	This syllabus seeks to equip the teacher who wants to engage students deeply with the religious classics in their beauty, complexity, and power. 

		

	

I. Introduction: 

The CCC/ NEH workshop on "The Prophetic Work of the Artist," led by Marion and Sanford Schwartz, stood right at the beginning of my work on a new course, "The Bible as Literature," which I will teach during the 1984-85 year at Bethel College. Sanford Schwartz's theoretical presentations on interpreting texts, and David Tracy's guest lecture on a hermeneutical approach to Biblical texts in particular, helped conceptualize the task of the teacher who wants to engage students deeply with the religious classics in their beauty, complexity, and power. Marion Schwartz sharpened the definition of prophetic literature and its special ways of encountering history--and evoking audience response. The books I read for the workshop, as well as the ones I am using for "The Bible as Literature," are listed in the attached bibliography.

Also attached is the one-page prospectus I presented to the workshop on August 12 on teaching Isaiah 40-55 (Deutero-Isaiah), with topics, questions, and an outline of literary units in chapters 42-44. Members of the workshop were particularly helpful on matters of pedagogy. They favored inductive approaches and avoidance of technical labels like "salvation oracle," which might prevent a more direct encounter with the prophet's art and message. Some suggested ways of organizing the whole course. Karen Longman subsequently sent me the very useful duplicated materials from Leland Ryken's CCC/NEH workshop, "The Bible as Literature."

II. Syllabus for 1984-85 course "The Bible as Literature": 

Week One: Introduction

1. Students' favorite Bible passages. Are they "literary"? Examples of non-literary parts of the Bible. Non-literary ways to read the Bible. 

2. The Bible as anthology. Notice contrasting styles in Exodus 14 and 15 (the Red Sea crossing and Miriam's song) and 3 styles in Philippians 2. Read ch. 1 of Ryken, The Literature of the Bible. 

3. The whole Bible as a literary text (Material from Northrop Frye, The Great Code). Read Genesis 1-3, Hebrews 11-12, Revelation 21-22 for the shape of salvation history. 

4. Identify differences between Genesis 1 and 2 in form, style, emphasis. Read Ryken, ch.2. Additional resource: Phyllis Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, ch.4.

Week Two: Heroic Narratives: Abraham and Jacob

3 days on Abraham story. Use Ryken chart (workshop) in identifying structure and themes. Covenant. Detail on sacrifice of Isaac, including art, Christian allegory, Wilfred Owen's WW I poem. Additional resources: Auerbach, Mimesis, and Gros Luis essays in Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives, Vol. 2. 
1 day on Jacob.

Week Three: Jacob, the Exodus epic

2 days on Jacob cycle. Read Ryken, pp.53-56. Characterization techniques and narrative structure with parallels and contrasts. Additional resource: Buss, ed., Encounter with the Text, 5 essays on Jacob cycle. Library assignment for familiarization with reference works, incl. maps, Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, Dictionary of Biblical Theology, identification of Jacob and Esau with Israel and Edom,.etc. 
2 days on Exodus epic in Exodus and Numbers

Week Four: Exodus, Book of Ruth

2 days on Exodus. Read Ryken, ch.4. 
--reflected in ritual (Passover; present-day) 
--reflected in Psalms 105-106, 136, etc. 
-- reflected in prophets calling them to remember & repent, e.g. Hosea 
-- reflected in modern art, Negro spirituals, liberation theology 
1 day Book of Ruth. Read Trible, ch.6. Additional resource: Perspectives on Old Testament Literature, pp.407-423. 
TEST over 1st 4 weeks.

Week Five: The Tragedy of Saul, the rise of David.

3 days on Saul and David. I Samuel. Read Ryken, pp. 95-98. Additional resources: Alter, The Art of Biblical Narration, on dialogue, characterization, and repetition, and Helen Luke, The Inner Story, pp.65-73. 
1 day introduction to Psalms

Weeks Six and Seven: The Psalms

Read a selection, particularly lament and praise forms. Study parallelism, metaphor, hyperbole, personification, etc. Zion theme, God's eternal promise to David's line. Read Ryken, Chs. 7 & 8. Additional Resource: Perspectives on Old Testament Literature, pp.295-319. Some oral reading, antiphonal. 
ESSAY explicating a Psalm. 

