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Boston College 

Institute of Religious Education and Pastoral Ministry 

Course TM 826.01, July 7-18, 2008 

Professor Katharine Doob Sakenfeld 

 

INTRODUCTION TO HEBREW SCRIPTURES 
 

Catalogue Description (course objectives identified by *): 

The class is intended to orient participants to *key blocks of literature in the Hebrew Scriptures. 

We will consider their *major theological emphases and learn something about the various 

*historical contexts in which they were written. In-depth study of a variety of individual passages 

will complement the general overview and will illustrate *methods that contemporary scholars use 

in interpreting the biblical text. At every point we will give attention to the *place of the Old 

Testament in Christian faith and life. The course will emphasize class discussion and 

preparation of projects that relate the scriptures studied to the participants= present and future 

work in church settings. 

 

Class sessions: 

The class will meet for 10 sessions, M-F 8:45-11:45 with breaks as prescribed by the overall 

school schedule. Sessions will include lectures, general Q&A opportunities, and focused 

discussion of assigned passages or topics led by both instructor and students. These Adiscussion@ 

sessions may include role play, improvisation, non-verbal interpretation (art, music), journaling, 

etc. in accordance with gifts and interests of participants. Student leadership will be prepared 

individually and/or in teams, depending on size of class and students= schedules. 

 

Synopsis of Assignments and Evaluation (Grading): 

1. Reading in Bible and secondary books/articles in advance of each class session. 

2. One paper of approximately 750-1000 words in length on one of the biblical passages to be 

discussed in depth in class. Preparation may involve some library work. Due at class session for 

which the passage is assigned. (Instructions attached; 30%) 

3. (Co-)Leadership of one discussion session, usually focused on a specific Old Testament 

passage, with instructor as resource person. (30%). Preparation will normally involve some library 

work.  Topic choices are asterisked on the Summary of Class Schedule. 

4. One paper of approximately 750-1000 words in length on a broader theme or topic of the 

course; list of choice of focal questions for these essays is given at the end of the syllabus. Basic 

material for papers will be found in Bible, secondary readings, and classroom presentations. 

Library work may be needed (see reserve reading list). Due at last class session, but may be 

submitted earlier. (30%) 

5. Regular attendance and prepared participation. (10%) 

 

Reading Assignments: 

It is not accidental that the BIBLE is listed first for each class assignment. In this course 
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please use The New Revised Standard Version translation, preferably in the Harper-Collins 

Revised Study Bible edition, as the basic text for your study. Since we are not working from the 

original Hebrew, it will help us to have a common translation base for our study and discussion. 

 

Additional reading assignments come from four books: 

The Prophetic Imagination, by Walter Brueggemann (rev. ed., Augsburg/Fortress 2001) 

Getting Involved  with God: Rediscovering the Old Testament, by Ellen F. Davis (Cowley 2001) 

Reverberations of Faith: A Theological Handbook of OT Themes, by Walter Brueggemann          

(Westminster/John Knox 2002) 

Encountering Ancient Voices: A Guide to Reading the Old Testament, by Corrine L. Carvalho 

(St. Mary’s 2006) 

 

In addition to these readings, a number of general books and commentaries have been 

placed on library reserve (see attached list) for use in preparing both categories of papers. 

 Among these reserve books is a more detailed textbook, Understanding the Old 

Testament (fifth ed.), by B.W. Anderson, that can help you to place the class work into a larger 

chronological and theological framework.  Pages 605-642 of the Anderson textbook (5
th
 ed.) 

provide a comprehensive annotated bibliography. Especially recommended: #s 3, 4, 10, 14, 41, 

48, 63, 104, 111, 116, 118, 125, 128, 133, 134, 147, 148, 153, 156, 158, 162, 168, 171, 185, 

190, 193, 199, 205, 208, 397, 416, 417, 423, 425, 426, 433, 457, 465, 469, 478, ,487, 513, 517, 

521, 524, 529, 531, 552, 602, 631, 642, 643, 660, 669, 684, 685, 706. Anderson’s list is 

categorized by topics. A brief list of selected key and recent items not appearing in the Anderson 

list is included at the end of this syllabus.  A separate handout entitled “OT Bibliography” 

combines the Anderson selections and syllabus additions into a single list alphabetical by author 

but without the annotations. 

 

Summary of Class Schedule 

 

Mo 7/7     Get acquainted and class planning 

     The OT and the Christian Canon; Formation of the Pentateuch 

 

Tu 7/8     The story of the beginning; the stories of Israel=s ancestors 

    Genesis 1-2; Genesis 16 and 21; Genesis 22 

 

We 7/9     Exodus and Covenant 

     *Exodus 3:1-15; *Exodus 14-15 

 

Th 7/10    Law (forms and theology); the Deuteronomistic History 

     Exodus 20:1-17 (cf. Deut. 5:6-21); *Joshua 2 and 6; *Joshua 24:1-27 

 

Fr 7/11    Era of the Judges; Emergence of kingship; royal theology 

    Judges 19; *1 Kings 11:1-13; Psalm 89:1-4, 19-37 
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Mo 7/14   Introduction to Prophecy; Jeremiah 

    1 Kings 22; *Jeremiah 20:7-13; *Jeremiah 31:31-34 

 

Tu 7/15   The Exile; Isaiah of Babylon 

    *Isaiah 41:1-10; Isaiah 52:13-53:12 

 

We 7/16  Wisdom: Proverbs and Ecclesiastes 

    *Proverbs 8; *Ecclesiastes 1:1-11 

 

Th 7/17   Wisdom: Job; time to catch up on other issues 

    *Job 38-42 [esp. 38:1-18; 40:6-9; 42:1-6] 

 

Fr  7/18   Israel and the Nations: Psalms; Concluding celebration and evaluation 

    Psalm 103 

 

 

 

 

Day by Day Assignments and Study Guides 
 

Tuesday 7/8     the beginning; the ancestral tradition 

Bible: Genesis 1-12; 15-22 

Carvalho: pp. 27-49, 388-395 

Weems: A Mistress, A Maid, and No Mercy (course pack; excerpt from Just a Sister Away, 1-21) 

Davis: pp. 50-64 

Optional: Brueggemann, Reverberations: “Ancestors”; “Creation”; “Image of God”; “Sexuality” 

 

Compare and contrast the accounts of creation found in Gen. 1:1-2:4a and Gen. 2:4b-

25. Possible areas of comparison include range of subject matter, ordering of material, literary 

style, vocabulary, central focus, etc. How would you describe the main theological themes in each 

account, and what clues lead you to these descriptions? What tensions do you discern between the 

two accounts? Once you have identified the differences, consider how the accounts complement 

one another. What is the picture of the relation between male and female in these accounts? (For 

recent alternative to the traditional view, see esp. Trible, Phyllis, God and the Rhetoric of 

Sexuality, on Gen 2-3 [library reserve]). These texts raise contemporary issues ranging from 

ecology to creationism to gender equality, and more. Which are pressing for you? Your friends or 

colleagues? How might you bring these texts into the discussion? 

 

Read slowly and reflectively several times the story of the “binding of Isaac” (Heb: 

Akedah) in Genesis 22.  Write down your questions to bring to class discussion of this classic and 

difficult text.  Then read the Davis assignment.  What additional questions about the text arise for 

you after reading Davis? (Required preparation for class discussion.) 

   (TUESDAY ASSIGNMENT  CONTINUED NEXT PAGE) 
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Traditional interpretation of Genesis 16, 21 focuses on the theme of promise-fulfillment 

and the origin of the nations surrounding Israel. More recent analysis has supplemented this 

approach by focusing on these stories as windows to the situation of women in ancient Israel. For 

this discussion, consider how these chapters raise issues relating to women=s status and role, and 

how these issues are intertwined with problems of racial prejudice and class distinctions. How 

would you describe the characters of Abraham and the two women in each narrative? Is it 

possible to identify Aperpetrators@ and Avictims@? What role does God play in these narratives? 

How does the reading by Renita Weems affect your response to this story? (required preparation 

for class discussion) 

 

 

 

 

 

Wednesday 7/9      Exodus and covenant 

Bible: Exodus 1-24, 32-34 

Janzen: “Introduction” (coursepack, pp. 1-12 of his Exodus commentary) 

Brueggemann, Prophetic Imagination: Ch. 1 The Alternative Community of Moses 

Carvalho: pp. 84-87 

Optional: Brueggemann, Reverberations: “Exodus”; “Miriam”; “Moses”; “Plague”; Davis, pp. 45-

49 (on the burning bush and the virgin Mary) 

 

Exodus 3:1-15 recounts Moses= call and the classic revelation of God=s sacred name. 

 Classic components of the biblical genre of Acall narrative@ include 1) address by the 

deity, 2) commission to task, 3) objection by person commissioned, 4) reassurance by the deity. 

How are these elements presented and expanded here? Compare Judges 6:11-24; Jeremiah 1:4-

10; Isaiah 6:1-13 to help in identifying recurrent features or vocabulary. What might this text have 

to say to the questions of Christian vocation, whether ordained, lay religious, or so-called 

Asecular@ vocations? 

What are possible meanings for the name of God as given in this text? What are some of 

the areas of theological significance you can see for the different options? What are some 

contemporary theological  implications in the use or avoidance of the name of God? 

 

It is widely supposed that Exodus 14-15 present three different traditions about the 

Exodus, each with its own style and theological purpose. The earliest of these is the poem in Ex. 

15, generally thought to be one of the oldest compositions in the Hebrew Bible. Chapter 14 is 

viewed as a composite from the Yahwist (J) and Priestly (P) traditions. The verses commonly 

assigned to the Yahwist are 5-7, 10-14, 19-20, 21b, 24-25, 27a, 30-31. The verses commonly 

assigned to P are 1-4, 8-9, 15-18, 21a, 22-23, 26-27a, 28-29. Try to identify differences in how 

each of the three traditions (J, P, and the poem) describes the event. How do the three 

descriptions mutually complement each other in understanding the theological significance of the 
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Exodus and in describing the nature of the God who delivers from bondage? (See Childs, 

Brevard, Exodus commentary [library reserve]).  

 

Thursday 7/10    law; the Deuteronomistic History 

Bible: Deuteronomy 4-11; Joshua 1-6; 23-24; Judges 2:11-23 

Carvalho: pp. 115-19, 121-39 

Warrior: “A Native American Perspective: Canaanites, Cowboys and Indians” (coursepack: 

excerpt from Voices from the Margin (3
rd

. ed), ed. R. S. Sugirtharajah, pp. 235-41) 

Brueggemann, Reverberations: “Canaanites”; “The Decalogue”; “Land”; “Violence” 

Optional: Brueggemann, Reverberations: “Book of the Covenant”; “Deuteronomic Theology” 

 

Compare the parallel versions of the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20 and 

Deuteronomy 5 with regard to their narrative framework and with regard to the commandments 

themselves. Consider the ordering of the Ten Commandments. There are different ways of 

numbering them in different confessional traditions. While all agree there are ten, not all traditions 

agree on what is the first, the second, etc. Can you see why that might be so? What sort of logic 

to the ordering of the commandments can you discern? Try to state in your own words what each 

of the commandments is aiming at and why that matters. (Comparing translations may be helpful). 

If you write on the commandments, you may focus on one of these general areas or on a more 

detailed study of the meaning and significance of one of the commandments, drawing on various 

commentary resources [library reserve and reference]. 

 

 

Joshua 24 records a reaffirmation of the Sinai covenant (cf. Ex. 24; Deut. 27:1-8), in 

which new peoples are also incorporated into the community. Gerhard von Rad connected vv. 2-

13 with Deut. 26:1-10 and Deut. 6:20-25, calling these a series of Alittle historical credos.@ Why 

might these be called Acreeds@ of ancient Israel? What features are prominent? Do you notice 

anything missing? Compare the theological emphases of the themes in these creeds with those of 

the Christian Apostles= Creed. Read the article by Warrior (coursepack). What is Warrior’s 

objection to the theological perspective of these credos, and how might you respond.  (Required 

preparation for class discussion). 

 

Joshua 2 describes the mission of the spies to Jericho, while Joshua 6 describes the 

capture of the city. Investigate the ways in which these two chapters are or are not integrated into 

a single story. What relation do you see between the mission of the spies and the capture of the 

city? What do you perceive as the theological significance of Rahab in the story? (Cf. NT 

references: Matt 1:5; Heb. 11:31; James 2:25).     

If, as archaeological evidence seems to indicate, Jericho at the time of Joshua was a 

sparsely settled, unfortified site, how might one explain the elaborate account in Joshua 6? Note 

the liturgy-like aspects of the account. If these details do not derive from a historical memory of 

conquest of this city, how else might they have arisen? What is the theological point of the 

narrative? Do you think that the theological point can be valid even if the events described are not 
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historical in the usual sense of the term? 

 

 

Friday 7/11    era of judges; emergence of kingship; royal theology 

Bible:   Judges 19-21; 1 Samuel 1:1-2:10; 8; 2 Samuel 2:1-11; 4-7; 11-13 

           1 Kings 3; 8-12; Psalms 2, (20-21; 45-48; 72), 78, 89, 93-100, 132 

Brueggemann, Prophetic Imagination: Ch. 2 The Royal Consciousness: Countering the Counter-

Culture 

Optional: Brueggemann, Reverberations: “The Ark”; “Covenant”; “David” 

 

The story in Judges 19 is one of the most horrific in the Old Testament; the horror of the 

story is compounded by the escalation of the violence that is narrated in chapters 20-21. Consider 

the relationships of the various characters from the perspective of power and of opportunities to 

make decisions. Who might be Ahidden characters@ in the story (e.g. the concubine=s mother, the 

women of Gibeah), and how might looking beyond the text expand our interpretive horizons? 

(For help in close reading of the story, see Trible, Phyllis, Texts of Terror [library reserve] on this 

passage.) What do we do with this story as a part of our Christian canon? How might it be related 

to contemporary cases of violence against women? Trible and others suggest that texts like this 

one Amirror@ our own brokenness (sinfulness). Do you find this approach helpful? Other 

suggestions? 

 

1 Kings 11 presents the Deuteronomistic Historian=s view of Solomon=s failings and of 

God=s response to Solomon. It provides an excellent example of the theological interpretation of 

historical events typical of the historian=s writing. Compare the material of vv. 1-13 with the 

deuteronomic Alaw of the king@ (Deut. 17:14-20) and also with the picture of Solomon in 1 

Kings 3-10, much of which has a rather different perspective on Solomon. What cultural, 

economic, historical, or geographical factors may have entered into the disintegration of 

Solomon=s kingdom? How do you respond to the historian=s Aignoring@ of such factors in favor 

of the theological explanation offered in chap. 11? How do you think the criteria for effective 

leadership put forward in Kings and Deuteronomy can be useful for the modern world, if at all? 

 

Psalm 89 presents in poetic form God=s election of David and his descendants as kings 

over Israel; this is one of the two key themes of so-called Aroyal theology.@ (The other theme is 

God=s election of Jerusalem/Zion as the place for the temple and God=s special presence; cf. Pss. 

48, 132.) What connections of theme and vocabulary can you identify between this psalm and 

Nathan=s oracle in 2 Samuel 7? What are the theological strengths and drawbacks that you see in 

the theology reflected here? How does Christian tradition adapt this theology in interpreting Jesus 

the Christ? Can the OT theological perspective still have value in its own right for Christians? For 

people living under non-monarchical, non-hereditary governments? 
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Monday 7/14   Introduction to prophecy; Jeremiah 

Bible: 1 Kings 18-22; Jeremiah 1:1-2:13; 4:19-5:9; 7:1-9:3; 18; 20; 22:13-19; 26-28; 30-31 

Carvalho: pp. 242-59 

Brueggemann: Prophetic Imagination Ch. 3 Prophetic Criticizing and the Embrace of Pathos 

Optional: Brueggemann Reverberations “Baal,” “Divine Council,” “Prophets” 

 

1 Kings 22 presents the story of the prophet Micaiah ben Imlah. Familiarize yourself with 

the historical situation and the characters involved. How would you describe the relationships 

existing between the king of Israel, the 400 prophets initially assembled, and Micaiah? What does 

the story suggest about the ambiguities inherent in Ainquiring for the word of Yahweh@ (v. 5)? 

The story raises two big problems for your analysis and reflection: (1) criteria for distinguishing 

between true and false prophecy; (2) Yahweh as the sponsor of false prophecy. 

 

Jeremiah 20:7-13 is the last in a series of Alaments@ within chs. 11-20 of the book of 

Jeremiah. Unique to Jeremiah within the prophetic literature, these laments bear strong 

resemblance in structure and vocabulary to the Aindividual laments@ of the Psalter. In order to 

gain an appreciation for the typical features of this genre, read some of Jeremiah=s other laments 

(11:18-12:6; 15:10-21; 17:14-18; 18:18-23) as well as a small sampling of the many psalms of 

individual lament (e.g. Pss. 3 ;6 ;13 ;31). What features do you notice in common? There is much 

debate about whether v. 13 belongs to this lament, or whether the lament ends with v. 12. What 

reasons can you suggest on each side of the debate? 

Although the lament uses much traditional language, we know enough about Jeremiah=s 

ministry to suggest events that might have given rise to such a complaint. How would you 

characterize his problem(s) based on this lament? 

The accusation against God in v. 7 is very harsh. Do you note other such accusations in 

the biblical material? What do you think about the appropriateness of this kind of accusation: 

Equally difficult are the prayers for God to bring vengeance upon the petitioner=s enemies. How 

can people of faith deal responsibly with these biblical prayers? 

 

Jeremiah 31:31-34 is part of the so-called ABook of Consolation@ (chs. 30-31). Place the 

theme of Anew covenant@ into this larger context of promises of restoration. What might this new 

covenant promise have meant to Jeremiah=s audience? How is the passage picked up in the New 

Testament? In what ways do you see it as already or not yet fulfilled? Are there any aspects of the 

promise that you find uncomfortable or problematic? 
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Tuesday 7/15  The Exile,  Isaiah of Babylon (= Second Isaiah or Deutero-Isaiah) 

Bible: Isaiah 40-55 

Brueggemann Prophetic Imagination: Ch. 4  Prophetic Energizing and the Emergence of 

Amazement;  Ch. 7 A Note on the Practice of Ministry 

Brueggemann Reverberations: “Babylon,” “Exile.” “Suffering Servant” 

Optional: Brueggemann Reverberations “Glory,” “Hope,” “Redemption,” “Salvation,” 

“Suffering,”  

 

Isaiah 41:1-10 illustrates a specific genre typical of II Isaiah: It is a courtroom trial scene 

to determine which God is really powerful. Recognizing that it is poetry, try to identify the 

participants and outline the rhetoric of the proceedings. What kind of evidence counts in this trial? 

 What are the nations supposed to learn? What is Israel supposed to learn? Where earlier in our 

study have we encountered the themes of vv. 8-10? In what ways may these promises and this 

kind of evidence still be meaningful today? 

 

Isaiah 52:13-53:12 deals in detail with a figure who is simply called the servant or Amy 

servant.@ Work out the structure or movement of this poem. How does it begin and end? It has a 

dramatic character to it; what is going on in the drama? Who are the actors? Who speaks and 

what do they say? What is the relation of the servant to those who speak? 

What is the problem with which God is dealing through the servant? What is the meaning 

of his suffering? How and why is this material taken up to speak about Jesus of Nazareth? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wednesday 7/16   Wisdom literature: Proverbs, Ecclesiastes 

Bible: Proverbs 1-9; 15; 17; 22:17-24:22 

          Ecclesiastes 1-3; 9; 11-12 

Davis, 91-120 

 

Proverbs 8 portrays Wisdom as a woman who speaks of herself in the first person. What 

are her characteristics? What is the theological significance of such a personification? How is she 

involved in the creation of the world? Here it will be helpful to compare different translations. 

(Claudia Camp=s Harper-Collins notes offer especially helpful background.  See also K. 

O=Connor=s ch. 3, pp. 59-85, on Wisdom Woman [The Wisdom Literature, library reserve].) 

Compare this personification to the description of Christ as the Wisdom of God in the NT in 

Colossians 1:15-17 (see Harper-Collins notes there), and to the description of the Word in the 

beginning with God in John 1:1-3. Early Christian theologians, especially in the east, capitalized 

on this connection in developing their theology of the Trinity.  How might these connections help 
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us today toward understanding God as Abeyond male and female@? What possible dangers do you 

see? 

 

The author of Ecclesiastes has Apitched his tent at the outermost fringes of Israel=s faith@ 

(von Rad). What are the main emphases of Eccl. 1:1-11? How are they picked up or illustrated in 

some subsequent passages in the book?  In what ways does this perspective resonate (or not) with 

parts of your life experience, or the experience of your friends? How can this viewpoint be related 

to that of Job 38-42? Can it be related at all to the covenant and promise themes we have studied 

through most of the course? 

 

 

 

 

 

Thursday 7/17    Wisdom Literature: Job; catch-up as needed 

Bible: Job 1-14; 38-42 

Davis, 121-43 

Optional: Anderson, pp. 539-52; Brueggemann Reverberations “Satan,” “Theodicy” 

 

In Job 38-42:6, God finally appears to Job and speaks to him, and Job responds to this 

theophany. What are the main themes that you see in God=s answer to Job=s long insistence that 

he be allowed to confront the God who has so tormented him? What do you make of Job=s 

response? Readers have had many different responses of their own to God=s speaking in this way 

in the face of innocent human suffering. What is your response? Is the presence of God enough, 

apart from the content of the words? Are the words helpful or hurtful? Truth-telling or bombastic 

blustering? Something else?  

