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ABOUT THE COURSE
The Hebrew Bible (Old Testament) is a complex
anthology of disparate texts and reflects a
diversity of religious, political, and historical
perspectives from ancient Israel and Judah.
Because this collection of texts continues to
play an important role in modern religions, new
meanings are often imposed upon this ancient
literature. In this course, we will attempt to
read biblical texts on their own terms and will
also contextualize their ideas and goals with
texts and material culture from ancient
Mesopotamia, Syro-Palestine, and Egypt. In
this way, we will discover that the Hebrew
Bible is fully part of the cultural milieu of the
ancient Near East. To these ends, we will read a
significant portion of the Hebrew Bible in
English, along with representative selections
from secondary literature. 

This course teaches students how to read
closely and to think critically about the
meaning of a text. Students will be asked to
read primary sources for specific questions of
content and meaning and to learn a
methodology for deciding between right and
wrong answers. All texts and all religious
traditions will be examined analytically.
Students are expected to understand and
master this approach, which includes
questioning conventional cultural assumptions
about the composition and authorship of the
Bible. Willingness to ask such questions and
openness to new ways of thinking and reading
are essential to successful participation in the
course. 
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Course Objectives

 An overview of the shape and contents of the Hebrew Bible — its compositions, genres, modes of
discourse, and poetics; its main figures and events; its central and marginal ideas; 

1.

 An understanding of the Hebrew Bible as a literary anthology that has grown over time in a variety of ways,
by both design and serendipity; 

2.

 Clarity about the threefold distinction between the Hebrew Bible, a literary corpus; ancient Israel, an
historical society; and Judaism and Christianity, religions — sets of ideas and practices — that developed
over time from the people who emerged from ancient Israel and hold biblical texts to be sacred; 

3.

 An appreciation of the modern, critical approaches to reading biblical literature — what led to such
approaches, what they aim to accomplish, how they work, and their significance. 

4.

 Note: * This critical introduction cannot aim to cover the many biblical texts that are famous within Western
civilization, but to put them and the entire biblical corpus in critical perspective. 

Required Books 
(All required books will be on reserve at the library or available as e-books; additional readings will be posted on

Camino)

Brettler, Marc Zvi. How to Read the Jewish Bible. New York: Oxford University Press, 2007. (HRJB)

Coogan, Michael D. (Editor). The New Oxford Annotated Bible. Fifth edition.  New York: Oxford University
Press, 2018. (OSB)

WHAT WILL YOU LEARN IN THIS CLASS?

Jewish scribes depicted in the famous Libro de los juegos (“Book of games”) commissioned
by Alfonso X in 1283
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Judaism and Christianity have rich
traditions of logic, reason, and
inquiry. In this course, we will draw
on these traditions while also
building our own. The combination of
your curiosity and your work with
your partners will raise new
questions and new ways of thinking
about the texts we study. Carefully
reasoned interpretation, in
conversation with these traditions,
will help us generate new answers to
the questions you ask. 

In Judaism, studying Torah (the bible)
is something one rarely does alone.
Havruta study is an approach to
studying with a partner in which you
are both the teacher and learner,
helping your partner learn while also
learning yourself. To learn and teach
well, you must read the text very
carefully and pay attention to your
partner’s reading as well. This type of
study asks you also to reflect on your
learning processes, and how you can
each affect the other in their learning.
We will be using this principle of
peer-guided study throughout the
quarter in the form of in-class
partnered reading and interpretation
assignments. 

Platonic tradition says that love
always precedes knowledge
(Philosophy means “friend of
wisdom””). Put differently,
commitment to knowing something
or someone comes before actually
knowing. The first step, St. Anselm,
would say, is giving of yourself first–
your time, your interest, your belief,
and what results is a new relationship
with and to knowledge itself. In this
course, what I want most from all of
you is this spirit of curiosity, to being
open to learning. 

HAVRUTA CURIOSITY REASON

THREE PRINCIPLES OF LEARNING IN THIS COURSE
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Category 1: Intellectual Engagement (20%)

Attendance and Participation 
Your attendance is vital. This is a discussion-based class and it’s important we have everyone’s input. If
you’re not there, you can’t participate, and you will have a much harder time participating in the next
class. If you are absent from class, you are responsible for getting any materials from your fellow students.
Absences due to emergency or medical situations are excused if you contact me. Two unexcused absence
are permitted, but each additional one will result in a 2% deduction from your overall course grade.
Situations that fall outside these categories will be reviewed on a case by case basis. 

Category 2: Reflections (10%)

You will write two reflections (each 2-3 pages, double spaced) in this course: the first is due on Friday of
Week 1: What do you already know about the Hebrew Bible/ Old Testament? In what ways (if any) do you
use biblical texts in your work as a minister of the church? What are you hoping to learn this quarter?

The final reflection (due on Tuesday of Week 9) asks you to reflect on one of the following prompts:

 How does the study of the Hebrew Bible contribute to or complicate efforts of meaning making
around disaster? You might choose, for example, a reading from Lamentations or Ezekiel and focus on
the issue of migration and exile that faced ancient populations during times of war, assessing biblical
texts and comparing their differing conceptions of divine justice. In your final reflection, please bring
in specific examples from topics or texts we have studied in class. 

1.

Select a topic, like “biblical religion,” “Israelite history,” or “canon and hermeneutics.” How have the
Required Readings changed your idea about the topic? What assumptions did you hold before, in what
way have they changed, and what specifically caused you to reconsider? Refer to specific passages.
Explain how the Lectures and any supporting materials you have read advance or complicate your
understanding of the topic. What significance might this have for church ministry and your place in it? 

2.

Category 3: Critical Analyses (70%)

Over the quarter, you will write two short papers (5–7 pages each, double spaced; each 15%) and one
longer one (8–10 pages, double spaced; 40%)). These papers are synthetic in design, asking you to
consolidate and analyze major themes and materials we have covered in class. 

ASSIGNMENTS
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Category 3: Critical Analyses, Contd.

Forms of Citing the Bible 
Genesis 1 means Genesis, chapter 1.
Genesis 1:4 means chapter 1, verse 4
Genesis 1–3 means chapters 1–3.
Genesis 1:1–5:6 means from chapter 1, verse 1 through ch. 5, v. 6
Genesis 1:1–5; 2:4–6 means chs. 1, vv. 1–5; and then ch. 2, vv. 4–6. 

Due Dates

Week 1: January 10 Reflection 1
Week 3: January 21 Critical Analysis 1 (Short Paper)
Week 6: February 11 Critical Analysis 2 (Short Paper) 
Week 9: March 4 Critical Analysis 3 (Long Paper) AND Reflection 2

ASSIGNMENTS
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GRADES

Grading Scale: What does it all mean?

95-100 A Incredible work. 90-93.99 A- Excellent work, only a few small areas for improvement. 

87-89.99 B+ Very good work; near excellence, but has minor problems. 83-86.99 B Good work above average,
some errors and problems. 80-82.99 B- Good work, but lacking some completeness, and/ or accuracy. 

77-79.99 C+ Acceptable work but errors in accuracy, completeness, and/or citations. 73-76.99 C Acceptable
work, but lacking in completeness, critical thinking or accuracy. 70-72.99 C- Perfunctory work; may be simply
rehashing sources. 

64-69.99 D Unsatisfactory work; shows minimal grasp of concepts or sloppy analysis. 0-63.99 F Failure.

Critical Analyses
70%

Intellectual Engagement
20%

Reflections
10%



A Statement on Wellness

Jesuit education is grounded in concern for the
whole person—mind, body, and spirit— and
SCU has many resources and programs to
support you. Resources that assist with mental
wellness and mindfulness can be found
through the Cowell Center and Campus
Ministry, to name but a few. University
students may experience stressors or setbacks
from time to time that can impact both their
academic experience and their personal well-
being. These may include academic pressure
or challenges associated with relationships,
mental health, alcohol or other drugs,
identities, finances, etc.

If you are experiencing difficulties, seeking
help is a courageous thing to do for yourself
and those who care about you. If you are
concerned with your progress in this class,
please contact me so that we can find
solutions together. The Drahmann Center can
also offer support with issues regarding your
academic progress more broadly. For personal
concerns, SCU offers many resources, some of
which are listed on the Cowell Center website.

Statement on Access

I am committed to creating a course that is
inclusive in its design. If you encounter
barriers, please let me know immediately so
that we can determine if there is a design
adjustment that can be made or if an
accommodation might be needed to overcome
the limitations of the design. I am always
happy to consider creative solutions as long as
they do not compromise the intent of the
assessment or learning activity. 

You are also welcome to contact the Office of
Accessible Education (OAE), Benson 216,
http://www.scu.edu/oae to begin this
conversation or to establish accommodations
for this or other courses. This office is
responsible for determining reasonable and
appropriate adjustments for students with
disabilities on a case-by-case basis, and more
generally, for ensuring that all members of the
community have access to SCU’s programs and
services. If you have already arranged
accommodations through the OAE, please
discuss them with me during my office hours.
Students who have medical needs related to
pregnancy may also be eligible for
accommodations. The OAE would be grateful
for advance notice of at least two weeks. For
more information, you may contact OAE at
408-554-4109. 
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Absence Policy

Your presence in class is expected. However, circumstances may occasionally arise that prevent you
from attending class, such as illness or family emergency. You are thus allowed two absences with
no penalty. 

After the first two, any subsequent absence will result in the loss of 5% per absence from your final
grade and a 0 intellectual engagement grade for the day.

Generally, absences due to illness count towards your two allowed absences. 
Some absences may be excused on a case-by-case basis, with no penalty (such as an extended
illness, significant mental health crisis, death in the family, jury duty, etc.). If something in your
life is causing you to miss class or to struggle in the course, please let me know so that we can
work together to help you succeed.

 
Makeup Work: If you miss class for any reason, please consult the syllabus to see what readings you
have missed. Please do not contact me instructor to request class notes or other information.
Instead, please, in advance, introduce yourself to two different students and exchange phone
numbers and emails so that you have a way of getting notes. Ideally, get two complete sets of notes. 
It is your responsibility to get notes from a classmate and to ensure you are aware of any
announcements made during class.

Please do not write to me asking if you “have missed anything important.” Class is important: if
you’re not there, you’re always missing something. In case of illness or otherwise excused absence,
late submission of assignments and/or making up a test is permitted provided you work out a new
due date with me. 
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Pregnancy and Parenting

If you are pregnant or a parent, please know
that you are welcome in this class, and I’d like
to help make your fullest participation possible
and successful. 

In alignment with Title IX of the Education
Amendments of 1972, and with the California
Education Code, Section 66281.7, Santa Clara
University provides reasonable
accommodations to students who are
pregnant, have recently experienced
childbirth, and/or have medically related
needs. Pregnant and parenting students can
often arrange accommodations by working
directly with their instructors, supervisors, or
departments. Alternatively, a pregnant or
parenting student experiencing related
medical conditions may request
accommodations through Disability Resources.

Additional Policies are linked on Camino 

Academic Integrity

In brief: do not cheat or use shortcuts that are
not approved by me. This includes plagiarism
of all kinds, but especially forbids the use of
generative AI like ChatGPT to write your notes,
annotate texts, or write papers (the full version
of this  statement is available on Camino). If
you are unsure of what constitutes plagiarism,
please ask me. 

If I discover you have plagiarized, you will
receive a zero on the assignment, and may also
receive an F for the course as a whole. 

Communication Policy
I will communicate important messages
regarding the course via the announcements
feature on Camino (do make sure you’ve set up
your preferences to receive notifications) or
via your SCU email. If you would like to contact
me, I am available via email during the working
week (business days) or during scheduled
office hours (M 11:45–12:45). I am not available
via social media (instagram, FB Messenger,
etc.). 

Please note that email is an asynchronous
method of communication. Thus, I do my best
to respond within 24 hours, but a response
may take up to 48 hours or two business days.
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EMAIL
cchopramcgowan@scu.edu

OFFICE
Kenna Hall 323A
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Note 1 This syllabus is subject to change if unforeseen circumstances arise

Week Readings Notes

Week 1:
Tuesday 1/7
How We
“Normally” Read
and What that
Means for Bible
Reading

Before Class: Familiarize yourself with the structure of the Oxford Study Bible (OSB). In
addition, read the following essays at the back of OSB:

The Canons of the Bible, “Hebrew Bible,” “Greek Bible” pp. 2235–2239
Interpretation of the Bible: “From the 19th to mid 20th c.” pp. 2275-2288
“The Ancient Near East and Ancient Israel to the Mid-First Millennium BCE,” pp.
2290–2301

At a more theoretical level, think about how is the Bible similar to and different from
other texts that we read. Are there different conventions for reading texts? Should we
have different “rules” for reading the Bible? 

DUE: Friday
1/10:
Reflection 1

Week 2: 
Tuesday 1/14 

Part 1: Creation
in the HB &
Ancient Near
East

Part 2: Divine-
Human Relations

Read 
Genesis 1-3 in OSB (as well as the introduction to Genesis, pp. 7-11) and compare and
contrast 1:1-2:4a with 2:4b-24. 
Genesis 4–11
HRJB chapters 5-6
Enuma Elish (a Mesopotamian creation epic) (on Camino)
Gilgamesh tablet XI (on Camino)

What are the key similarities and differences between this story and the biblical creation
accounts? For example, what is the importance of humanity and the deity/deities in each
story? What would you say each of these stories is about? What genre is each story?  How
do the biblical and Mesopotamian Flood stories compare? Does the biblical story cohere?
Are there any repetitions or contradictions within it? What is the import of the non-
biblical material for understanding the biblical stories?

Week 3
Tuesday 1/21
Moses, Plagues,
and Source
Criticism 

Carol Meyers, “Exodus” (pp. 81–83) 
Exodus 1-14; 19–25; 
Leviticus 17; Deuteronomy 4–5; 12; 
Psalm 78:42-51 and Psalm 105:23-38 in OSB
John Barton, “Source Criticism (OT),” in Anchor Bible Dictionary: 162-65 (on Camino)
HRJB, Chapter 8
Richard E. Friedman, “Torah (Pentateuch),” in Anchor Bible Dictionary §§B–G; 
Baruch Schwartz, “Mount Sinai” (on Camino)
Code of Hammurabi (on Camino)

Part 1: Compare the accounts of the plagues in Psalm 78:42-51 and Psalm 105:23-38 with
the Exodus plagues. How many plagues are there? What is the order of the plagues? What
does this mean for the “historicity” of the text? Consider the source division of plagues on
the handout. Read each source individually and try to identify what the purpose of each
individual source is. How does separating the sources affect the way you understand the
text? 

Part 2: Read Exodus 19-24 in JSB. Isolate the Decalogue (the so-called “Ten
Commandments”). How many “laws” do you count? What is its structure? Compare
Deuteronomy 5:6-18. What is different in this text from the Decalogue in Exodus? 
Try to outline chs. 21-23, arranging its laws into broad categories. What are the different
styles in which the laws are presented? How does the ‘Code’ of Hammurabi”  compare
with Exodus 19-24? What is the purpose of these legal collections? 

Due: Short
Paper 1
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Week Date Readings Notes

Week 4: T 1/28 Joshua 1-13
Judges 1:1-2:10; 13-16
1 Samuel: 1-16
K. Lawson Younger, Jr., “Joshua” 321–323
Amihai Mazar, Archaeology of the Land of the Bible (10,000-586 B.C.E.), 328-34
HRJB, Chapter 11
Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 23-46 (on Camino)

Part 1:  How was the land of Israel conquered? How much was conquered?  Which
type of evidence is more valuable: literary or archaeological? Isolate folklore motifs,
repetitions, foreshadowing, and other literary features in these chapters. Is Judges
13–16 unit historical? 

Part 2: What roles do the judges play? Are they ideal leaders? Which judges are good
and which are bad? Which tribes are they from? Check a map. What literary role
would the book of Judges have played before the book of Samuel, which describes the
institution of monarchy in ancient Israel? What is the attitude of 1 Samuel toward
Saul? Toward David? 

Note:
Consult
the maps
in OSB as
you read
the
biblical
text.

Week 5:
Reading
Historical Texts

T 2/4 Römer, “1 Kings,” 493-495; 539
Skim 1-2 Kings, focusing on 1 Kings 8, and 2 Kings 18–19
Sennacherib’s Third Campaign (Camino)
HRJB chapters 13-14
Knoppers, “1 Chronicles,” pp. 583-585
Skim 1 and 2 Chronicles, focusing on 1 Chronicles 1-9

Part 1: Read 2 Kings 18-19 closely and compare it to “Sennacherib’s Third Campaign”
(on Canvas). What are the concerns/objectives of the authors of the biblical texts vs.
those of the Sennacherib text? How would you reconstruct the siege of Jerusalem?

Part 2: In what way does the Chronicler’s version of history differ from the other
sources? Specifically, what role do the following events and people play in
Chronicles: the patriarchs, the exodus, Saul, David and the Temple, David and
Bathsheba, the fight between David’s successors, the Northern kings, the high places?
How would Kings and Chronicles answer the following questions: Why didn’t David
build the Temple? Who decided that Solomon should reign? Did Solomon sin? Why
does evil befall good people? (See specifically Amaziah and Uzziah.) Why did Josiah
die? Why did Manasseh live so long? Who caused the exile?  

Week 6: 
Prophecy: Pre-
exilic

T 2/11 Re-read 1Kings 17–2 Kings 13 (Elijah and Elisha cycle; Nathan and Gad)
Deut 13:2–6
Nissinen, Prophets and Prophecy, 38–39, 60, 62–64 (on Canvas); 
H. Huffman, “Ancient Near Eastern Prophecy,” Anchor Bible Dictionary 477-82
(on Canvas) 
HRJB, chapter 15-19
Isaiah 1-9; Jeremiah 1, 25:1-11; Jeremiah 27–28; Amos 1-2; 7:10-17; 9:1-4. 

How would you early biblical prophecy and ancient Near Eastern prophecy? How are
these “classical” prophets different from the biblical pre-classical prophets?
Characterize the call narratives of Isaiah and Jeremiah and compare them with the
“biographical statement” of Amos. 

Due: Short
Paper 2
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Week Date Readings Notes

Week 7:
Prophecy:
The Exile
and its
Aftermath

T 2/18
Read 

Isaiah 40-48, 
Haggai
Malachi
Ezra-Nehemiah 
HRJB, chapters 20-21

Deutero-Isaiah was an exilic prophet living in Babylon. To what extent does he use
traditional material, including his predecessor’s prophecies of restoration? What
elements in his message are new? How does he polemicize against contemporaneous
pagan theological notions (e.g., idolatry and Cyrus as a god’s chosen)? Does he fairly
represent the viewpoint of the other side? 
Describe the personalities and functions of Zerubbabel, Ezra and Nehemiah. How did
their roles differ? From your readings of Ezra-Nehemiah, the prophets and the Torah, why
is the invective against foreign wives and for the observance of the Sabbath so fierce? Is
there any evidence for (re)interpretation of biblical texts in Ezra and Nehemiah? 

Week 8:
Psalms,
Wisdom,
and
Novellas

T 2/25 Part 1: Psalms:
HRJB. ch 22. Is there any structure to the book? (Cf. the end of Psalm 41, 72, 89, 106, and
150.) Compare Psalm 14 and 53. Did the book come together slowly or at once? When were
the psalms recited? Collect all of the hints given in the superscriptions (title lines, e.g., in
Psalm 3). Are the superscriptions historically trustworthy? 

Read Psalm 121 carefully. Who is the speaker/are the speakers? Why are words and
ideas repeated in the psalm? Do you find the psalm moving? 

Prepare Part 2 or 3
Part 2: Proverbs, Qohelet, Job
Proverbs 1:1-6, 10-19; 6:1- 5, 27-35 in JSB. Read chapter 23 in HRJB. How do these texts
differ from biblical material that we previously studied? Read Proverbs 1 and 3. How do
these differ from the last set of verses? Who is wise? 
Characterize the theology of 3:5-10; 10:27; 14:27; 16:20 and 29:25, and compare these
proverbs to Qohelet (Ecclesiastes). What is Qohelet’s attitude toward wealth? wisdom?
Happiness? What is the book’s message or theme? Does it belong in the Bible? 
Skim Job in the OSB. Read chapter 24 in HRJB. What is the book’s structure? Distinguish
between the book’s prose framework and its poetic center. Do they tell the same story?
How is the prose section structured? What does this structure accomplish? What are the
main contentions of Job and of his “friends”? Does each friend have a unique argument? Is
there a dialogue between Job and his friends? Does God finally answer Job adequately? 

Part 3:  Read Ruth and Esther in OSB. Read chapter 26 in HRJB. Outline the structure of
each book. To what extent is Ruth or Esther a heroine? How do their actions compare to
those of the male protagonists throughout the Bible? What attitudes toward kingship,
foreign nations, women, and sexuality do you see in these works? 
What resonances do you see between Ruth and the Pentateuch? 
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Week Date Readings Notes

Week 9:
Canonizat
ion: From
Texts to
Scripture

T 3/4 HRJB, ch 27
John Barton, “The Significance of a Fixed Canon of the Hebrew Bible,”
Ronald A. Simkins, “Biblical Studies as a Secular Discipline: The Role of Faith
and Theology,” Journal of Religion and Society 13 (2011): 1–17 
“Religion of the Bible” in the Jewish Study Bible, pp. 1978-97.

Collect the diverse perspectives in the Bible on the following issues: Is God just? Can
people approach God? Is God dangerous? Is repentance worthwhile? What will the
future bring and when will it come? Collect the hints contained in the Bible about
how, when and where various writings became “biblical.” How did such diverse books
become joined into one book? 

DUE:
Reflection 2
Final Paper

Week 10 TBD