Week Eight: Pastoral literature

SEARCH with concordance for theme of shepherd, sheep, also sacrificial lamb, e.g., Ps.23, Ezek. 34, Luke 15, passages we will later read in Isaiah, John, and Revelation. 
WRITE a sermon outline, beginning with one of the Old Testament passages. 
Song of Solomon. Read Ryken, pp. 220-230. Additional resources: Trible, ch. 5, Perspectives on O.T. Lit., pp. 273-294.

Week Nine: Book of Job

Book of Job. Read Ryken, pp. 109-119. Frame tale and poetic drama. Theodicy. Three-cycle structure. William Blake's illustrations, Moyer's oratorio, MacLeish's play J.B. Compare Creation poetry with Gen.1 & 2, Psalms, and Second Isaiah. Meanings of God's rebuke from the whirlwind. Additional resource: essays in Hone, ed., The Voice out of the Whirlwind. Dramatic readings.

Week Ten:

1 day finish Job. 
TEST on poetry. 
Book of Jonah. Read Ryken, pp. 265-268, on Jonah as satire. Notice extreme patterning. Additional resource: Perspectives on O.T. Lit., pp.425-442. 
Intro. to prophetic mode and to First and Second Isaiah.

Week Eleven: Isaiah

Isaiah 40-55. (See detail in III). 
PROJECT 
Begin Book of John.

Week Twelve: Book of John

Book of John, marking narrative, parables, "I am" metaphors, other discourses. Chart the theme of belief/unbelief and their increasing conflict. Ch. 1: theology as poetry. Read Ryken, Ch.14. Additional resource: Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John, Anchor Bible.

Week Thirteen: I Corinthians 15 and Revelation

I Cor. 15. Argument for the resurrection & vision of the end in rhythmic prose. 
Revelation, chs. 12-14 (the 7 great signs), 17-22 (the 7 events of the final judgment and consummation). Read Ryken, ch. 17. Archetypes and symbols, many from our earlier readings, or demonic parodies of them (beast instead of lamb, etc.)

Week Fourteen: Wrap-up, review, and FINAL EXAM.

III. Teaching Unit an Isaiah 40-55 
Objectives:
1. Inductive discovery of literary forms: a) parallelism and repeated formulas ("Fear not"), b) poetic utterances linked by theme, image, key word, contrast, c) overall drama of salvation. 

2. Understanding of prophet's typical role (God's spokesman to show what God is doing in history and how the people must respond) and thus the typical form of alternating passages (God/Israel, judgment/salvation). 

3. Understanding to what extent Old Testament prophecy was intended to be predictive and the new interpretation of it by New Testament writers to symbolize Christ and his Kingdom. 

4. Engage each student in a personal project.

Day One: 
Assignment: 

A. (722-701 B.C.: Assyria is about to destroy the kingdoms of Israel and Judah) 
Isaiah 5 (compare vineyard parable with Matt. 21:33-46) 
Isaiah 9:8 to 10:11 
Isaiah 4:26 (hope for the "remnant" after the destruction) 
B.  (540 B.C.: Written in Babylon after Babylonians defeated Jerusalem in 590 and took the Jews into exile) Isaiah 40-41 (the punishment is almost ended and Isaiah 4 about to come true. God is calling the Persian king, Cyrus, from the northeast to defeat Babylon and let the captive Jews return.) 

In Class: Introduce three eras of prophets:

1. Prophets of the 800's, e.g. Elisha. Message: trust Israel's national God to defeat Israel's enemies. 

2. Prophets of the 700's, e.g. Amos, Hosea, Isaiah. Message: God will destroy his faithless Israel through its enemy Assyria--a broader view of God's control over the nations. 

3. Second Isaiah in Babylonian exile, 500's. Message includes Creator God's care for all nations and their ultimate salvation through Israel. 
Links to Jonah (previous lesson): Universal God over all nations, a God of mercy, even to repentant Assyrians!

Assign personal projects, due in 2 weeks. