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PREFACE

The academic Festschrift is a genre traditionally reserved for recognizing and celebrating out-
standing scholarly achievement over the course of a career. This volume’s honorees, Elizabeth
Bloch-Smith and Mark S. Smith, are most deserving of such recognition. “Each in their own
way made important contributions to the field of Ancient Near Eastern studies”—Liz, in her
“archaeological fieldwork and incisive analysis of ancient Near Eastern religion,” and Mark,
in his “extensive and ground-breaking work in the fields of Israelite religion, Hebrew Bible,
and Ugaritic studies” (Gitin). In this central way, then, this volume finds its place in a revered
scholarly tradition. And yet another of the impulses animating the volume is decidedly less
traditional. The honorees are plural-two—and married to one another, and thus Mark and
Liz’s personal and professional lives for over forty years have been a deeply entangled affair—
one enmeshed with the other, both with their children and extended families, with friends and
colleagues. So another end in view for this volume is to luxuriate in these happily entangled
lives. To do so we feel is entirely appropriate for Liz and Mark, who they are and how they
have chosen to live their lives and pursue their careers. But such an angle of approach is not
without its own intellectual claims to make. An awareness of how thoroughly our scholarship
is shaped and informed by the persons we are is foundational to many post-Enlightenment
modalities of knowledge. The essays gathered here, individually and collectively, testify to the
satisfying and incisive nature of such a way of knowing.

Mark and Liz have known about and participated in this project from the beginning.
Together they drew up the initial list of potential contributors. They decided to limit the in-
vitations to colleagues who know them both equally well, personally and professionally. Of
course, not everyone who was invited ended up contributing. The wisdom of Liz and Mark’s
selection criteria is borne out by the fact that the acuity of insight achieved in these essays
is matched by the genuine affection that motivated them. No general theme was articulated
for the volume as a whole. Instead, contributors were asked to write on a topic of their own
choosing, something of scholarly interest to them. The thinking here is that the best way to
honor excellence in scholarly achievement is with achieved scholarship itself. If the topics
also happen to intersect with aspects of Mark and/or Liz’s interests—as they often do—then
so much the better.

In lieu of a proper introduction we open the volume with a contribution by the Smith
children—Ben, Rachel, and Shula. In many ways, this essay epitomizes this volume, especially
the angle of afmiration at which it is pitched—"Mom and Dad, we love you and we are so
proud of you?” It offers witty and perceptive glimpses of moments in Liz and Mark’s careers
viewed from the vantage point of their children. The essay is notable as well for being one
of two in the volume to take up the topic of the waw-consecutive (who knew this thinnest of
Mark’s stand-alone monographs would continue to be so generative after more than thirty
years), and according to the essay’s subtitle, “Or, Putting the WAW in WAW Consecutive,” the
authors appear to agree with Dobbs-Allsopp that the conjunctive waw in these formations
remains productive (at least as late as Lamentations, see below).

The editors have organized the submitted contributions into four sections. This has been
done mostly as a convenience for readers. Many of the essays could be fitted into multiple
sections. The first section, Dimensions of Textuality, offers an eclectic mix of textual studies

vii
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ranging from the Dead Seas Scrolls (Crawford) to lexical and grammatical inquiries (Dewrell,
Dobbs-Allsopp, Schart) to readings of two psalms (McCreesh, Spieckermann). The inspiration
for the section comes from Sara Milstein’s reminiscence about Mark in the classsroom and
his “delighting in every grammatical conundrum” and “proclivity for lingering however-
long-it-takes on a single word”—all “fueled by the largest cup of coffee I had ever seen some-
one ingest in one sitting.” The “delight” in lingering over various textual “conundrums” (large
and small) is what binds this group of studies together.

