 
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earlier source material at their disposal. Kamionkowski does the same with 
regard to a particular phrase in Leviticus but also offers a corrective to the in-
appropriate modern intertextual interference of one corpus upon the proper 
understanding of another.

Joel Baden offers a diachronic perspective on the Decalogue from the per-
spective of the Neo-Documentary Hypothesis.3 After a close reading of Exodus 
20, Baden concludes that this version of the Decalogue is a secondary insertion 
into E’s narrative of the covenant at Sinai. As Baden reads E, the laws of the 
Covenant Code (Exod 20:21–23:33), not the Decalogue, comprise the basis of 
the covenant between Israel and its god, and thus the tablets mentioned at Sinai 
(Exod 24:12) should be understood to contain the Covenant Code and not the 
Decalogue. The golden calf incident in E (Exod 32) violates the Covenant Code’s 
initial law, which requires the aniconic veneration of the deity (Exod 20:22–23). 
In D, the laws in Deut 12–26 are the basis of a covenant between Israel and its 
deity, which they enter into not at Horeb but rather on the plains of Moab just be-
fore their entry into the promised land. These central chapters in Deuteronomy 
take on the function of the Covenant Code in D’s revision of E, which then raises 
the question for D of what precisely happened at Horeb. Baden argues that for 
D, “[t]he Decalogue constitutes the basis for the covenant at Horeb,” into which 
the people enter before setting out into the wilderness for the promised land. 
D therefore has two covenants (to E’s singular covenant), one at Horeb on the 
basis of the Decalogue and one on the plains of Moab on the basis of the laws in 
Deut 12–26. “D invented the Decalogue,” Baden reasons, “to fill the narrative gap 
that it created itself in its revising of E.” Moreover, for D, it is the Decalogue that 
is inscribed on the tablets Moses receives (as is clear in Deut 4:13, 9:10), and it is 
the Decalogue’s prohibition against apostasy that the Israelites violate with the 
golden calf, not an improper, iconic cult. Although Moses also receives the laws 
of Deut 12–26 at Horeb, he only announces these to the people some forty years 
later on the plains of Moab at the time of the second covenant. What then of the 
Decalogue in Exodus? This version of the Decalogue, according to Baden, has 
its origins in the D source, as vocabulary strongly indicates. Its placement in the 
Exodus narrative at Sinai is a later attempt to harmonize the Exodus account at 
Sinai with Deuteronomy’s account at Horeb, sometime “after the Pentateuch had 
already been assembled from its constituent source documents,” as evidenced in 
its justification of the sabbath in the created order rather than in Israel’s former 
enslavement (20:11).

Jason H. M. Gaines offers an interpretation of Moses’s “uncircumcised lips” 
(Exod 6:12, 30) as a Priestly reinterpretation of two problematic elements (for P) 

