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Course Description

Music and poetry have and continue to serve as means of expression through which people share how they interpret and navigate the world around them. The Book of Psalms is a collection of poetic, and in many instances musical constructions that have shaped and guided the liturgies of ancient cultural practices, the synagogue and church for millennia. Psalms from the Hebrew Bible express emotions ranging from high praise of a deity to gut wrenching laments, and even reveal periods of bewilderment and anger. To begin to comprehend the experiences of the authors, a basic understanding of the characteristic features of Hebrew poetry must be established. This seminar takes an interdisciplinary approach in examining these and other characteristic features and focuses on both the literary development of these writings as well as their function in the Israelite cult.  Examples of (“sacred” and “secular”) poetry and music outside of the book of Psalms will also be considered. 

Attention will be focused on: 

(1) exploration of basic terminology used in the psalms 

(2) the ways in which historical critical, theological, socio-cultural, and other approaches to the Psalms illumine their various genres and themes; 

(2) the Psalms as a discrete literary sub-canon within the Hebrew Bible; 

(3) the use of poetry and music as theological, socio-cultural, and other types of language in both the ancient and modern worlds; 

(4) the impact of global issues - e.g., poverty, hunger, health care, international conflict, etc. - on the interpretation of the Bible generally and the Psalter in particular

Books for Course
     Alter, R. The Art of Biblical Poetry. New York: Basic Books.

     Bible. Almost any version of the Bible is appropriate. However, the instructor advises that students not use translations such as the Living Bible or Good News for Modern Man. If you have any questions, please contact the instructor.

Housekeeping

   Technology. Computers are encouraged. However, if a student is found surfing the Internet, downloading non-class related info, etc. he or she will be asked to leave the class. Cell phones must be turned off as soon as class begins. Don’t let your phone ring during class, and please don’t answer it. Failure to adhere to this will result in the student being asked to leave the class. Moreover, more than one incident will affect the student’s grade. 
Class Attendance

     While attendance will not be taken on a daily basis, please understand that it will be strongly considered in the calculation of the student’s participation grade. In other words, you need to be present in class in order to participate. Excessive absences (e.g., 3-5) will result in a reduction of the participation grade.

Course Requirements/Assignments/Grading Point System
	STUDY QUESTIONS:

-A minimum of three study questions due for each class period from EACH assigned reading(s). Questions must e-mailed or hand-delivered to the professor no later than 1 hour prior to the class meeting. Please take advantage of the study questions provided to the left of each class reading! 

PLEASE KEEP IN MIND THAT THE QUESTIONS NOT SUBMITTED ON TIME WILL RESULT IN A LOSS OF TWO POINTS PER OCCURRENCE. IF YOU ARE NOT PREPARED, THE PROFESSOR MAY REQUEST THAT YOU DO NOT PARTICIPATE IN THE DISCUSSION, WHICH OF COURSE WILL EFFECT YOUR GRADE 


	45 POINTS

	WRITE RESPONSE PAPERS:

-Response papers (Details to follow)


	20 POINTS PER PAPER



	WRITE EXAMPLES OF DIFFERENT TYPES OF PSALMS (Enthronement, Lament, etc) The psalms will contain elements we have discussed in class. These can also be used in the liturgy presentation at end of course. Maximum 3 pages


	20 POINTS PER PAPER

	GROUP ASSIGNMENT: CREATE LITURGY PRESENTATION EMPLOYING PSALMS


	60 POINTS


Working Psalms Syllabus Class Meeting Schedule

	Class Meetings 
	Topics and Readings
	Potential Discussion Questions

	Wednesday, January 9
	Discussion of syllabus, assignments, etc


	What do you expect from this seminar?



	Monday, January 14
	Definition of Psalm? Psalter? Liturgy? Reading(s): 

     Mowinckel, S. The Psalms in Israel’s Worship “Earlier Collections The Compilation of the Psalter” pp 191-201 in The Psalms in Israel’s Worship
     Limburg, J. “Book of the Psalms” pp 522-28 (Sections A-D) in the Anchor Bible Dictionary (ABD)

	What is a psalm? What is the Psalter? What is a liturgy? History of psalm research--- Who were/are the major researchers/scholarly contributors?

	Wednesday, January 16
	Psalm Terminology: Parallelism, Colophon, etc

Psalm Structure
Readings: 

     Alter, R. “The Dynamics of Parallelism” in The Art of Biblical Poetry pp3-26

     Limburg, J. “Book of the Psalms” pp 528-31 (Section E) in the Anchor Bible Dictionary (ABD) 


	What is parallelism? 

Do you think parallelism is effective? Why or why not? 

Are there any everyday modern examples (e.g., literary, visual media, etc) in which parallelism is used?

	Monday, January 21
	NO CLASS MLK B-DAY
	

	Wednesday, January 23
	Types of Psalms (Royal, Communal, Laments [communal, individual], Hymns) Divisions of Psalms 

Readings:

     Limburg, J. “Book of the Psalms” pp 528-31 (Section F) in the Anchor Bible Dictionary (ABD)
     Alter, R. “Forms of Faith in Psalms” in The Art of Biblical Poetry pp 111-36.


