Old Testament / Hebrew Bible

Rels. 230 Spring Semester 2012
Professor Jonathan Paradise

Department phone:  715-836-2545

Home phone: 763-593-9679

email: jparadis@umn.edu  or paradijs@uwec.edu
COURSE DESCRIPTION

A survey of the Hebrew Bible. The Tanakh, as the Hebrew Bible is known in Hebrew, is a “library” of narrative texts, law, prophetic poetry, and “wisdom literature.” Although it contains political, social, literary, and historical traditions of Ancient Israel, the Tanakh became a foundation document for Judaism and Christianity. As such, it is primarily a religious document. Our course will study the record of Israel’s religious traditions, using the tools of modern critical research in order to understand the Bible in its ancient cultural and historical context and to appreciate its contributions to world culture. Our examination of Biblical narratives will study the artistic devices and conventions that the ancient Hebrew writers used to produce their masterpieces of prose literature. The study of biblical law collections and rituals will be viewed in the context of comparable Ancient Near Eastern materials. When we turn to the study of Biblical prophecy the course will examine the leading ideas of Israel’s prophets and their implications for the development of Biblical religion.

This course contributes to the Liberal Education Learning Goals and Learning Outcomes
1. Knowledge of Human Culture

The course deals extensively with the culture of the Ancient Israelites and how their culture relates to that of the surrounding peoples of the Ancient Near East. The historical aspects of the course deal extensively with the political events of the period, religious and cultural phenomena.

2. Critical Thinking

The course presents a variety of scholarly approaches to issues in Biblical studies. Students must learn to evaluate the different positions taken by the various scholars studied—for they have profound implications for how the Bible is read.  Narrative texts, poems, legal and cultic texts form the basis for extensive analysis and discussion.

 3. Effective Communication

There is a considerable amount of reading of materials (of various genres) that students must work through. They are expected to participate actively in discussions in large and small groups. They write short essays in which they present their views in the appropriate academic format. 

4. Respect for Diversity among People

The Bible is regarded as a sacred text by a number of different religions and sects. Yet the interpretations that these various religious communities place on these texts often vary considerably. Students will learn to encounter views which are markedly different from their own views and to consider them in a respectful manner.

University Policy Regarding Plagiarism

Students need to be reminded that there is a strong policy in effect regarding cheating on exams and plagiarism. Please see the information at http://www.uwec.edu/sdd/chap14.htm
REQUIRED TEXTS

 Berlin,Adele, Brettler, Marc, Editors, The Jewish Study Bible. Oxford University Press, 2004. In the syllabus, this work will be abbreviated: JSB.

While you may wish to also consult other translations, we will be discussing the commentary that accompanies the translation and I will cite this translation in quizzes and exams. The essays, textual notes, and charts are also part of the required study assignments. [Please note: This is not to say that other Bibles are not useful and desirable. As we shall see, Biblical texts often present ambiguities, and alternative translations can be as valid as the version of the Jewish Publication Society that is in our required text. Other Bibles may also be useful and interesting insofar as they give voice to a particular theological position. I do not object to students bringing other Biblical translations to class along with The Jewish Study Bible.]
Amit, Yairah, Reading Biblical Narratives, Fortress Press, 2001
Brettler, Marc, How to Read the Jewish Bible, The Jewish Publication Society, 2005

In the syllabus, this work will be abbreviated: HTRB.

The syllabus includes assigned articles that you will download from my “W” drive or receive in class as handouts. They are designated as “W Drive” in the syllabus.

ATTENDANCE at all class sessions and participation in class discussions is required. Students are expected to have read the assignments before class discussions.
Bear in mind that each session is equal to a week of class sessions. The grade of students who have more than one unexcused absence will be lowered one full grade. Much of the material (discussions, films, lectures) is only available at class time. If an emergency occurs, I do appreciate the courtesy of notification. In cases of unavoidable absence, students must obtain a copy of any handouts from the departmental office so they will not be unprepared for the next session.  
Bring a Bible to each class session. The study questions that will be distributed or that are contained in the syllabus should be worked out before class. They are intended to focus your reading and to serve as a springboard for class discussions. Your answers to the study questions do not have to be submitted to me.
The “secular” aspect of this course. The primary social and chronological context of this course is the world of the Ancient Near East. Our focus will be on the literary, religious, legal, and historical texts in their ancient Israelite context rather than on later, post-Biblical theological and sectarian contexts. While we will not completely ignore the uses of the text in various post-Biblical religious contexts (Jewish, Christian, or Muslim), our primary focus will be on the Biblical texts themselves rather than on topics that belong to the study of the history of textual interpretation. The ways that various religions have made use of Biblical texts is a valid and valuable discipline in its own right (See, for example the assortment of essays in The Jewish Study Bible,  pp. 1835-2000). However, these are not the main subjects of our course.

