The Model of Prophet, Judge, Layman and King—

An Introduction to Tanakh through the Prism of Leadership

Course with Rachel Adelman

Course Description: 

The Bible has been understood, recently, as “the biography of God”—the story of how God is transformed in relation to the world.  It is questionable whether we can say anything definitive about “Who” God is and whether He, indeed, ‘changes’, but we can certainly explore how God changes His interaction with the world through the leaders that represent Him.   This course will explore different books in the bible, as they reflect the history of God’s changing interaction with humanity.  We will begin with the apparent absence of God in “The Book of Esther” and the different approaches to being a Jewish leader in exile.  We will then move back to Genesis and examine the emergence of the patriarch as prophet.  From there we will explore the figure Moses, as intercessor on the part of the burgeoning Israelite people.  In the early books of Prophets, Joshua and Judges, we will examine the limits of the judge as a leader and the origins of the people’s request for a king.    Then, in contrasting David and Saul as kings in the Book of Samuel, we will investigate what the nature of the office of monarch entails and what characterizes a successful king.  In the books of Kings, we look at just a few episodes—with Elijah, Jeremiah and Jonah—which pit the prophet against the king.  How do these two roles, of prophet and of king, stand in opposition to one another?  We will try to answer the overall question:  How did the religious leader and the political leader become separated and travel down such divergent lines?
The Purpose:

1)  To expose the students to the various books of Tanakh and some of the major issues within them.

2)  To develop critical text skills, through use of the concordance, classical commentaries (midrash, Rashi, Ramban, Ibn Ezra, Radak), as well as modern literary commentary.

3)  To establish a broad-based knowledge about the study of the Tanakah—both in content and through different approaches.

4)  To arouse an enthusiasm for further study.

Evaluation:

1)  Quizzes (10 %) 

2)  Creative writing: a dialogue with God (15 %)

3)  Oral Presentation (around Passover) on the Exodus (10%)

3)  Mid-term:  analysis of a passage we have studied (15%)

4)  Final Exam:  Overview of the material (40%)

5)  Participation (10 %)

Syllabus

Week I-II, The Book of Esther 

1)  -Introduction to the Book of Esther—What is the biblical canon?

-The historical background: the Babylonian Exile

-Chapter 1-2 of Esther: Setting up the “problem”

2)  “Why didn’t Mordechai bow down?” 

-Introduction to the Aramaic Targum and the Pseudepigrapha

3) “Who is a Jew? (And who pretends not to be a Jew?”

-The Transformation of Esther 

-The contemporary context—“Being a Jew in the Diaspora” (film and discussion)

4) Intertextuality between the Book of Esther and the Tanakh

-Parashat Zachor and I Samuel 15
Secondary Reading

-Selections from The JPS Commentary to the Book of Esther, by Adel Berlin.

Week III-IV  Genesis 

1)  Introduction to Genesis as Sefer Toledot 

-Concordance work + Ramban’s introduction to Genesis

-The paradigm 10 Generations

-The choice of Abraham Gen. 11:26-12:9.

2)  Abraham and the Covenant between the Pieces, Gen. 15

3)  The Patriarch as prophet-- Intervention before the Destruction of Sodom 

4)  Joseph—the Dreamer and the Dream Interpreter

Secondary Sources:

-Nahum Sarna, selections from Understanding Genesis.
-Martin Buber, “Abraham, the Seer”, in On the Bible.
-Nehama Leibowitz, Studies in the Book of Genesis
Week V-VI—Exodus chapters 1-12 

1)  The Transformation from a familial tribe into a Nation

-Chapter 1-2:  The Women of the Exodus

2) The Burning Bush—The “Reluctant Prophet”

3)  The Purpose of the Plagues and the Hardening of Pharaoh’s Heart 

4)  The First Passover, Chapter 12

5)  -The Art of Asking Questions [The Fours Sons in the Tanakh]

-Creative Tips for the Passover Seder

-Bibliodrama
6)  Oral Preparations and Review for Mid-term

Secondary Reading

-Selections from Avivah Zornberg’s The Particulars of Rapture.

-Stephen Garfinkel, “Moses: Man of Israel, Man of God” 

-Moshe Greenberg, “The Plagues of Egypt”, from Understanding Exodus.

Midterm: 2nd week of April
Week VII-A New Model of Leadership—the Judge May 7th –10th  (3 classes, 4 hours)

-The Book of Joshua/Judges
1.  A new leader:  the Spies (Numbers 13-14) vs. Joshua ben Nun (Joshua 24)

2.  Gideon vs. Avimelekh (Yerubaal), “The Parable of Trees”  Shoftim 8-9 

3.  The Failure of the Judges, “And in those days, there was no King in Israel…”

-The Story of the Concubine of Gibeah, Judges chapter 19-20

Secondary Sources:

-Phyllis Trible, “An Unnamed Women:  The Extravagance of Violence”, in Texts of Terror.

Week VIII—Anointing a King,  (3 classes, 4 hours), May 14th- 18th  
1.  I Shmuel 8 and 10, “The Monarchy—Privilege or Precept?”

2.  The King’s Failure, “Is Shaul also one of the prophets…?” (1 Sam. 13 and 15)

3.  The Choice of an Alternative—David, I Shmuel 16.

Secondary Sources:

-Rav Moshe Lichtenstein “Jewish Political Theory—Hilkhot Melakhim”

-J.P. Fokkelman “The Alternative, I Sam. 16:  David anointed king, his arrival at Court” from Narrative Art and Poetry in the Books of Samuel, Vol. II. 

Week X—The Many Faces of the Prophet, (Final class) May 21st – May 24th

-Elijah and Ahab 1 Kings 17:1-18:39.

-Jeremiah 1:1-8, Ezekiel 1:1-29, and Jonah.  

Secondary Sources:

-Excerpts from A. Heschel, The Prophets.

Final Exam: An Overview of the Material 
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Other Resources:

 -Mikraot Gedolot (with the classical commentators, esp. Torat Haim).

-Concordance 

-The NJPS Commentary to the Torah

-The Etz Haim Torah with commentary.  

-Brown, Francis; Driver, S.R., Briggs, C.A. Hebrew and English Lexicon, Hendrickson Purblishers, Inc., MA, 2000.  
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