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Abstract: Pursuing marital partners far from home can be a complicated endeavor, and the motives
to travel for a companion can be a combination of pushes from one’s locality and pulls toward some‑
thing new. In the Hebrew Bible, several narratives concern pursuing a partner far from home, but
the motives of the person traveling have not seen much scholarly attention. In this contribution, the
entangled motives are traced in three select narratives (Judg 14; Gen 24; Tob) that each represents
a specific category of pursuing a partner. Samson pursues a known partner, Isaac and his family
pursue an unknown partner, and Tobias unknowingly pursues a partner. These three narrative
categories are explored utilizing the framework of actor‑network theory to tease out the entangled
human and non‑human actants that affect the motives and the pursuit itself. This contribution re‑
veals that motives are always entangled in more extensive networks, agency is distributed among
various actants, and no pursuit of a companion in the Hebrew Bible is exactly like another.
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1. Introduction
The human being is a creature of habit. “[M]uch of everyday action is characterized

by habitual repetition” (Neal et al. 2006, p. 198), and straying from one’s daily routines
or creating new habits can sometimes be challenging endeavors (Arlinghaus and Johnston
2019). Stayingwithin daily rhythms and engaging the same people keeps the human being
in somewhat predictable behavior, a behavior that is mirrored in the choice of partners. A
partner is often a person that is found relatively close to home, e.g., at work and school
or through friends and family (Nolsoe 2020). Breaking the calming comfort of daily rou‑
tines to embark on a complicated international venture to pursue partners is less common.1
Such a venture can involve learning a new language, navigating complex cultural codes,
and fighting with a bureaucracy of complicated visa regulations. However, the motives
for engaging in such complicated pursuits can be multiple, and circumstances and other’s
agency often shape them. The motives can be practical, emotional, or powered by a sense
of adventure. For some, the motives resemble a push away from one’s geographical area.
Local life can be challenging and dangerous, which means a foreign partner could lead to
a different and perhaps more peaceful existence. The local area could also lack eligible or
desired partners, which pushes a pursuing person out into the world.2 For others, the mo‑
tives can be more of a pull toward something culturally different, something presumably
better, or a specific someone who has caught one’s fancy. Frequently, the pushes and pulls
are entangled.

Many contemporary motives for embarking on long journeys to pursue a partner
could be explored, but what motives can be identified in the Hebrew Bible? And which
distant marital partners are pursued in the ancient texts? In biblical scholarship, much fo‑
cus has been given to foreign women (e.g., Berlejung and Grohmann 2019; Brenner 1994),
marriages (Jackson 2011), and how endogamy, in various forms, creates and maintains
collective identities (e.g., Frevel 2011; Moffat 2014), particularly in the Second Temple Pe‑
riod (e.g., in Ezra‑Nehemiah). However, the theme of individuals’ sometimes complicated

Religions 2024, 15, 324. https://doi.org/10.3390/rel15030324 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/religions

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel15030324
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel15030324
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/religions
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6751-3471
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel15030324
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/religions
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/rel15030324?type=check_update&version=1


Religions 2024, 15, 324 2 of 13

motives to pursue partners in distant lands has slipped into the background. In this con‑
tribution, I will explore the dynamics of pulls and pushes that move a person out of one’s
locality for a companion. To do this, I will borrow insights from the non‑theoretical actor‑
network theory (ANT) and identify the entangled motives, circumstances, and agencies at
play when persons in the biblical texts pursue a partner far from home.3

2. Choice of Texts and Actor‑Network Theory
Many biblical texts could qualify for an analysis of traveling for partners. However,

this study is limited to narratives about people crossing longer stretches of land for (po‑
tential) marital partners. The biblical narratives feature a considerable distance between a
person and the person’s partner, which leaves out texts where partners are found closer
to home (e.g., Hosea’s marriages in Hos 1 and 3). In the selected texts, there is, of course,
more than one person involved, and I will attempt to trace what motives and intentions
are entangled in each situation and whether the move is a result of pushes or pulls.

The texts are sorted into three broad categories, or typologies. Of course, the cate‑
gories overlap, but for analytical reasons, it is helpful to establish some initial boundaries
to engage the theme of pursuing partners. The first category concerns persons pursuing
known partners over distant lands. This category looks at narratives where the pursuing
persons know, or are aware of, the individual they pursue. The second category is the
pursuit of unknown partners, which concern situations in which the pursuing person do
not yet know the pursued person. The third category concerns persons who found a part‑
ner in a distant land, although this was not the original intention. I have thus categorized
the examples in the third category as persons who unknowingly pursue partners. Each
section contains several examples from the Hebrew Bible, but most texts will only receive
honorable mentions. Instead, I will focus on one representative text in each category to
provide a more detailed analysis of the entangled agencies at work.

The narratives are approached with a specific focus on agency inspired by ANT, a
framework prominently linked to the sociologists Bruno Latour and John Law. In this
framework, agency is decentered from human individuals since humans and non‑humans
exist in relations that interact with each other (cf. Malifouris 2016, pp. 211–12; Bennett
2010). Instead of being a unique trait reserved for the human being, agency is distributed
and emerges in relations between entities, i.e., actants. This also entails that humans do
not fully control an action (Latour 2007, p. 44)4 because an action emerges in a specific
moment and a particular practice. In other words, an actant is not a “source of an action
but the moving target of a vast array of entities swarming toward it” (Latour 2007, p. 46).
Therefore, in anthropologist Annemarie Mol’s words, the methodological endeavor pur‑
sued through ANT is not to figure out “where the activities come from, but rather where
they go” (Mol 2019, p. 255). The focus is thus not on competing wills or intentions of hu‑
man beings but on reverberations of the effects of several actants. In this way, both human
and non‑human actants send reverberations into the network, which results in certain ef‑
fects that could not have happened if the network was constituted differently. The focus
on a network does not entail that actants are passive puppets of previous actions because
the actants “are still active” (Mol 2019, p. 258; Bennett 2010, p. 38). Actants canmake some‑
thing new happen, that is, send new reverberations into a network even though they are
always entangled in them. Many facets and possible developments of ANT can be high‑
lighted with diverse studies (e.g., Elder‑Vass 2008). Furthermore, ANT has been criticized
for neglecting social structures in favor of focusing on the interaction between individual
actants (Elder‑Vass 2008). However, for the present endeavor, the focus on individual ac‑
tants is themainmethodological premise. Aswill become clear, motives emerge due to the
webs of actants and circumstances in which the person pursuing a partner is embedded.5
Motives are thus not necessarily individuals’ inner motives but a result of complex rela‑
tions and entangled actants. In the end, the methodological process of ANT encourages
careful descriptions of each actant, which can tease out fascinating facets of why someone
ends up pursuing a partner. With these initial thoughts on ANT, I will clarify the intersec‑
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tions of individual actants as I traverse three biblical narratives to tease out the entangled
agencies that make persons move for companionship in the Hebrew Bible.