 

 

 

Friday 7/18    Israel and the Nations;  Psalms; Concluding celebration and evaluation 

Bible: Ruth; Jonah; [optional: Esther]; Ezra 10;  Psalms 1-2; 22-24; 90-106; 120-134; 150 

 

Develop a sense of the structure and movement of Psalm 103. What do its form and 

content suggest about the circumstances appropriate for the singing of this psalm? Does it seem 

appropriate for personal situations or for more public and corporate ones, or both? What 

language or expressions are repeated in the psalm, and what force does such repetition give to its 

meaning? What does this expression of faith say about God? The psalm has been used by 

Christians at weddings, funerals, baptisms, and on other occasions in the lives of individuals and 

families. What features draw this psalm into such varied use? Would you find it appropriate to 

read at some significant moment in your life? 
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General Suggestions for Studying a Biblical Passage 

 

There is no set method that uncovers the meaning(s) of a biblical text. Careful study by 

anybody can open up dimensions of God=s word in the text. Such careful study, however, is 

necessary both for understanding and to avoid misunderstanding. Careful study is likely to consist 

of the following ingredients (more or less, all or some). 

 

1. Literary Study (having to do with form, style, and literary features of the text).   What 

features mark the passage as a separate unit? Are there indications about who is speaking or being 

spoken to? Continuity of thought and subject? Beginning and/or ending formulae? What is the 

structure or design of the passage? Where are climactic points? Does it have a central subject or 

point to score? What literary techniques are used to create impact (e.g. repetition, use of imagery, 

word-play, recurrent motifs)? 

 

2. Historical and/or Social Setting. Does the text reflect a concrete moment or time in the 

life of a person or the history of the people? Does it seem to be a text that would typically be used 

in a particular setting, such as worship, international relations, family affairs, etc.? What difference 

does awareness of that historical and/or typical contextual setting make for understanding the 

text? 

 

3. Contextual Setting. How does this particular text function in its immediate scriptural 

context? How does it relate to what precedes and what follows? Does it seem to have had a pre-

history before being incorporated into its present context? What does it contribute to its present 

context? E.g. enrichment? An element of mystery? Theological tensions? Contradiction? 

Supplementation? How do these observations deepen your sense of the meaning of the focal text? 

 

4. Canonical Setting. How does the passage fit into the structure and theology of its 

biblical book? How does it relate to the larger Christian canon that embraces Old and New 

Testament? Are there other words or voices in Scripture that serve to supplement, modify, 

correct, or enhance what is heard here, and vice versa? In what ways can the text inform Christian 

life, worship, and witness? 
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Specific Suggestions for Preparing a Course Paper on a Biblical Passage 

 

1. Read the assigned text over several times, first in the NRSV translation, then comparing 

to one or more other translations. Make notes on your observations and questions. 

 

2. Study the appropriate background material in the assigned course and optional 

readings. Make notes on how the readings answer your initial questions or raise new ones about 

the passage. 

 

3. Look at the questions about the text provided in the syllabus; and consider the four 

categories given in the general study guide above. Make notes on these issues in relation to the 

passage. Check supplemental library resources as needed. Use the Anderson and Boadt textbooks 

on reserve plus books and commentaries on the relevant book of the Bible. 

 

4. Choose some question or topic that can be handled adequately in 750-1000 words. 

Your introduction should state what you have decided on as the focus of your paper. A brief 

conclusion should summarize the main ideas you have developed. {ATell the reader what you=re 

going to say; say it; remind the reader of what you=ve said.@} 

 

5. Important: The paper should deal directly with the assigned passage. Ideas that you 

state about the text or related passages should be supported by specific biblical citations. These 

should be placed in parentheses in the body of the paper. Use chapter and verse references for 

biblical citations (not page numbers).  

 

6. In writing the paper, you may need to incorporate background material or ideas from 

your secondary reading assignments or library resources. Any information you get from such 

reading should be properly footnoted, and bibliography given. 

 

7. A good paper on a biblical passage will  

-be rooted in the assigned biblical text  

(ideas related to text; ideas supported by references to the text) 

-have a clear focus  

(shown in introduction and conclusion, and maintained throughout)   

-exhibit clarity and coherence of argument  

(paragraphs are connected and follow logically on each other) 

-reveal yourself 

(why is the topic important?  why does the topic matter to you?) 
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TOPICS FOR BRIEF GENERAL ESSAYS 

 

 

Instructions:  See syllabus assignment #4.  Choose one topic; prepare a paper of 750-1000 words. 

 Due at last class session, but may be submitted earlier.  NOTE: Each question includes a 

Acontemporary relevance@ section.  I suggest that about 25% of your paper be devoted to this 

aspect of the topic.  As you prepare, imagine you are asked to teach this topic to an adult group in 

your parish.  How would you convey its content so as to show its possible significance for their 

faith and life? 

 

1.  Compare and contrast the two accounts of the creation of the world in Genesis 1 and 2.  What 

theological emphases are most important for you in each of these stories?  How do they 

complement each other, and what difference can these texts make for Christians living in a 

secular, scientific modern world? 

 

2. What are the promises God makes to Abraham in Genesis?  Describe how these promises were 

put in danger and how God kept the promises.  How do these promises inform the prophecy of 

Deutero-Isaiah?  Support your answer with specific passages.  What meaning do these promises 

have for the church and for you today? 

 

3.  Define Aapodictic@ and Acasuistic@ law, and give examples of each.  In what contexts might 

these types of laws have functioned in ancient Israel?  How do these categories help you 

understand the relevance of OT laws for Christians today? 

 

4. Describe the primary features of the AMosaic Covenant@ (ASinai Covenant@) tradition, and 

illustrate the features from biblical passages.  Identify strengths and weaknesses of this theology 

for Israel=s life as a people.  (You may include a brief contrast to the ARoyal Theology.@) 

Comment on the possible relevance of Sinai Covenant theology for Christian faith today. 

 

5.  Your Brueggemann reading gives a thoroughly negative view of the ARoyal Theology@ 

(ADavidic covenant theology@) at least in its Solomonic form of practice.  What are 

Brueggemann=s chief criticisms?  Do you see any positive possibilities in this Davidic theology 

apart from abuses of it?  Explain.  Comment on the possible relevance of this Davidic theology for 

Christian faith today. 

 

6.  Describe OT prophecy under the rubric of the prophets as Amessengers from the divine 

government.@  What are the tasks of the prophet in this perspective?  Give illustrations from the 

prophet Jeremiah.  How is this task still relevant today, if at all? 
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7. In what ways did the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple produce a crisis for traditional  

Israelite/Judean theology?  Explain the response to this theological crisis found in the writing of 

Deutero-Isaiah (chs. 40-55).  How might we still learn from Israel=s experience? 

 

8.  Identify contrasting perspectives found in the book of Proverbs, on the one hand, and in the 

books of Job and Ecclesiasties (Qohelet) on the other.  Choose one of the three books and 

comment on its possible relevance for the life of faith today. 

 

9.  AIf you do good, good will happen to you.  If you do bad, bad will happen to you.@ 

Where and how have you seen the OT tending to support the view of reality in the above 

statement?  Where and how have you seen the OT tending to criticize the view of reality in the 

above statement?  How might the complexity of the OT perspectives on this issue inform faith 

today? 

 

10.  What are some of the ways in which the Old Testament describes the relationship between 

Israel and the nations?  Be specific with regard to biblical texts.  How might the variety of 

perspectives within the OT inform our attitudes toward Jews and Judaism today? 

 

11. Other: to be arranged by consultation with the professor. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LIST OF MATERIALS ON LIBRARY RESERVE 

 

Books (general) 
Achtemeier, Paul J., General Editor. Harperôs Bible Dictionary 

Anderson, Bernhard W. Understanding the Old Testament, 5
th
 ed. 

Boadt, Lawrence. Reading the Old Testament: An Introduction 

Heschel, Abraham J. The Prophets: An Introduction 

Heschel, Abraham J. The Prophets: Volume II 

Mann, Thomas. The Book of the Torah: The Narrative Integrity of the Pentateuch 

Miller, Patrick D. Interpreting the Psalms 

Newsom, Carol and Sharon Ringe, eds. Womenôs Bible Commentary (expanded edition) 

O’Connor, Kathleen. The Wisdom Literature 

Sakenfeld, Katharine Doob.  Just Wives? Stories of Power and Survival in the OT and Today 

Trible, Phyllis. God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality 

Trible, Phyllis. Texts of Terror 

Van Wijk-Bos, Johanna W. H. Reimagining God: The Case for Scriptural Diversity 

Weems, Renita. Just a Sister Away 
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(LIBRARY RESERVE LIST CONTINUED) 

 

Reference work: 

Sakenfeld, Katharine Doob, General Editor. The New Interpreterôs Dictionary of the Bible, vols. 1-3 (note 

vols. 4-5 forthcoming 2009) 

 

Commentaries (may be in reference or reserve) 
Brueggemann, Walter.  Genesis (Interpretation Commentary series) 

Brueggemann, Walter. Jeremiah (International Theological Commentary series) 

Childs, Brevard. Exodus (Old Testament Library series) 

Farmer, Kathleen. Proverbs (International Theological Commentary series) 

Hanson, Paul. Isaiah 40-66 (Interpretation Commentary series) 

Janzen, Gerald. Job (Interpretation Commentary series) 

Mays, James Luther. Amos (Old Testament Library series) 

Mays, James Luther, General Editor. Harperôs Bible Commentary 

Miller, Patrick. Deuteronomy (Interpretation Commentary series) 

Pressler, Carolyn. Joshua, Judges, and Ruth (Westminster Companion commentary series) 

Newsom, Carol and Ringe, Sharon, eds. The Women=s Bible Commentary 

 

 

ADDITIONS TO ANDERSON=S ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 
Bellis, Alice Ogden.  Helpmates, Harlots, Heroes: Women=s Stories in the Hebrew Bible. Louisville: 

Westminster/John Knox, 1994. 

A survey of various feminist scholars= interpretations of key women throughout the OT corpus. 

 

Berlin, Adele.  Poetics and Interpretation of Biblical Narrative.  Sheffield: Almond, 1983. 

Explanation and examples of how characterization works in biblical narrative. 

 

Bird, Phyllis.  Missing Persons and Mistaken Identities: Women and Gender in Ancient Israel.  

Minneapolis: Fortress, 1997. 

Collected essays of a premier Old Testament scholar focusing on the book=s subtitle. 

 

 

Felder, Cain Hope, ed.  Stony the Road We Trod: African American Biblical Interpretation. Minneapolis: 

Fortress, 1991. 

Essays from major African American biblical scholars examine questions of biblical authority, 

blacks and Africa in biblical narratives, and liberation themes in scripture. 

 

Hayes, John and Miller, J. Maxwell. A History of Ancient Israel and Judah. Philadelphia: Westminster, 

1986.   

Incorporates extended citations of key texts from extra-biblical sources that are used for elaborating 

and clarifying the history as reported in the biblical accounts.  Attention to methodological questions 

in doing historical reconstruction. 

 

Kohlenberger III, John R. The NRSV Concordance Unabridged. Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 1991. 
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Alphabetical listing of all the words appearing in the NRSV English translation, with all the chapter 

and verse references where each word appears. Must be used with caution, since each English word 

may represent several different Greek and/or Hebrew words, and conversely, the translators may 

have used several different English words for each Hebrew or Greek word, as required by context. 

 

Myers, Carol. Discovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context.  New York: Oxford, 1988. 

Use of archaeological findings and sociological and anthropological theory to reconstruct typical 

everyday lives of women in villages in ancient Israel. 

 

Myers, Carol. Women in Scripture: A Dictionary of Named and Unnamed Women in the Hebrew Bible, The 

Apocryphal/Deutero-Canonical Books, and the New Testament. New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2000. 

A brief guide to the 205 women=s names and the more than 600 unnamed women in these sacred 

texts. 

 

The New Interpreter=s Bible, vol. 1.  Nashville: Abingdon, 1994. 

Excellent introductory articles on a variety of topics.  Note especially P. Bird on authority of 

scripture (a historical overview) and various authors on reading scripture from varying racial/ethnic 

and gender perspectives. 

 

Sakenfeld, Katharine Doob. Just Wives? Stories of Power and Survival in the Old Testament & Today ( 

Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 2003) 

Interpretation of selected OT texts about women with emphasis on women’s interpretations from 

global contexts outside of  North America and Europe. 

 

Trible, Phyllis. Texts of Terror (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984) 

Literary readings of selected OT narratives about women, including Hagar, Jephthath’s Daughter, the 

Levite’s Concubine, Tamar. 

 

van Wijk-Bos, Johanna W. H. Reimagining God: The Case for Scriptural Diversity. Louisville: 

Westminster/ John Knox, 1995. 

A study of God-imagery in the Bible, especially in the OT, with special attention to imagery that is 

biologically female or usually thought of as culturally feminine. 
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