	 Do you agree with the different divisions of psalms?
Would you define them any differently?

What do you think these types of psalms reveal about the culture, the psalmists, people, society, etc?

How do you think these types of psalms were used in antiquity?

How are they used today?

How would you use the today?

	Monday, January 28
	Types of Psalms (Royal, Communal, Laments [communal, individual], Hymns) Divisions of Psalms 

Readings:

     Limburg, J. “Book of the Psalms” pp 528-31 (Section F) in the Anchor Bible Dictionary (ABD)
     Alter, R. “Forms of Faith in Psalms” in The Art of Biblical Poetry pp 111-36.


	Do you agree with the different divisions of psalms?

Would you define them any differently?

What do you think these types of psalms reveal about the culture, the psalmists, people, society, etc?

How do you think these types of psalms were used in antiquity?

How are they used today?

How would you use the today?

	Wednesday, January 30 
	Psalm Headings/Superscriptions Ambiguous terminology here---for example sheol and selah?

Readings:

     Lewis, T. “Abode of the Dead” pp 101-105 in the Anchor Bible Dictionary Vol. 1 (ABD) 


	What do you think these terms mean? Do you agree with the interpretations you’ve read about? Why or not?



	Monday, February 4
	Musical Performance and the Psalms

Readings:

     Burgh, T. “Sex and Gender in Musical Performance” pp 44-105 in Music Culture of Ancient Israel/Palestine
	Who performed the psalms?

Where do you think performance of psalms possibly took place?

	Wednesday, February 6
	Writers of Psalms

Readings:

     Bible: I Chronicles 25:4-ff; I Sam. 18; Psalm 68
     Mowinkel, S. “The Psalmists” pp 85-103 in Section II of The Psalms in Israel’s Worship. 

     Buss, M. “The Psalms of Asaph and Korah,” Journal of Biblical Literature Vol. 82, No. 4, pp 382-92.


	Who were the writers of psalms? 

In other words, what is a psalmist? 

Who were the performers?

What do you think a psalmist looked like?

	Monday, February 11
	Book 1 Psalms 1-41
	

	Wednesday, February 13
	Book 1 Psalms 1-41
	

	Monday, February 18
	Book 2 Psalms 42-72


	GROUP A

	Wednesday, February 20
	Book 2 Psalms 42-72


	GROUP A

	Monday, February 25
	Book 3 Psalms 73-89
	GROUP B

	Wednesday, February 27
	Book 3 Psalms 73-89
	GROUP B

	NO CLASS MARCH 1-9
	SPRING BREAK
	

	Monday, March 10
	Book 4 Psalms 90-106
	GROUP C

	Wednesday, March 12
	Book 4 Psalm 90-106
	GROUP C

	Monday, March 17
	Book 5 Psalms 107-150
	GROUP D

	Wednesday, March 19
	Book 5 Psalms 107-150
	GROUP D

	Monday,  March 24
	Job

Reading: 

     Bible: Book of Job Chapters 1-21

     Alter, R. “Truth and Poetry in the Book of Job” in The Art of Biblical Poetry pp 85-110.


	Who is Job?
Who is ha-satan?

Is the treatment of Job fair or unfair? Why?

What roles do you think his wife and friends play in this story?

What do you think is the purpose(s) of this story?

	Wednesday, March 26
	Further discussion of

Job

Reading:

    Bible: Book of Job Chapters 22-42

     Steinmann, A. “The Structure and Message of the Book of Job.” Vetus Testamentum XLVI:1, 1999, pp 85-100.
	Who is Job?

Who is ha-satan?

Is the treatment of Job fair or unfair? Why?

What roles do you think his wife and friends play in this story?

What do you think is the purpose(s) of this story?

	Monday, March 31
	Further discussion of Hebrew Poetry:

Song of Solomon/Song of Songs

Reading: 
     Bible: Book of Song of Solomon/Song of Songs
Another reading TBA
	Wisdom or Erotica. How do you interpret this story? Why?

	Wednesday, April 2
	Further discussion of Hebrew Poetry

Song of Solomon/Song of Songs/Ecclesiastes 

	

	Monday, April 7
	Psalms in Pop Culture
 “But Do the Lord Care?” in Holler If You Hear Me: Searching for Tupac Shakur. Dyson, M. 2001, pp 201-30.
	How do you think Tupac’s life influenced how he saw the world, himself, others, etc?
Considering the definitions we discussed earlier in the semester, would you consider Tupac a poet/psalmist? Why or why not?

	Wednesday, April 9
	Psalms in Pop Culture
You are to bring in examples of psalm material from everyday life. Be prepared to share your thoughts with the class. Also see instructions. 
	

	Monday, April 14
	Group Presentation
	Asaph

	Wednesday, April 16
	Group Presentation 
	Korah

	Monday, April 21
	Group Presentation
	Heman

	Wednesday, April 23
	Group Presentation
	Jeduthun

	Monday, April 28
	TBD
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