3. Pursuing Known Partners
The first category of traveling concerns the pursuit of known partners, and these

pursuits appear in different variations. For example, the narratives of the Hebrew Bible
frequently involve families crossing distant lands as a unit with a patriarch in front. In
these situations, the partners already know each other and move together. This practice
is noticed on the initial pages of Genesis, where Tera brings his family from Ur to Ha‑
ran (Gen 11:31) and where Abram moves Sarah and his family from Haran to Canaan
(Gen 12:4–5). In these and similar cases, pursuing a partner in a distant land is absent. In‑
stead, the ancestral narratives describe a collective move that keeps the patriarchal family
unit of the father’s house intact (cf. Hardin 2022). A father’s house can also fracture, which
results in traveling for a known partner. This is noticed in the horror story in Judges 19,
where a Levite pursues his lost concubine .(פילגש) The initial motive for the Levite’s travel
to Bethlehem is a pull to “talk to her heart” על־לבה) ;לדבר Judg 19:3).6 However, the Levite’s
move creates massive reverberations and entangled agencies that ultimately lead to the
death of the concubine, her parted limbs, the destruction of Jabesh and its (mainly adult
female) inhabitants, and some detestable Benjaminites traveling to Shiloh to steal anony‑
mous young women for themselves (Judg 20–21; cf. Southwood 2017). I will leave this
fascinating but horrendous story to other studies (e.g., Fischer 2021, pp. 154–57; Uusimäki
2022) and turn to another story in Judges that involves Samson and his intense pursuit of
a nameless Philistine.

Samson and the Unnamed Philistine
In Judges 14, the reader finds a story about traveling to find a known companion. In

this chapter, the Nazirite Samson falls for a Philistine woman as he wanders around Tim‑
nah. This story involves several motives and actants since Yhwh and the divine ,רוח em‑
powering “spirit”, play important roles. While some motives are explicitly known for the
characters, others are implicit, which reveals an entangled network of agencies as Samson
sets out for a partner.

The story begins with Samson traveling to Timnah. According to the previous narra‑
tive, he sets out from Mahaneh‑dan that is not too far removed from his home in Zorah,
where he has been stirred, or troubled ,(פעם) by Yhwh’s רוח (Judg 13:25). For unknown
reasons, Samson walks to Timnah and encounters a Philistine woman by accident. Sam‑
son’s motives for walking around the foreign neighborhood are unclear, but the reader
can sense that the motives are entangled with the divine רוח that stirs him. It is almost as
if Samson is divinely blown into Philistine borderlands. The story continues rapidly since
the protagonist swiftly returns to his parents in Zorah after seeing the unnamed woman.
The situation between Samson and the woman appears to be love, or rather a one‑sided
sexual desire at first sight.7 In Zorah, he commands his parents to procure the Philistine
woman as his wife, bringing his parents into the network of actants. Although the par‑
ents eventually will have no say in Samson’s decisions, they partake in the network since
they are supposed to arrange the marriage on behalf of Samson. As will be clear, this ar‑
rangement does not begin smoothly. Samson’s few words burst out as an imperative, and
there is a strong sense of urgency as the command begins with the particle “Now!” ;עתה)
Judg 14:3). Furthermore, the entire speech is a first‑person monologue, and Samson de‑
scribes how the woman is pleasing in his eyes בעיני) ;ישרה Judg 14:3). Samson’s ownmotive
to procure her as a partner is a personal one since judging something in one’s own eyes is a
common expression of individual evaluation in the Hebrew Bible (e.g., Isa 5:21; Lorenzen
andGudme 2023, pp. 106–7).8 Individual evaluation is, however, also frequently perceived
to be harmful. Samson’s rather one‑sided visual evaluation of the woman is a critical motif
in the story, and it is repeated three times (Judg 14:3.7). In short, Samson is pulled to travel
for a foreign woman.
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Samson’s pull is powerful, but his parents answer him with a traditional question
about endogamy. They ask if Samson would reconsider and locate a wife among his cir‑
cumcised relatives far fromPhilistia (Judg 14:3). Not only does Samson’s engagementwith
his parents include them as actants, but they also become mediators of a reified concept
of endogamy that actively enters the network.9 Marriage is not solely endogamic in the
Hebrew Bible, and Israelites often marry foreigners (e.g., Gen 16:3; 41:45; Exod 2:21), How‑
ever, exogamy is occasionally banned and condemned (Ex. 34:15–16; Deut. 7:1–4).10 In
Samson’s case, his motives are not affected by the parent’s deflective urging as he pursues
the love of his eyes despite his parents’ hopes and reified customs. The parents’ more
traditionally correct point of view is easily flattened by the impatient protagonist.11

Given the traditional family structures presented in the Hebrew Bible, then there is
an odd dynamic between Samson and his parents. For example, when Isaac tells Jacob to
avoid the Canaanites and travel to pursue a suitable partner elsewhere, it is a patriarchal
command (Gen 28:1–2), not a timid suggestion hidden in the language of a question. Sam‑
son surely has the upper hand in this topsy‑turvy relationship with his parents. Yhwh’s
רוח might have equipped Samson with a more intimidating aura, and there is no doubt
that the רוח enables him to utilize his heroically empowered muscles (e.g., Judg 14:6). The
empowering רוח thus affects the network of actants since it equips Samson to push the
traditional social identities within the father’s house and refuse his parents’ endogamy‑
influenced biddings.

A short break in the narrative reveals a covert, divine motivation (Judg 14:4). Sam‑
son’s pull toward Timnah is thus urged on by something utterly different than lust and re‑
fusal of parents’ wishes. Furthermore, the motive does not concernmarriage or endogamy
at all. Instead, Yhwh looks for a reason to violently engage the Philistines because, as noted
in Judges 14:4, they were ruling Israel (Miller 2011, p. 137). Suddenly, the network of ac‑
tants receives a significantly larger temporal span as it reaches back in time to include a
political dilemma.12 The Philistines’ rule over Israel is thus absorbed into the network of
actants since the political rule affects Yhwh’s motives, which in turn is linked to Samson
pursuing a partner.

The narrative explicitly communicates that Samson’s parents are unaware of Yhwh’s
motivations, and there is no indication that the enchanted lover knowingly partakes in
the divine plans. Irmtraud Fischer argues that Samson has a political motive from the be‑
ginning, but the narrative does not mention Samson’s knowledge of Yhwh’s violent aims
(Fischer 2021, pp. 118–19). It seems more likely that Yhwh withholds information from
everyone purposefully to let Samson run his course. Nevertheless, while Samson and his
parents experience events locally in time and space, Yhwh’s motives have a considerably
more extensive scope. Still, they are all actants entangled in the same network reverberat‑
ing across time and space.

As the narrative continues, the small family travels to Timnah, and Samson kills a lion
on the way. The dead lion does not affect the motives to pursue a partner, but it does have
lethal effects on thirty unfortunate men in Ashkelon later in the narrative. In this way, the
dead lion plays into Yhwh’s motives for engaging the Philistines, which, in turn, is tied to
Samson’s traveling love adventures.

After the lion‑wrestling, Samson speaks (דבר) to the Timnite and confirms his eyes’
evaluation (Judg 14:7). At this point, the woman enters the story and the network of ac‑
tants. She is a foreign woman with no say in the possible marriage. Her father is absent
but presumably agreed to an arrangedmarriage with Samson and his parents. In this way,
the network does not reverberate significantly with her presence as an actant. The woman
silently submits, and Samson leaves Timnah only to return some days later to take her as
a wife. Her actions, however, become a pivotal factor in the events leading to the death of
the thirty men in Ashkelon. The woman is first given a reverberating role in the network
when she speaks on the fourth day of the seven‑day wedding party. Here, she pleads with
Samson to reveal his riddling secrets (Judg 14:16). This action is, however, only a reaction
to the Philistines’ own doings. With her father as leverage, the invited wedding guests
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threaten to burn her and her family if she does not tease out the answer to the riddle about
the dead lion that Samson gave at the party (Judg 14:14; cf. Niditch 2008, p. 157). They are
not interested in losing thirty linen garments and thirty changes of clothes, something that
only can be avoided if they answer the impossible riddle correctly (Judg 14:13). Instead,
they are interested in more material wealth since answering the riddle correctly would
result in Samson owing them clothes. The Philistines and Samson have thus bound them‑
selves to a prize and a reified agreement that take on agency as either part cannot waive the
deal. In this way, a riddle, several changes of clothes, a threat, and a prize join the carcass
of a dead lion killed by Samson and reverberate in the network of actants that pushes the
woman to beg Samson for an answer.

She cries continuously for days and speaks plainly to Samson: “You only hateme, you
do not love me!” (Judg 14:16). Her judgment seems correct since Samson is now occupied
with the possibility of gaining or losing costly clothing. As she begs for the answer to
the riddle, Samson clarifies the woman’s social position as he cherishes his parents more
than her by rejectingly stating: “I have not told my father nor my mother, and shall I tell
you?” (Judg 14:16). Samson’s loyalty lies with his parents, not some female foreigner.
Being entangled in networks can lead to a horrible situation, and the unnamed woman is
caught inwebs of violence and rejection. She is placed as a disposable pawn between angry
Philistines and an indifferent husband, primarily because of a riddle and an expensive
prize. She is not simply a woman in a father’s house but a foreign woman who plays no
significant role for any of the male actants.

At this point in the narrative, the initial travel for a known partner has receded far
into the background. However, a more complicated network of human and non‑human
actants has emerged, revealing entangledmotives. Samson’s initial lustful motives are tied
to Yhwh’s ferocious ones, but both aims are only achieved through several actants. The
story endswith Samson revealing the riddle’s solution to his wife, which initially saves her
and her father from the fire (Judg 14:17). This results in the death of thirty well‑dressed
people in Ashkelon since Samson has to release himself from his agreement made with
the Philistines (Judg 14:19). At this point, it is clear how the actants and their motives are
entangled since Yhwh’s רוח empowers Samson to kill the Philistines in Ashkelon. Yhwh’s
plan succeeds as he piggybacks on Samson’s riddling actions in Timnah. Finally, Samson
leaves Timnah, and his wife is given to another man (Judg 14:20). These actions set up the
following story in which Samson, equipped with a young goat as barter, repeats his travel
for a known partner as he attempts to get (or buy) his estranged wife back (Judg 15:1).