The second section, simply entitled Judges, unsurprisingly is very much the heart of
the volume. There may be no more tangible sign of Mark and Liz’s “formidable partnership”
(Gitin) than their Judges commentary for the Hermeneia series. The first volume has been
published (2021), coming in at 744 pages (plus front matter). And they are now at work on
the second volume, which no doubt will be just as monumental as the first and, as the Smith
children shrewdly observe, may well take them “the rest of their lives” As befitting any good
commentary, the essays here are wide-ranging in focus, from text criticism (Milstein), a mis-
understood metaphor (Ornan), and history (Master, Monroe) to ethics (Niditch), including an
essay on “Three Blind Men” (Ackerman). These studies do not so much seek to compete with
Liz and Mark as to collaborate with them, to participate in a small way in this masterwork
of their later lives. Something of this sensibility is captured well by Susan Ackerman in the
closing paragraph of her contribution:

I ask this question, along with the others I have posed, at a time when the honorees of
this collection of essays ... are jointly engaged in writing the second volume of a com-
mentary on Judges. I don’t necessarily expect them to take up my questions about Judges
16, and even if they do, I don’t necessarily expect they will provide me (and all of us) with
answers. But I know if anyone can take this discussion further, it is Mark and Liz, who
throughout their careers have done so much to advance our understanding of the Bible
and the greater biblical world.

Text may be read to many different ends. In the third section, Texts and Ideas, the ends in
view in the essays gathered here are largely ideational in nature—personal piety (Barmash),
creativity (James), emotion (keime), hope (Olson), second order thinking (Schmid), and the
Aliyah from Egypt (van der Toorn). That is, these essays, to larger ans lesser degrees, query
aspects of “Israel’s intellectuality” (Schmid).

The final section consists of three archaeological studies—Faust and Baruch on “Judah’s
Burial Practices”; Gitin on “Trade”; and Minger, Ortiz and Wolff on a “Seal Impression on
a Mud Stopper” from Gezer. Archaeology ans material culture figure in other essays in the
volume, but here they are the heart of the matter. If the volume’s initial section finds its inspi-
ration in Mark’s delight in lingering over every textual conundrum, this one is rooted in the
dirt and Liz’s love of fieldwork. This is epitomized by a fragment of a memory lodged in the
mind of one of the editors. In the summer of 1988, Chip Dobbs-Allsopp, taking a break from
jackhammering through Byzantine layers in 38 upper at Ashkelon, wandered over to look
down on the Iron Age layers of 38 lower where he longed to work. And it was Liz who looked
up at him. She was squatting down, with a big, brimmed hat on her head, a trowel or fine
brush in her hand, and a blissful smile that engulfed the whole of her face—this was a woman
in her element. The opening and closing sections, like the figures of their incitement—Mark
with his coffee lingering over words and Liz with her trowel working happily in the dirt, form
a diptych that encloses the volume and fashions it into a whole.
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Telling Contexts is a title that signifies in layers, not unlike an ancient Levantine tell or
an old Hebrew poem. At base the title focalizes the two primary disciplines of our honorees,
archaeology (tell) and textual studies (texts). The use of italics permits each to mean on their
own and in their own way. And yet as tell and texts become mashed up together phrasally,
there is equally an insistence on their meaningful entanglement. Archaeology and the mate-
rial culture it uncovers provides the extra-textual context that is critical to any surpassing
and maximally enfleshed reading of an ancient text. And texts, as they preserve bits of hu-
man language mediated through writing, importantly are articulate and telling in ways that
are uniquely legible, and thus are equally critical to the interpretive work of archaeology
in an effort to know more fully the people and events that produced the material remains
archaeology recovers. Texts and contexts are mutually telling. And then there is the personal
and professional mash-up of Liz with Mark and Mark with Liz that forms the larger contexts
of their lives, lives lived with space for the one and the other and the two together, blended,
entangled, happy, telling. Such lives as these we join to honor and celebrate. Liz and Mark,
lehayim!

Julie Deluty and Heath Dewrell—with an assist from Matt Green—have borne the brunt
of the editorial work for this volume. Chip Dobbs-Allsopp’s participation has been more cir-
cumscribed than originally anticipated, given the decline in his eyesight in recent years. The
editors thank the contributors for their fine contributions to the volume and for their patience
as we have worked to pull the volume together. We also thank Billie Jean Collins for her will-
ingness to publish the volume—Billie Jean has her own longstanding relationship with our
honorees, and thus publishing the volume with Lockwood Press seems most fitting.

The Editors
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