3 For which, see Baden, Composition of the Pentateuch and more recently, Baden and Stackert, 
eds., Pentateuch and Its Readers; idem, Oxford Handbook of the Pentateuch; and Stackert, 
Deuteronomy and the Pentateuch.
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in the non-priestly material about Moses in Exodus 3–4, namely, Moses’s lack of 
circumcision (Exod 4:24–26) and Moses’s heavy mouth and lips (Exod 4:10). In 
the non-priestly material, Moses is never circumcised, according to Gaines. In 
Exodus 4:24–26, when the Israelite deity becomes angry with Moses, Zipporah’s 
quick actions (circumcising one of their sons and touching the foreskin to Moses’s 
genitals) deceives the deity into thinking that she has circumcised Moses when in 
fact she has not. The implication of the enigmatic passage, according to Gaines, is 
that Moses was uncircumcised at the time and remained so during the liberating 
events that transpired in Egypt shortly thereafter. In P, we have no mention of 
Moses’s circumcision. Rather, as Gaines states, “it was simply a given” that Moses 
had already been circumcised, and any tradition to the contrary would need to 
be remedied in the priestly narrative, which P does in its description of Moses’s 
speech. Gaines reviews the various understandings of Moses’s protestation 
during his call narrative in the non-priestly material, namely, that he is “heavy 
of mouth and heavy of tongue” (Exod 4:10). In Gaines’s view, “Moses makes two 
protestations” with these words: “I do not know what to say, and I am physically 
impaired.” The deity then responds in Exod 4:11–12 with a double assurance: “I 
made you physically impaired, and I will tell you what to say.” In P, only after 
his fellow Hebrews refused to listen to Moses (Exod 6:9) does Moses protest to 
the deity about his speech, claiming “I am foreskinned of lips” (Exod 6:12). This 
uncircumcision of the lips, in Gaines’s view, expands the metaphorical notion of 
uncircumcised body parts – typically the heart – to the point of opacity, which 
raises the question of its purpose. Gaines sees two reasons for it: Moses’s speech 
deficiency in P makes room for Aaron’s elevated role in the priestly narrative 
as Moses’s mouthpiece; and P’s precise formulation of the metaphor “recasts 
earlier traditions that Moses was uncircumcised of foreskin, a situation that the 
Priestly authors would have found either unlikely or untenable. . . . Unable to 
deny or expunge the historical memory of Moses’s uncircumcision, [the priestly 
authors] recast it from the literal (foreskinned of the penis) to the metaphorical 
(foreskinned of lips).” Thus, Moses’s uncircumcised lips is yet another example 
of a recognized propensity in P to smooth out problematic elements it found in 
earlier Israelite narratives.

Tamar Kamionkowski offers a new interpretation of the phrase לחלל את השם, 
“to desecrate the name,” as it is used in the Holiness Code, which should be 
understood as distinct from the use of the phrase in Ezekiel. Kamionkow ski 
begins with a brief look at the Rabbinic phrase השם  which designates ,חילול 
a Jewish individual’s action in word or deed that might elicit contempt for 
the Jewish community and/or its deity among those outside the community. 
This meaning, Kamionkowski suggests, has its roots in Ezekiel’s usage of לחלל 
השם  especially as it occurs in Ezek 36:19–21, where the deity announces ,את 
the return of the people from exile not for their own sake but because the de-
struction of the temple and the exile of the people have cast a poor light on the 
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divine reputation. In Kamionkowski’s view this “reputational” understanding of 
 לחלל את השם in Ezekiel has unduly influenced the scholarly interpretation of 
the same phrase as it is used in the Holiness Code, which, when viewed through 
the lens of the H’s worldview, is unique in the Hebrew Bible and quite distinct 
from Ezekiel’s usage. The root חלל occurs sixteen times in the ten chapters of the 
Holiness Code. In keeping with recent scholarship that H’s notion of holiness is 
dynamic, Kamionkowski argues that when the object of חלל is a person (in the 
priestly family), a sanctified item, or the sanctuary, the verb designates “a real 
reduction in holiness status” of the verb’s object. Turning to examine the attes-
tations of the verb paired with the deity’s שם as its object, Kamionkowski argues 
there is likewise a diminishment involved: the people’s actions have a real impact 
on the deity’s name, which “is not just about reputation, but it is that aspect of 
God with which the people could interact.” This element in H’s theology is a 
direct response to P, in Kamionkowski’s view. “In a highly relational, dynamic 
theology, where holiness status can be increased or decreased, how can it be 
that only one partner, Israel, can shift? . . . H’s relational theology implies two 
dynamic partners, each of whom can impact the other.”

The next two contributions demonstrate how the proper translation of one 
particular Hebrew word has broad interpretive implications for the corpus in 
which the word occurs.