Course Level

This course is an introduction to the study of the Biblical text and thus assumes no prior acquaintance with the subject. Nevertheless, during the course of class discussions, the issues under consideration may lead us into areas where unfamiliar materials are discussed. Please do not hesitate to ask questions in class or during office hours. 
Grading

Grades are based on 2 mid-semester exams 25% each; final exam 30%; quizzes and written exercises 20% . Study guides will be distributed before exams. The exam format will include both objective and essay questions .A study guide with sample questions will be distributed in advance of both the mid-terms and final exams.  

The final exam is scheduled for Thursday May 17, 7 p.m.

Special Needs

Students who have learning disabilities or special needs should speak with me during the first week of the course so I can try to meet your needs.

Classroom Civility

Cell phones should be turned off during class. Texting is not allowed. Arriving late is better than not coming at all. Do not wait in the hall to enter at break time. Just come in. Computers may only be used for note taking or class-related activities. Attentive and active participation in class is my goal for you.

Do not be afraid to question or disagree: Leaping to your feet and exclaiming, “I strenuously disagree” is encouraged. (But be prepared to substantiate your views. You are entitled to your opinions but not to your own facts.)
Glossary Chronology, Maps, The Jewish Study Bible contains a wealth of materials. Be sure to consult the index to the commentaries and the essays on page vi. The essays begin on page 1827. The maps and their index are at the end of the volume. Tables and Chronology charts start at p. 2105. 

Biblical citation style 

Genesis 1 = Genesis, chapter 1; Genesis 1:12 = chapter 1, verse 12.

Genesis 1-10 = chapters 1 through 10.

Exodus 1:1-5:15 = Exodus chapter 1, verse 1 through chapter 5, verse 15.

Judges 1:1-5:15; 7:1-6 = Judges chapter 1, verse 1 through chapter 5, verse 15; chapter 7, verses 1 through 6.

Exercises in Reading Psalms
Using one or more of the suggested psalms, you are asked to consider some of the following issues and questions.
1.  What description best fits your text: 
a) a hymn or "song of praise" (for the sort of things that God customarily does in Nature or in History for human welfare), b) a lament, c) a song of thanksgiving (a response to an act of deliverance of an individual or the nation as a whole), d) a "Song of Zion" (related to the city Jerusalem and the temple), e) a Song about Torah and/or Wisdom observations on life's experiences or in favor of torah) f) a "Royal" psalm (connected with the life or persona of the king, g) a Liturgical psalm (designed for use in the temple worship or liturgical use outside the temple itself)
2.  Is there anything that suggests the presence of a congregation? (Indicate the lines or the words)
3.  If the poem deals with worship are there actions associated with the worship, (such as singing, shouting, dancing?)  What about music?  Does anything suggest different groups of people within the congregation?
4.  Is there a "situation" or "occasion" that serves as the motive for the composition?  (For example: illness, 'enemies' who make false accusations, a defeat or destruction.)
5.  Who is addressed in the psalm?  Does the poet ever switch to address someone else?
6.  If your psalm fits the category of 'lament', then find another lament and see if you can show that a lament contains a fixed pattern of components: a statement of distress, a word of trust in God, the appeal, a declaration on the part of the psalmist, a promise.
7.  What can you say of the poetic structures in your psalm?  Can you spot different types of the so-called parallelism feature? (Note the lines and try to describe the relationships between the parts of the line(s) and the dynamics.)
8.  Look for examples of: a) repetition b) merism (two expressions which are used to indicate a totality-- for example "day and night"  "high and low"  c) synecdoche (a part which stands for the whole), d)  uses of simile e) alphabetic acrostics
9.  What kinds of metaphors or similes are used for God (when one notion stands for another as in "The Lord is my shepherd) How is God portrayed?
10.  What kinds of metaphors or similes are used for people? (for example, a cedar tree or a puff of smoke, a serpent)
11.  Can you find signs of the work of an editor in the psalm? In the book as a whole?
12,  Theological Themes  What do the psalms assert about a) God, b) the ways of humans, c) the ways of God, d) the king?
13.  Are there striking figures of speech or lines that you find particularly interesting or memorable?
14. Be wary of commentaries that are completely committed to the view that King David wrote all of the psalms (He did not.) These commentaries try to force each psalm into an episode in the narratives about David.  Actually, you do not need to consult commentaries for this assignment. Rely on your ability to read closely and interpret the poem.
List of Psalms
1-10; 12-13; 17,18, 20, 21, 30, 22, 23, 24, 26, 27, 31-33; 40, 44, 47, 46, 48, 76, 84, 87, 51, 54-59, 137, 135, 146-150, 77, 86,   116, 118,138, 37, 49, 73, 112, 113, 114.
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