Samson’s pursuit of a partner in Timnah can be simplified as a one‑sided, lustful en‑
deavor (Fischer 2021, pp. 23–24). However, themotives and circumstances that led Samson
to his sojourn in the Philistine borderlands are complicated when more actants and events
are identified. Samson is pulled towardTimnah by his eyes, but Yhwh covertly pushes him.
Samson’s motives of lust are thus joinedwith Yhwh’s political motives of war. This joining
ofmotives is noticed in the eventswhere Yhwh’s רוח appears in the narrative. The mightרוח
have pushed Samson in the direction of Timnah (Judg 13:25), it empowers Samson to kill a
lion (Judg 14:6), and it gives him the strength to kill thirty Philistines (Judg 14:19). Through
twists, turns, and several actants, the dead Philistines are a result of a dead lion that plays
no initial role in Samson’s motive to travel for a partner. Nevertheless, Samson’s double
pursuit of the unnamed Philistine is entangledwith several other actants. Furthermore, no
actant can meaningfully be sorted out of the network since they all play a role in Samson’s
travel for companionship and Yhwh’s hunt for Philistines.

4. Pursuing Unknown Partners
Pursuing unknown partners is themost common practice in theHebrew Biblewhen it

comes to traveling for companionship. In these cases, it is pursuing an undefined individ‑
ual in a more defined group with qualities worth pursuing. This pursuit is recognized in
several historical sources across the Mediterranean world since marriages were utilized to
form political alliances between two unrelated families (Broodbank 2018, pp. 699–701). In
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the Hebrew Bible, this practice is exemplified with Solomon’s many foreign wives (1 Kgs
11:1–8), Ahab’s marriage to the Phoenician Jezebel (1 Kgs 16:31; cf. Ps 45), or the more
locally sourced wives of David (2 Sam 3:2–5; cf. Frevel 2018, p. 228). In these royal cases,
it is not the person that is pursued but the influential families that are. It is, however, not
political alliances throughmarriage that aremost frequently sought in the narratives of the
Hebrew Bible. Instead, it is a pursuit of endogamous marriage that leads people, that is,
men, on longer journeys. However, it is a double journey. Men travel to find an eligible
partner, and without much say, the woman returns to the land of the man’s origin. Just as
Samson’smotiveswere entangledwith others, a pursuit for an unknown partner can result
from various actants. For example, Jacob leaves for Paddan‑aram to find a wife because
Isaac tells him to (Gen 28:1–2). However, Isaac only commands him to go because Rebekah
will lose her desire to live (Gen 27:46) if Jacob would imitate Esau and marry a Hittite that
brings “bitter wind” in the household רוח) ,מרת Gen 26:34–35). Finally, Jacob also leaves
his home because of his brother’s anger after he is warned by their mother (Gen 27:42–44).
An extensive network of agencies thus pushes Jacob out of Canaan, and his own motives
are unclear. To explore the entanglement of actants pursuing unknown partners in more
detail, I will turn to Jacob’s parents and the narrative of Isaac meeting Rebekah.

Isaac and Rebekah
In Genesis 24, one finds an extensive story about the initial phase of Isaac and Re‑

bekah’s relationship. The story mainly revolves around an anonymous servant13 traveling
from Canaan to Mesopotamia. Still, it also adds Isaac, Abraham, an oath, Yhwh’s mes‑
senger, Rebekah, her family members, a servant, jewelry, and riches to the mix, which
reveals an extensive network of motives, actions, and circumstances when pursuing an
unknown partner.

The story begins when an aging Abraham decides to arrange a wife for his son
(Gen 24:1–3). The initial motives are thus anchored to the patriarch, who is adamant that his
son should not marry one of the Canaanites. As a result, Abraham urgently forces his name‑
less servant to swear by his patriarchal genitals that the servant should travel to Abraham’s
country of origin to procure an undefined woman as a daughter‑in‑law (Gen 24:2–4).14 For
this reason, three actants are already explicitly mentioned: Abraham, the servant, and an
oath. Parallel to the deal in the narrative about Samson, a reified agreement becomes an
actant that binds Abraham and the servant to each other.

Abraham’s motivation dabbles in endogamous themes although it is not explicitly
stated why the Canaanites are discarded as potential partners. Nevertheless, Abraham
urges the servant to leave Canaan to avoid the local candidates. At this point in the narra‑
tive, Isaac is left out of any decision to find a partner for himself. Traveling for a partner is
an arrangement conducted by his father. Furthermore, Isaac does not seem to have a part‑
ner on his radar or even the desire to find one. Judging from the final parts of the narrative,
Isaac appears to be lost in mourning over the death of his mother (Gen 24:67).

A third party does the actual travel for a partner because Abraham insists that Isaac
does not leave Canaan. Neither does Abraham want to leave Canaan. This reasoning
for immobility is based on Yhwh’s promise of land to Abraham and his descendants
(Gen 24:7–8). Moving the divinely elected family away from the promised land is counter‑
intuitive to Yhwh’s promise, but the move also jeopardizes the ownership of the already
possessed area. For this reason, Yhwh’s promise binds Abraham and Isaac to the locality
in Canaan. The traveling is thus outsourced to a less valuable servant, who is sent in the
direction of Nahor in Mesopotamia (Gen 24:10). Right before the servant’s hand reaches
Abraham’s genitals and seals the oath, Abraham assures that Yhwh’s messenger will go
before the servant so that the travel will not be in vain (Gen 24:6). A divine agent is thus
paving the way for the servant to find a suitable wife for his son. Abraham’s final words
to his servant are important for the network of actants because he leaves the door open
for the not‑yet‑identified woman to decline the servant’s offer of marriage. Although the
narrative is primarily a patriarchal story about marriages arranged by authoritative males,
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Abraham accentuates the woman’s agency. This is valuable information for the servant
because her rejection will release him from the oath (Gen 24:8). This reveals the servant’s
motive to pursue a partner on behalf of his master’s son because he wants to make sure
that he can be released from this oath, no matter if he procures a woman or not.