Marc Brettler pursues the deceptively simple question, “What was the law for 
the (various) psalmists?” After a survey of the thirty-six attestations of the word 
 in the Psalter, Brettler finds no definitive evidence to equate the word with תורה
the Pentateuch. Similarly unconvincing are the various scholarly attempts to 
connect legal expectations attested in some psalms to actual pentateuchal legal 
provisions. The literary and redactional issues surrounding the corpora involved 
as well as their dating and the extent to which they were available to the respective 
authors of the psalms are very difficult, highly contested matters among scholars. 
The required literary dependence of these psalms on one of the legal corpora 
in the Pentateuch simply cannot be established. Drawing analogously on ideas 
about the sources of morality in ancient Mesopotamia, Brettler suggests that the 
basis for thinking about the legal expectations in the Psalter is not in a written 
text; rather, he looks to a cultural ethos of sorts, rooted in conventional morality, 
even if also expressed in notions about the divine will, which some call “wisdom.” 
Brettler understands this term, in line with recent scholarship, as a fuzzy concept 
related to the assumed moral order rather than a discrete textual genre.

The contribution by Bruce Wells arises in response to the English Standard 
Version (ESV) using “servant” as an alternate translation of עבד  in Exodus 21 
and Samuel Perry’s accusation that the ESV’s use of “servant” constitutes san-
itizing language.4 In his essay, Wells examines Exod 21:20–21 in the context of the 

4 Perry, “Whitewashing Evangelical Scripture.”
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various forms of ancient Near Eastern enslavement in order to discern whether 
the law refers to chattel-slavery or debt-slavery. He argues that the latter is the 
law’s focus and that the meaning of the Hebrew term is likewise confined to the 
same semantic domain throughout the Covenant Code. After providing a trans-
lation and introduction to the text, Wells surveys four kinds of slavery in the 
ancient Near East: pledge, distrainee, debt, and chattel. The first two are related 
to the securing of a loan. The pledge is a person held as human collateral until the 
loan for which they are pledged is paid. The distrainee is a person seized due to a 
borrower’s default on a loan and held – often in poor conditions – to motivate the 
defaulting borrower to make good on the loan quickly. A person became a debt-
slave in one of three ways: when a person was held as a pledge and the borrower 
defaulted on the loan; when a person who had committed a crime could not pay 
the penalty levied against them; and when a person was sold to another in order 
to obtain food for themselves or their household (famine-slavery). A person be-
came a chattel-slave via birth to a slave in their owner’s household, via abandon-
ment by parents in a public place and subsequent enslavement by a stranger, via 
kidnapping and subsequent trafficking to a foreign land, or via capture during 
a war. Unlike the other forms of enslavement, chattel-slavery permitted no pro-
vision for redemption and, in general, there was little regulation on what an 
owner could do with the enslaved person. Wells then returns to Exod 21:20–21. In 
contrast to David Wright, who argues the law has both chattel- and debt-slavery 
in view,5 Wells offers three reasons that the law treats only the latter. First, only 
a debt-slave would have a family member available to avenge their death at the 
hand of the slave-owner (see v. 20). Second, v. 21, which implies some leniency for 
an abusive owner, fits well within the parameters of what is permitted the owners 
of debt-slaves throughout the ancient Near East. And third, chattel-slaves are typ-
ically foreigners, and the biblical legal collections, as Wells notes, “generally take 
pains to note when a given provision is referring to non-Israelites instead of Is-
raelites or when they are referring to both.” Since Exod 21:20–21 does not specify 
the slave as a foreigner, the law has Israelites in view, and thus only debt-slaves. 
Wells concludes his essay with broader reflections about the moral import of 
the verses vis-à-vis Perry’s accusations against the ESV. In Wells’s view, the debt-
slavery interpretation of Exod 21:20–21 implies a significant moral problem in 
the law precisely for what it leaves unregulated: “Owners who beat their chattel-
slaves to death faced no consequences beyond the loss of their slaves.”

The ensuing five essays, which increasingly move away from the Hebrew 
Bible, take a comparative and/or interdisciplinary approach. The first sheds 
light on a biblical text via ancient Near Eastern materials. The second utilizes art 
historical perspectives and biblical texts to shed light on Neo-Assyrian figural 
representation. The third, mainly concerned with women in the Hittite cult, 

5 Inventing God’s Law, 171–72.
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compares and contrasts its results briefly with cultic elements of the Bible. The 
fourth utilizes interdisciplinary perspectives to shed new light on Akkadian 
prayers. And the fifth makes a large-scale comparison of Akkadian and Sanskrit 
mythological texts.

Continuing her work on the Elijah-Elisha narrative,6 Madadh Richey brings 
a comparative perspective to bear on 2 Kings 2:23–25, in which Elisha curses 
a group of boys who have mocked the prophet for his bald head, after which 
two female bears emerge from the forest to maul the boys. Richey considers 
the various ethical issues the passage raises for contemporary interpreters, who 
often view the punishment as disproportionate to the offense, especially so since 
it originated with presumably corrigible kids. For Richey, the ethical issues lie 
with the modern reader, not the ancient audience. Indeed, as she notes, the 
Bible sometimes even prescribes the execution of verbally abusive youth (see 
Exod 21:17; Lev 20:9; Deut 21:18–21). In light of this, she suggests the story “aims 
to encourage, via imagery that is contextually logical while also memorable, re-
spect for the representative of YHWH.” In the rest of her contribution, Richey 
turns to examine the roles that the bears, Elisha, and their genders play in 
the narrative. She finds precedent in a covenant curse in Lev 26:22 for under-
standing the divine use of wild animals to bereave (שׁכ״ל). Bears, moreover, are 
“paradigmatically associated with bereavement” in several other biblical texts. 
Thus, it seems 2 Kgs 2:23–25 is a “creative narrativization of a curse like that 
preserved in Leviticus.” Building on the idea that animals and deities were often 
closely associated in the ancient Near East, Richey cites a curse from a relatively 
new Hieroglyphic Luwian inscription in which a deity becomes a punishing 
lion, an animal often paired with a bear in biblical texts as equally terrorizing 
(see, e. g., 1 Sam 17:34–37 and Prov 28:15). Appealing to an Old Babylonian Mari 
incantation in which a ritual practitioner likens himself to a wolf and a lion, 
Richey suggests “it was evidently conceivable that magical practitioners could 
call on the powers of animal avatars in settling their claims.” Drawing these con-
textualizing ideas together, Richey understands the bears in 2 Kgs 2:23–25 as 
agents of YHWH, invoked by his representative Elisha, portrayed very much as 
a magical practitioner, to maul the young boys “as YHWH himself would” (see 
also Hos 13:8, Lam 3:10). Rather than being described as bereaved, the bears act 
as the agents of bereavement in this narrative. Moreover, Richey finds it ironic 
that the hairless Elisha would need two shaggy female bears to come to his aid, 
which, as she concludes, “introduces a gender contrast with the deconstructive 
potential to undermine Elisha’s putative masculinity. . . . The precise figuration 
of the gendered animal has the odd effect, therefore, of casting the man of god 
in a queer light.”

6 Richey, “Thunder of the Prophets”; Richey, “Child’s Sickbed in the Elijah and Elisha 
Narratives.”
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Jeffrey Stackert’s contribution reconsiders the scholarly consensus on the rela-
tionship between typicality and verisimilitude in Neo-Assyrian figural represen-
tations in visual art by way of Akkadian and Hebrew textual evidence. Modern art 
historians generally understand figural representations in ancient Near Eastern 
art to reflect standardized or idealized physical features rather than distinctive 
features of any individual. Likewise, their depicted accoutrement (e. g., clothing, 
headgear, etc.) are understood as conventional or symbolic rather than idiosyn-
cratic. According to this consensus, figures conform to an idealized, typical visual 
profile (of, e. g., kingship) rather than one that is true to, or a verisimilitude of, 
the individual’s actual appearance (e. g., of a particular king). Stackert amends 
this interpretive consensus in light of several texts in which Akkadian bunnannû, 
“appearance,” and ṣalmu, “image,” are used in “descriptions of precise physical 
resemblance.” In the anti-witchcraft ritual series Maqlû the patient worries 
that those practicing witchcraft against him have fabricated a ritual figurine 
that copies his facial features (I 96). In a later passage the victim identifies the 
witch as the one who made an image of his appearance and then states that he 
himself has in turn made an image of the witch to use in ritually countering her 
(VII 55–59, 63–66). As Stackert reads these lines, “the threefold repetition of 
the examination-production sequence undertaken by both witch and victim . . . 
emphasizes the precise resemblances envisioned between the images and their 
subjects.” In another example, the outcome of an Akkadian physiognomic omen 
is based on the determination of an infant’s verisimilitude to either his mother or 
his father, which clearly shows an understanding of family resemblance in ancient 
Mesopotamia. Stackert turns next to Gen 1:26–27 and Gen 5:1–3, both belonging 
to the Priestly source, to explore typicality and verisimilitude in biblical Hebrew 
descriptions of images. In a very nice example of how biblical studies can come to 
the assistance of Assyriology,7 Stackert uses the biblical material, which he dates 
to the Neo-Assyrian period, as supporting evidence for the claims made on the 
basis of the Akkadian texts. About the two texts in Genesis Stackert writes: “The 
first concerns rulership, and the image associated with it is a typical likeness. 
The second imagines familial relations, in which case the likeness is one of pre-
cise physical resemblance.” Drawing together the two lines of textual evidence 
for genuine verisimilitude in figural representations, Stackert returns to Neo- 
Assyrian visual art to consider the question of family resemblance in depictions 
of related kings. The textual record provides good warrant, in Stackert’s view, 
to interpret similarities in figural representation of related persons as reflecting 
not just typicality but a genuine attempt at verisimilitude, that is, as depicting 
true family resemblance between individuals, even though typicality was the 
dominant tendency. What’s more, Stackert thinks it quite likely that the ancients 

7 For a volume full of such examples, see the forthcoming Jehu’s Tribute: Contributions of 
Biblical Studies to Assyriology.
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would have interpreted the similarities between images as family resemblance, 
too, even if they’d never seen the two kings, since dynastic rule was the norm 
and family resemblance would have been expected. Thus, we must see both 
typicality and verisimilitude in such cases, as he writes: “Put plainly, for (bio-
logically-related) Assyrian rulers, to look like each other was to look like kings.” 
Setting his conclusions within the broader theorization of portraiture, which 
displays “a dynamic interplay” between accuracy (verisimilitude) and stylization 
(typicality) of the person sitting as subject, Stackert concludes “that portraiture 
was already a substantially realized (if unnamed) genre of ancient Near Eastern 
visuality. Stylized typicality and precise physical resemblance each played a con-
stitutive role in royal visual representation; they even worked together to code 
the figures depicted as kings.”

