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With facts and fiction, writer brings biblical women to life

Q & A with Eva Etzioni-Halevy 
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Fictionalizing biblical women is a second career for Eva Etzioni-Halevy, 72, emeritus professor of political sociology at Israel's Bar Ilan University. Her first novel, The Song of Hannah, was published in 2005; she will discuss her new novel, The Garden of Ruth, at Dallas events Tuesday and Wednesday. 

A child Holocaust survivor born in Vienna, she is a wife, mother and grandmother. Dr. Etzioni-Halevy spent many years in Australia before moving to Israel, and she writes her books in English. Special contributor Harriet P. Gross spoke with the author recently. Here are excerpts. 

Is your interest in writing novels about women in the Bible related to your academic specialty? 

After writing books in sociology for so many years, I wanted to write books that people would want to read for enjoyment rather than have to read for their coursework. But my novels are also political: They deal with leadership, theocracy, family structure, and the position of women in Biblical times – unobtrusively, so as not to detract from reading pleasure. 

Why did you decide to write about Ruth? 

When Ruth's husband died, she followed her mother-in-law back to the land of Israel where, by ancient law, his next of kin was required to marry her. Yet he refused. This opened the way for her marriage to a more distant relative, and so she became the great-grandmother of King David, considered to be an ancestor of Jesus. 

The man who refused her is called, in Hebrew, Ploni Almoni – the unnamed. Why wouldn't he marry Ruth, and why did Scripture find it necessary to conceal his identity? Could he have met Ruth before? I decided to unravel this mystery. 

Can you compare Ruth and your previous heroine, Hannah? 

Both are rich, complex characters who took tortuous paths from barrenness to motherhood to eventually become ancestresses of very prominent offspring who actually met in their lifetimes: Samuel the priest anointed David the king. While Hannah reaches out to the Almighty, Ruth is initially an idol worshipper who crosses the great divide between paganism and monotheism. Her story also contains an important message of tolerance that is still relevant today: Israel's most glorious king is in fact descended from a foreigner; his alien roots did not debar him. 

How did you flesh out Ruth's story? 

My major source was other parts of the Bible. It tells us about Moab [Ruth's homeland], the era of the judges, what people wore and ate. For household goods, methods of transport and payment, I also used archaeological evidence from excavations I visited, museums, books and periodicals. External sources tally very closely with the Bible. Then I supplemented with my own interpretation and imagination– faithful to the spirit of the Bible, I think. 
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