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Religion 40 






Prophecy, Wisdom, and Apocalyptic
Spring 2008
Professor Susan Niditch 
Chapin 114

Office Hours:  Tuesday/Thursday  9-10 and by appointment
Office: 542-2270


Home: 549-6074


email: sniditch@amherst.edu
Books indicated “buy” are available in the Jeffery Amherst Bookshop and on reserve.  NRSV with Apocrypha available in the bookstore also, but feel free to use any modern translation of the Bible that includes the Apocrypha.  A small course reader will be available in the Religion Department office.

Book List:


Harper-Collins Study Bible


J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination

A. Heidel, The Babylonian Genesis (Enuma elish)


G. Vermes, The Dead Sea Scrolls

A Course Reader (Religion Department Office, Chapin Lounge)

I.  Prophecy in Transition:  The Exile.
Jan. 29:  Introduction

Jan. 31, Feb. 5:


Readings:



Isaiah 40-55.



John Bright, A History of Israel, 323-360 (reserve). 



C. Westermann, Isaiah 40-66, 3-30 (reserve in Frost Library and Chapin Lounge)



A. Heidel, The Babylonian Genesis (Enuma elish) (buy). 


Genesis 1-2.



Exodus 14-15.

Be prepared to discuss the ways in which the 6th century B.C. is a time of transition in the history, religion, and literature of Israel.  How does the medium employed by Deutero-Isaiah express his message?  How does he employ ancient mythic images for new purposes?  Why did I have you read the Enuma elish, Gen 1-2, and Ex 14-15?   What is the theology expressed in Is 40-55, the view of God, of Israel?  Be prepared for close reading in the biblical texts themselves.

Feb. 7, 12:


Readings:



Ezekiel 1-10; 16; 18; 24; 28; 31; 34; 36; 37-48.

Walther Eichrodt, Ezekiel.  A Commentary, 1-48 (reserve in library and in Chapin Lounge).

How does Ezekiel differ from Deutero-Isaiah?  He is earlier in date than Deutero-Isaiah and yet in many ways anticipates later developments in literary form and theology.  What is the role of Ezekiel's "blue-print" for the temple (chs. 40-48) in the larger literary form of the book and in Ezekiel's thought?  Be prepared to discuss Ezekiel as priest.  What is his view of sin and expiation?

Feb. 14:


Paper Due:  Select a motif, a type of imagery, or a cluster of images that is evidenced both by Is 40-55 and Ezekiel and show in a brief 750 word essay how each prophet's use of a shared piece of tradition indicates what is special about his own style and worldview (e.g. how does each employ fertility imagery, creation imagery, descriptions of a messiah, or images of god as divine warrior?).  We will share our work in class on Feb. 15.

II.  Efforts at Self-definition after the Exile:  The Restoration
Feb. 18:   SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1A lecture by Professor Edward Greenstein, Bar Ilan University, Israel, “The Problem of Evil

in the Book of Job,” Chapin 101 at 4:30 p.m.

Feb. 19, 21:  Discussions:  "Theories about the Restoration:  Parties and Politics after the Exile."


Readings:

Morton Smith, Palestinian Parties and Politics (reserve), pp. 1-42; 62-95.

Peter Ackroyd, Exile and Restoration (reserve) soundings in pp. 228-231; 138-217.

Paul D. Hanson, The Dawn of Apocalyptic (reserve) pp. 1-31 and soundings in 32-279, skimming.

Look at: Haggai, Zechariah, Isaiah 60-62; 63:4-64:12; 65; 66; 56:4-57:13, especially ch. 66 and treatments by Hanson, pp. 161-186 and Ackroyd, pp. 228-230.

What possibilities are there for the sociology of late 6th century B.C. Judaism?  What are major thematic threads of Hanson's work?  What is his methodology?  Be prepared to compare these three scholars' work.  (We will explore these books by dividing up the work into study group assignments to be explained on Feb. 14.)

Feb. 21, 26, 28:  Seminars

Readings:



Trito-Isaiah (Isaiah 56-66).



Zechariah 1-8, 9-14.



Haggai.



Malachi.

R. R. Wilson, “Prophecy and Society in Ancient Israel” (Course Reader).

How have the media of prophetic revelation changed?  What symbols systems emerge in these works?  How do these texts both reflect and help to shape Israelite worldviews?  Read Wilson’s excellent essay and reflect upon the relevance of his categories and methodological approaches to understanding prophetic material explored this far in the course.

Mar. 4, 6, 11:


Readings:



Ezra.



Nehemiah.



1 and 2 Chronicles (selected readings).

F.M. Cross, "A Reconstruction of the Judean Restoration," JBL 94 (1975) 4-18 (Course Reader).

J.D. Newsome, "Toward A New Understanding of the Chronicler and his Purposes," JBL 94 (1975) 201-217 (Course Reader).

M. Smith, Palestinian Parties, (reserve) pp. 95-112.

Mar. 4:  Lecture:  "What Do We Know About 5th Century Israel?"



Topics for discussion may include:




1. Ezra as first "scribe."




2. The written word and the oral world.




3. The emergence of Judaism.




4. Use of the "autobiography" or "memoir" in Neh.




5. History-writing as political propaganda.




6. Paper topic below.

Mar. 6, 11: Seminar Discussions

Mar. 13:  Seminar:  Locating Joel


Readings:



Joel; Isaiah 24-27; 34-35; Obadiah

Joel is one of the most difficult to date collections in the Hebrew Scriptures.  While most scholars these days tend to place it in the 5th century B.C.E., a wide array of other dates has also been suggested.  Let us read Joel closely together, exploring its style, literary forms, content, and themes in the light of the 6th and 5th century works read thus far in the semester and develop a hypothesis about its possible author and audience.  What worldview(s) is/are evidenced by the oracles of Joel?  Where does the collection called the Book of Joel rightly belong in Israelite history and literature?  Are there many possible answers to these questions?  Discuss the options.  If we have time, we will also look at assigned passages from Isaiah and at Obadiah, other post-exilic prophetic works that are difficult to date.

Mar.  15-22: Spring Break
Mar. 25:   Paper Due  "Conservative and Liberal"

Define your terms and explore the spectrum of worldviews evidenced by 6th-5th century Israelite literature (5-7 pages).  In class we will discuss your findings.
III. Wisdom and Anti-Wisdom
Mar. 27, Apr. 1:


Readings:



Proverbs.



Ecclesiastes.



James B. Pritchard, The Ancient Near East, 234-249 (reserve).



R.B.Y. Scott, Proverbs, XI-29 (Chapin Lounge reserve).



Alan Dundes, "On the Structure of the Proverb" in W. Mieder and Alan Dundes, 



The Wisdom of Many, 43-64 (Course Reader and reserve).

Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, "Toward a Theory of Proverb Meaning," in W. Mieder and Alan Dundes, The Wisdom of Many, 111-121 (Course Reader and reserve).

How would you define the literary form we call a proverb?  Do the proverbs in  Proverbs fall into certain categories in terms of style, content, structure, probable function, background, and origins?  Is there a proverbial world-view?  How does the author of Eccles re-use proverbial material? Why might Ecclesiastes be described as anti-wisdom literature?

Apr. 3:


Readings:



Job



M. Pope, Job, XIII-LXXXII (reserve).

Given your knowledge of 6th-5th century Israelite history and culture, what would you suggest for the background and setting of the book of Job in its current form?

What literary forms, traditional motifs, and repeated patterns of content are found in Job?  What is the relationship between the prose tale and the poetic dialogues? Be prepared to discuss the theology of the work as a whole and to examine closely individual passages.

Apr. 4-5: Conference in honor of John J. Collins on “The Other in Second Temple Judaism,” details to be announced. 
IV.  Underdog Tales and Other Fiction
Apr. 8:


Readings:



Esther.

S. Niditch, "Legends of Wise Heroes and Heroines," in Douglas Knight and Gene Tucker, eds., The Hebrew Bible and Its Modern Interpreters, 445-450 (reserve).

S. Niditch, Underdogs and Tricksters, Introduction and ch. 5 on Esther (reserve).

Lecture and Seminar:  "Methods in Reading Post-Exilic Narrative."

Apr. 10: 


Readings:



Genesis 38.



Ruth.



Jonah.

S. Niditch, "Legends," in Knight and Tucker, eds., The Hebrew Bible, 451-455 (reserve).

How do the attitudes toward non-Israelites differ markedly in Ruth and Jonah from those found in Ezra-Nehemiah?  Explanation?  Origins?

Apr. 15: 


Readings:

Judges 4, 5 with special attention to the characterization of Jael.



Judith.



Susanna.

Why are the protagonists of so many of these tales women?  Do certain images of women emerge?  Are the portrayals largely typological?  How do they reflect and shape attitudes held by the ancient author and audiences?  Actual roles played by women in particular cultures?  Are there biblical precursors to Judith and Susanna?  What sort of role models do such characterizations of women offer to modern women?

Apr. 17: 


Reading:



Tobit.

Be prepared to discuss all aspects of the work, literary, theological, historical, etc. and to join me in drawing together our discussion of early Jewish narrative.

Apr. 22:
Paper Due ( 5 pages) on an apocryphal narrative of your choice.  In-class presentations of your work.

V.  The Song of Songs
Apr. 24:
Read the Song asking yourself questions about its literary form, possible functions, and about the voice of the feminine.  Pay attention to the dialogue form. 

VI.  Apocalyptic
Apr. 29:


Readings:

John J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination, 1-40 (buy).



Enoch 1-11 (Course Reader).

Apr. 29: Viewing of PBS Frontline “Apocalypse,” 4:00 and 7:30 p.m., Chapin 210.

May 1: Lecture:  "On Defining Apocalyptic:  An Anthropological-Sociological Approach."

May 6: Seminar

Readings:



Daniel.

John J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination,  68-92 (reserve).


Other Resources:

John J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Vision of the Book of Daniel (reserve).

Louis F. Hartman and Alexander di Lella, The Book of Daniel, 1-124 (reserve).

Discuss the boundary where "wisdom" meets "apocalyptic."

May 8:
A Guest Lecture by Robert Doran: "The Maccabbean Revolt: The World of the Dead Sea Scrolls."


Readings:




G. Vermes, The Dead Sea Scrolls (selected portions) (buy).

John J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination, 115-141 (buy.

What sort of social structure is revealed by the Manual of Discipline (The Rule)? The Damascus Document?  What is the worldview of the War Scroll?

Can you posit stages of development in the Qumran community basing yourself on certain disjunctions or discontinuities in the literature?  How do the Qumran writers re-use earlier biblical material?  What if the Qumran library reflects the eclectic tastes of a community or a wealthy patron-collector and not necessarily one group's writings and works important to their own worldview?

Discuss the pešer phenomenon.

May 12:
Final five page paper due on some aspect of apocalyptic, the specific topic your choice in consultation with Professor Niditch.  You might enjoy working with 4 Ezra or 2 Baruch or portions of the Dead Sea Scrolls.