As the servant reaches Nahor’s city, he asks for Yhwh’s help to identify a suitable
woman (Gen 24:22). In prayer, the servant asks for success in his quest for a woman
and provides a detailed outline of how he should encounter this woman serendipitously
(Gen 24:13–14). The servant explicitly states that Yhwh is Abraham’s God and connects
his own success with Yhwh, showing steadfast love (חסד) to Abraham. In this way, Yhwh
is more explicitly entangled in the network of actants, that already includes Abraham’s
motives, the servant’s agency, and the looming pressure of keeping an oath. Luckily for
the servant, everything he asks comes true when Rebekah provides water for him and his
camels (24:15–21). Rebekah’s hospitable actions follow Yhwh’s playbook, and the servant
can identify the right person. In the meantime, the reader is informed that Rebekah is
related to Abraham and that she is beautiful and a virgin (Gen 24:15–16).

As the camels’ drinking feast unfolds in front of the servant’s eyes, he remains quiet
and notices how Yhwh’s latent doings aid his quest for fulfilling his oath (Gen 24:21). The
servant’s reaction to Rebekah’s hospitality is to give her a golden nose ring and attach two
bracelets on her arms.15 Then he asks about her family (Gen 24:22). According to ANT,
objects are actants because they can make something happen. This is the case for jewelry
given to Rebekah since they will play a significant role in convincing her family, especially
Laban, about letting her go to Canaan. But before Rebekah returns to Nahor’s house, the
servant thanks Yhwh for the divine steadfast love shown to Abraham, a steadfastness that
the servant experiences vicariously.

Rebekah runs home, tells her family about the encounter, and opens the door for the
servant to stay at their house. Laban hears his sister’s story but notices the newly acquired
jewelry before he listens (Gen 24:30). In this sense, the jewelry makes something happen;
they act and arouse Laban’s interest and urge him out the door to invite a stranger home.
Laban returns with the servant to the house (Gen 24:31), and the guest presents his lengthy
case for the male members of Rebekah’s family (24:34–49). He introduces himself as Abra‑
ham’s servant and retells what Abraham told him. But not quite. The servant alters Abra‑
ham’s words about letting the woman decide. In this context, surrounded by gifts about to
be bestowed on the hosting family, the servant tells Rebekah’s brother, Laban, and her fa‑
ther, Bethuel, that the collective clan can refuse to let her go (Gen 24:41). Rebekah’s choice
disappears. She is reduced to a bartering object in the hands of her male family members.
Here, it is necessary to state that actants are not simply intermediaries where the input is
identical to the output. Instead, actants are mediators that can alter the input (Latour 2007,
p. 39). In other words, an input affecting an actant can crystallize into several other effects
not originally intended by a previous effect. This mediating effect occurs when the servant
alters Abraham’s input and dissolves Rebekah’s choice. In any case, the servant is close
to being released from the oath, which means his initial motive for vicariously pursuing
an unknown partner is about to be resolved. In the end, the male family members quickly
judge that Yhwh has planned this arrangement all along (Gen 24:50–51). They decide that
Rebekah needs to join the servant, go to Canaan, and be given to Isaac as a bride. In this
way, Rebekah is pushed away from home.

Toward the end of the narrative, Rebekah’s brother and mother request that
Rebekah should stay for another ten days, but here, Rebekah is allowed to have her say
(Gen 24:57–58). The servant desires to return quickly, but the decision to return now or
later is in the hands of Rebekah. She decides against her family’swishes, receives a blessing,
and travels to Canaan with the servant (Gen 24:61). As they arrive in Canaan, a wandering
Isaac is identified as the servant’s master, and Rebekah joins Isaac in his mother’s tent for
lovemaking. This act leads Isaac through his grieving process and concludes the narrative.

Several actants are involved in this pursuit of a partner, and it is clear how larger
narratives with more actants create more complicated networks. Initially, Abrahamwants
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to avoid the Canaanites by sending an emissary to find a wife from his homeland. Abra‑
ham’s motives to find a partner for his son thus linger between a push away from Canaan
and a pull toward Mesopotamia. Abraham’s agency is, however, entangled with a larger
network of actants. He and his son are unable to travel because of Yhwh’s promises. In
this way, they are tied to a place due to the agency of a promise. This situation introduces
the servant into the network, thus revealing a larger network of motives, agencies, and
circumstances. The servant wants to keep an oath, Yhwh has implicit intentions for Abra‑
ham’s descendants, and Rebekah’s family desires riches. Along the way, the gold and gifts
play a significant role in the pursuit of a partner. As a result of the various intersections of
multiple actants, Isaac ends up with Rebekah.

The pursuit of an unknown partner can involve a myriad of motives. Although the
partner is intended for Abraham’s son, Isaac is almost absent from the story. Everyone
around him plays a much larger role. Rebekah also travels for a partner but mostly as a
reaction to effects from other actants. Rebekah oscillates between having explicit agency
and having none. Although a possibility for agency is highlighted at the beginning of
the narrative, she is caught in the web of a patriarchal society where the male members
ultimately decide on her future. Abraham’s initial idea of the woman’s decision is thus
trumped by a new context in which males decide over women. Depending on the site of
the network and the actants entangled in them, Rebekah’s unfolding of her own agency
changes. Her only choice in Mesopotamia is whether she wants to leave immediately or
ten days later with a foreign servant. This choice is no choice at all.16Not only is her agency
altered between the two geographical sites, but she is also enacted as two different persons
by Abraham and her male family members. The Canaanite‑dominated network enacts her
as a capable agent, whereas the Mesopotamian network enacts her as a bartering object
(cf. Mol 2019, p. 260).

5. Unknowingly Pursuing Partners
The final category involves people who find a partner while away from home for

other reasons. In these cases, lust or endogamy recedes to the background, and the events
leading to the initial move differ from the motive and intentions of a person pursuing a
known or unknown partner. There can be necessary moves away from one’s locality, such
as Moses, who flees to Midian and marries Zipporah (Exod 2). It can also result from in‑
voluntary travel, such as Joseph, who is sold by his brothers. The events bring the unlucky
dreamer to Egypt, where he eventually marries Asenath (Gen 41:37–45).17 There are also
more complicated stories of widows traveling out of necessity. The hospitable Abigail
leaves her home for David after her foolish husband has died (1 Sam 25). Ruth is initially
found inMoab by a family fleeing draught, but Ruth leaves her homeland with Naomi out
of loyalty (Fischer 2021, p. 61) and eventually ends up with Boaz in a (for her) foreign land
(Ruth). Ending up with a partner because of expatriate experiences is not a phenomenon
limited to time and space. For example, in Mesopotamia, traveling male merchants of‑
ten had several wives in different cities, and the wives often knew about each other.18 In
the Hebrew Bible, such merchants are not prominently portrayed, but finding oneself in a
foreign land with a partner is not uncommon.19

Tobias and Sara
Much of the deuterocanonical Book of Tobit can be categorized as a travelogue (cf.

Schlüngel‑Straumann 2000, pp. 38–39).20 The travel‑related core of the narrative (Tob 4–14,
cf. Dietrich 2017, p. 156) mainly concerns Tobias, the son of Tobit, who sets out on a travel
to Ragas in Midian from Nineveh to procure money (Tob 4:1–4). Along the way, however,
it is revealed to Tobias how God has had some hidden, endogamous marriage plans for
the young bachelor in Ecbatana. The story involves an extensive network of entangled
actants: Tobias, Tobit, Raphael, Raguel, Gabael, God, fish entrails, a demon, Sara, money,
and, perhaps the most important of all, Moses’ law.
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The initial puzzle pieces for Tobias’ travelogue appear in the third chapterwhen Sarah,
the daughter of Raguel, desires to take her own life because of her unfortunate experiences
with the demon Asmodeus and because these events challenge the honor of her father’s
house (Dietrich 2017, pp. 155–59). The demon keeps killing her husbands on wedding
nights and this reverberates in her entire family (Tob 3:10). Far from Sarah’s locality in
Ecbatana, troubles also befall Tobit in Nineveh since he is blinded by bird droppings and
poor medical treatment (Tob 2:10). In a beautiful narrative composition, Sarah and Tobit
pray in different corners of the world (Tob 3:11), and God hears their prayers at the same
time (καιρóς; Tob 3:16; cf. Schlüngel‑Straumann 2000, p. 91). Here, it is revealed to the
reader that God has a plan to heal Tobit and join Sarah and Tobias in an endogamous mar‑
riage (Tob 3:17; cf. Schlüngel‑Straumann 2000, p. 103). This plan, however, is not known
by any of the characters except for the angel Raphael, who is subsequently and secretly
sent to nudge the events along. Nevertheless, on the same day as the fateful prayers, Tobit
remembers that he has money stored at Gabael’s place in Ragas and wants his son Tobias
to pick it up before he dies (Tob 4:1).

At this point in the narrative (Tob 4:1), the only explicit motive for traveling known
by the characters is Tobias’ motive for money. The idea of pursuing partners is absent.
However, Tobias’ motive is entangled with many events and actants known to the reader,
e.g., God’s endogamous marriage plans for Tobias. These dual motives, however, only
bloom due to a long line of events and actants; Tobit has left money to Gabael in the past,
bird droppings have left him blind, Asmodeus haunts Sarah, and both Sarah and Tobit
extend their deepest desires in prayer to God. All these events comprise an extended net‑
work that coalesces at the end of the third chapter of the book. Here, following Sarah and
Tobit’s prayer, a καιρóς moment occurs where God ties the previous events together and
sends an ignorant Tobias on his way to Ecbatana via Tobit suddenly remembering a stored
treasure in Ragas. The father clarifies the destination, but Tobias has no clue how to travel
there (Tob 5:2). Several more actants thus have time to join the network before Tobias takes
his first step.

A significant actant for Tobias is Moses’ law. Tobit illustrates this reified collection of
ethical rules as he summons his son before sending him toRagas. The very first things Tobit
mentions concern honoring one’s parents, an honor practiced by providing a beautiful
funeral for the dead parents and by not forsaking the living ones (Tob 4:3; cf. Dietrich
2009). This honorable relation to one’s parents plays an important role in Tobias’ motives
for traveling to Midian since he wants to do right by his father and thus by Moses’ law
(Tob 5:1). The list of pious acts continues, and tucked between commandments of giving
to the poor (Tob 4:8), paying people at the right time (Tob 4:14), andpraisingGod (Tob 4:19),
Tobit lists reasons for endogamous marriage (Tob 4:12–13). Several reasons are given for
endogamous marriage, and they all play an important role in the actants and events that
lead to Tobias unknowingly pursuing a partner.

Tobit begins his marriage talk by stating that Tobias should avoid sexual immorality
(πoρνεία) and thus marry someone from his father’s kin, not a foreigner (Tob 4:12). The
main reason provided is that Tobit and Tobias are descendants of named prophets; Noah,
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who all practiced endogamous marriages.21 The fathers were
blessed, and they inherited the land. In this way, the motive to marry within the family is
double since Tobias should imitate the ancestors and aim for riches linked to the land they
were promised. Tobit subsequently contrasts the love of brothers with acting arrogantly
(ὑπερηφανεύω) in one’s heart and links this contrast to endogamous marriage. In Tobit’s
reasoning, acting arrogantly is to marry a foreigner while neglecting one’s kin, and acting
arrogantly leads to destruction (ἀπώλεια) and confusion (ἀκαταστασία). Ultimately, it
leads to severe poverty (Tob 4:13). While the reasons for endogamous marriage are far
from explicit in the narratives about Samson and Isaac, it is clear why such a marriage
arrangement is sought in Tobit. In this book, endogamy concerns piety, leading to blessing
and wealth.
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The speech ends with an exhortation to fear God (Tob 4:21), which prompts Tobias to
act on his father’s wishes (Tob 5:1). As noted above, Tobias does not know how to travel to
Midian (Tob 5:2), which introduces Raphael into the network of actants. The covert angel
can help Tobias because he knows precisely where Gabael lives (Tob 5:3–6). With Raphael
as a traveling partner, his father pushes Tobias out of his locality to procure riches. Tobit’s
motives to regain what is lost are clear, but they are entangled with Tobias’ motives to
be an obedient son and a pious believer. None of these motives, however, concern God’s
goals of pairing Tobias with Sarah and healing Tobit, goals that Raphael is instrumental
in achieving.