Ada Taggar Cohen’s contribution provides an overview of the roles women 
played in various Hittite cultic rituals through the lens of the household and 
how these roles reflect a cisgender Hittite worldview. Taggar Cohen begins with 
a brief overview of women in Hittite society broadly conceived via several Hittite 
laws (CTH 291–292). Although women are sometimes punished equally to men 
for infractions, women are mostly treated as weaker/inferior to men, and their 
sexual activities and marital relations are closely regulated. Unsurprisingly, the 
Hittite world was a patriarchal world. Turning to focus on the Hittite cult, Taggar 
Cohen notes that our sources are biased toward the royal household and elite 
members of society, including those involved in various cultic institutions. In 
iconographic representations of the cult, there is a clear distinction between 
male and female figures (both deities and humans) and their respective clothing 
and associated accoutrement, all of which supports a simple binary conflation 
of biological sex and gender roles: males with a masculine gender and females 
with a feminine gender. The Hittite understanding of divinity, according to 
Taggar Cohen, is basically based on the notion of the human household. Thus, 
the divine couple at the head of the pantheon give the land as an inheritance 
to the Hittite king who exercises rule over it. Although sometimes it is only the 
Storm-god of Hatti who entrusts the land to the king, in a prayer of Ḫattušili III 
(CTH 383) it is the Sun-goddess of Arinna alone who hands over the land to 
him. Taggar Cohen then turns to survey a variety of ritual texts involving the 
female functionaries designated MUNUSAMA.DINGIR-LIM and NIN.DINGIR. 
The former priestess, according to Taggar Cohen, “served in temples around the 
Hittite kingdom, and therefore could be a priestess in a small town or village and 
could also have served in a large temple in the capital. At the same time, this title 
was an official one for a female member of the royal family, specifically the queen 
herself, serving in the cult.” The latter were members of the royal family, who 
“clothed themselves in the deity’s vestments, when engaging in worship of the 
gods,” which “symbolically brings the royal family (father-mother-son-daughter) 
into the family of the gods. It physically mirrors them with the gods.” In sections 
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five and six, Taggar Cohen briefly compares elements from the Hittite materials 
with the Hebrew Bible and reflects on useful elements in a contemporary theo-
ry of “gender ritualization” set out by Jennifer Johnson.8 In conclusion, Taggar 
Cohen argues that “the Hittites had an essentialized understanding of the bio-
logical differences of sex, and that gender was decided by its performative aspect, 
creating a clear difference between male and female.” Importantly, even though 
both genders are involved in maintaining the world (both divine and human) 
in the Hittite sources, women, priestesses, and goddesses primarily serve this 
maintenance via their traditional roles in the household, that is, as wife, mother, 
and primary nurturer.

Alan Lenzi brings together ancient Mesopotamian social conventions and 
contemporary scholarship on proxemics and the pragmatics of politeness to ex-
plore the way in which Akkadian prayers reflect various ancient Mesopotamian 
social manners, etiquettes, and protocols. Using the Akkadian šuila-prayer Ištar 
1 as a representative example, Lenzi first analyzes the prayer’s macro-structure 
in terms of Annette Zgoll’s reconstruction of a social convention she calls an 
“audience.”9 In this culturally-scripted social interaction, a person of inferior 
social status (a subordinate) takes a concern or need to a social superior (an 
authority) to request that person’s help. Zgoll’s audience model is an abstraction, 
based on a variety of texts, including many šuila-prayers; Lenzi offers a concrete 
application of the model to demonstrate its fruitfulness in the interpretation 
of one particular prayer. Lenzi also draws on proxemics and politeness theo-
ry to shed new light on several of the ten elements in Zgoll’s model. “The sub-
ordinate’s gesture of greeting” (hand-raising) and “the subordinate’s utterance of 
a spoken greeting” (praise) work in tandem, ritually speaking, to move the sup-
plicant (subordinate) from a perceived public distance, where the deity (author-
ity) is out of reach, into a more proximate, social distance, in which the sup-
plicant may importune the deity. The supplicant’s opening praise is not flattery, 
in Lenzi’s view; rather, it is a form of positive politeness, socially requisite if the 
subordinate wishes the authority to grant an audience. The final two elements 
in an audience, “the subordinate’s expression of gratitude” (concluding praise) 
and “the subordinate’s departing gesture,” return the subordinate to the pub-
lic sphere and thus remove the subordinate from the transactional realm of the 
audience. Lenzi also interprets several micro-features of the prayer via the same 
methodological perspectives. The use of imperatives and jussives throughout the 
petitionary section of the prayer, which is typical of Akkadian prayers, “is not so 
much a matter of urgency but a reflection of the power dynamic in the hierar-
chical relationship between the ones involved in the audience.” The supplicant’s 
request for the deity to “look upon me in earnest and accept my prayers” affirms 

8 “Gender Ritualization: The Customization of ‘Doing Gender’.”
9 “Audienz – Ein Modell zum Verständnis mesopotamischer Handerhebungsrituale.”
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