As the traveling partners close in on Ecbatana, Raphael turns to Tobias and states that
he has the right to marry, or take, Sarah, who lives in the city (∆εδικαίωταί σoι λαβεῖν
αὐτήν; Tob 6:13). A detour from the travel to the money in Ragas is inevitable. At this
point, it is duly noted that Sarah will have no say in the marriage matters. She is Tobias’ to
take and her father’s to give. Raphael mentions that they will not talk to Sarah herself but
her father “about” (περὶ) taking her as a wife. This talk is a formality because her father,
Raguel, must give her up. If he does not act according to the law of Moses, Raphael states
that hewill be deathly guilty (Tob 6:13). The arrangement of Tobiasmarrying Sarah begins
to be untangled, and it is intricately tied to keeping the law, both for Tobias and Raguel.

Before arriving in Ecbataba, however, Raphael praises Sarah by stating that she iswise
(φρóνιµoς), brave, that is, manly (ἀνδρεῖoς), and exceedingly beautiful (καλóς; Tob 6:12).
Tobias already knows about her, and is afraid to die like all the other candidates that
courted her (Tob 6:14). Tobias’ worries do not primarily concern his own death. Instead, it
is his parents’ possible sorrow of their son’s death that worries him because it might lead
to their death and consequently to a burial that a deceased son cannot provide (Tob 6:15).
And a proper burial, of course, was the very first thing Tobit demanded from his son (cf.
Tob 4:3). If he leaves for Ecbatana and Sarah, Tobias’ main aim of parental obedience is
in danger of being void. However, Raphael quickly mentions that Tobit also commanded
Tobias to marry a wife from his own kin. A potential conflict of interest appears since To‑
bias has to decide which commandments to follow. However, a long ethical consideration
is abated since Raphael helps out with the choice. The covert angel promises that Tobias
and Sarah will be safe throughout the wedding night if Tobias simply burns part of a fish’s
liver and heart, a fish he luckily caught on the way to Ragas (Tob 6:1–7). In this way, the
material agency of fish entrails plays an important role in the network of actants (cf. Askin
2022). First, the objects are an important element in convincing Tobias to turn from his
initial route. Second, the objects themselves become instrumental in him ending up with
Sarah for more than a single night (cf. Tob 8:1).

Before concluding his speech with comforting words, Raphael states that Sarah was
intended for Tobias since eternity (αἰών; Tob 6:18). Here, the divine motives trump any
other motive. God initiated the travel since he had their coupling in mind from ancient
times. But Tobias is not left entirely to God’s eternal doings since Raphael’s words make
Tobias fall exceedingly in love (ἀγαπάω) with Sarah. The revelation of God’s motives
sends emotional reverberations through Tobias’ body as his ψυχή clings to his coming
partner (cf. Schlüngel‑Straumann 2000, p. 122). After the angelic speech, the pursuit for a
partner transforms as Tobias now urgently pursues a known partner.

Tobias and Raphael arrive at Raguel’s house in Ecbatana, and the marriage arrange‑
ments go smoothly since Raguel quickly acknowledges the law of Moses (Tob 7:12;
cf. Schlüngel‑Straumann 2000, pp. 120–22). Sarah is utterly silent as Raguel gives her away
to Tobias, and Raguel signs a contract that states that he gave Sarah to Tobias (Tob 7:13).
During the wedding night, Tobias prays with Sarah and says that he did not marry Sarah
due to sexual immorality (πoρνεία) but in truth (ἀλήθεια), thus fulfilling his father’swishes
(Tob 8:7; cf. Tob 4:12). Furthermore, in a unique situation in the biblical texts, Tobias
prays in a peculiar romantic way that he would like to grow old together with Sarah
(Tob 8:1; Miller 2011, p. 143). They survive the night, Raphael chases downAsmodeus, and
a fortnight‑long party is planned. When the party is over, and Raphael has collected the
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money in Ragas on behalf of Tobias (Tob 9:5), a silent Sarah leaves with her time‑worrying
husband, and they return to Nineveh to celebrate once more (Tob 10:9–13; Tob 12:1). For
Tobias, the motive to return is piety once again. He hopes to honor his parents‑in‑law just
as he honors his own (Tob 10:13). Furthermore, he wants to reach his parents before their
worries become too much for them to bear. Sarah’s motives, however, are left in the dark
as she silently follows her husband, just as Sarah follows Abram (Gen 12:4–5).

The story of Tobias reveals an extended network of actants. Tobias goes fromunknow‑
ingly pursuing a partner to pursuing a known partner but never falters in his ownmotives
for traveling. He remains a pious believer since he honors his parents and joins Sarah in an
endogamous marriage. Although love suddenly becomes a factor in his pursuit of Sarah,
God’s plans and Tobias’ pious motives significantly affect the network of actants.

6. Conclusions: Pursuing Partners
In the narratives of the Hebrew Bible, the motives to pursue a partner in distant lands

are multifaceted. Just as contemporary motives to leave one’s locality can result from sev‑
eral events and actants, the characters of theHebrewBible are entangled inwebs of happen‑
ings and actants that lead to traveling for companionship. The three categories, or typolo‑
gies, utilized in this contribution, that is, pursuing known partners, pursuing unknown
partners, and unknowingly pursuing partners, have served as placeholders for framing
various motives in the texts. When engaging the individual actants, however, multiple mo‑
tives were identified. The motives can originate from oneself (Samson; cf. Tobias), one’s
parents (Isaac, Tobias), or God (Samson, Isaac, and Tobias), but there is never one single
motive at play. The travels are more complicated than a single motive allows, and the
actant often finds oneself nudged by other actants’ reverberations in the network. While
Samson lustfully travels for an unnamed Philistine, he is entangled in a political scheme
thought out by Yhwh. Isaac never travels but ends upwith a bejeweled Rebekah after a ser‑
vant keeps an oath. Finally, Tobias wants to live by the Mosaic law but falls in love due to
God’s eternal plans. It should be noted that thewomen are leftwithoutmuch choice in leav‑
ing for a partner. However, it does seem that different networks enact agency differently,
e.g., when Rebekah severs her ties from Mesopotamia to join Isaac in Canaan. Abraham
gives her a choice, but Laban does not. For Abraham in Canaan, she is a different kind of
actant than she is for Laban in Mesopotamia.

By identifying various actants, it is possible to trace a more extensive network of hap‑
penings of pushes and pulls that foster motives, alter motives, and entangle motives. The
networks created in the narratives reveal that no biblical text is exactly like the other, just
as no couple has an identical story. One overarching explanation, e.g., endogamy, does
not fully catch the nuances of traveling for companionship in the Hebrew Bible. Instead
of being tied to a single individual, agency is distributed, contextual, and entangled with
human and non‑human actants. Agency and causality are difficult to harness, and if the
shortly presented narrative examples above are extended to the texts’ larger macro con‑
texts, then it becomes even more bewildering where causalities have their center of origin
(cf. Bennett 2010, p. 33). While ANT can be an elusive theory to work with (cf. Latour
2007, pp. 141–56), and it can go into the most meticulous details when actants are identi‑
fied (cf. Bennett 2010, pp. 120–21), the process of identifying networks of people, events,
and vibrant things reveals various facets of what it entails to pursue a partner in the bibli‑
cal texts.
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Notes
1 For some excellent ethnographic examples of contemporary challenges and motives for transnational marriages, see Fresnoza‑

Flot and Ricordeau (2017).
2 The lack of eligible partners can also lead to an import of partners (Denyer and Gowen 2018).
3 It is frequently reiterated that ANT is not a theory (e.g., Mol 2019). Instead, it resembles a method that sets out to identify effects

of several entangled human and non‑human actants.
4 In this way, any actant should not be perceived as ontologically different from another (López‑Gómez 2020, p. 6). However,

intentionality and the feeling of agency might differ between actants (cf. Pickering 1995, pp. 15–20).
5 The entangled actants can also be perceived through the hermeneutical prism of intersectionality, where the intersections of

race, gender, class, etc., are the subject of study. However, to keep the focus on the larger networks, not the individual person
entangled in these, I will leave such an analytical endeavor to other writings. For a succinct introduction to intersectionality and
biblical studies, see Yee (2020).

6 “Speaking to the heart” indicates a dual motif since the action appears in situations of intimacy (Gen 50:21) and in situations
where the speaker wants to convince someone else (Hos 2:16) (Lorenzen and Gudme 2023, pp. 36–37). Both motifs seem present
in Judg 19:3.

7 Fischer labels Samson a horny man, a classical playboy who uses women for his own desires (Fischer 2021, p. 121).
8 In general, Samson is good at using his eyes to find Philistine woman (Judg 16:1).
9 Endogamy is a theme in the narrative about the unnamed Philistine (Niditch 2008, p. 154), but it is more subtle. The more

prominent motif is Yhwh’s violent engagement with the Philistines.
10 Historically, it seems that exogamy was prominent among smaller settlements since it was used to create alliances between

families and to avoid incest. Endogamy was more prominent in larger cities (Frevel 2018, p. 91).
11 The parents are “loving parents” that give laudable “advice and guidance” (Niditch 2008, p. 155).
12 According to Niditch, the fight against political overlords is a keymotif of the Samson narratives, and it can appeal to most times

in Ancient Israelite history (Niditch 2008, pp. 154–55).
13 The servant is frequently identified as Eliezer, but the name never appears in the narrative (Sarna 1989, p. 162).
14 The imperative is followed by the precative particle, ,נָא often translated as a more urgent “please”. Although this function of the

particle is discussed, it still implies a “logical consequence” of a command that leaves no room for the servant’s decision (Waltke
and O’Connor 1990, p. 578). For ירך as a euphemism for penis, see Lorenzen and Gudme (2023, p. 166); cf. Quick (2022).

15 On the jewelry involved in the narrative, see Quick (2021, pp. 136–37).
16 Miryam Brand (2023) has recently argued that Rebekah shows a remarkable form of agency and a “genuine desire” to meet with

Isaac by identifying the active verbs linked to her in some verses (e.g., Gen 24:61; cf. Sarna 1989, p. 165). However, it was custom
that the woman would leave her family to join her husband’s family, which points to a traditional, automatic reaction from
Rebekah (Fischer 2021, p. 24). Perhaps the changing of sites, or at least the severance from the Mesopotamian threads marked
by a parting blessing in Gen 24:60, enacts Rebecca in a different way that increases her agency.

17 It is worth noticing that Asenath is given to Joseph by Pharaoh, although Asenath is not the regent’s daughter. In this way,
Pharaoh’s power exceeds the father’s power which shows how Asenath is not only entangled in a father’s house, but in a larger
political network, in which a more powerful person decides over her fate.

18 When merchants took wives in foreign places, e.g., in Anatolia, it was carefully clarified which legal status the various wives
had, and the wives in distant lands were mostly conceived as concubines with a lower status (Radner 2017, p. 61).

19 For example, in Num 25:1, the traveling Israelites find wives from Moab that results in much death. On a more positive note,
Jer 29:6–7 exhorts the exiled people in Babylon to mix and match daughters and sons.

20 The references to verses in Tobit correspond to the longer Greek version of the book found in Codex Sinaiticus, GII (cf. Pietersma
and Wright 2007, pp. 456–58). On the similarities between Gen 24 and the Book of Tobit, see Miller (2011, pp. 145–47).

21 The name of Noah’s wife, Emzara, is, e.g., found in Jubilees 4:33, and here, it is clarified that they are related.
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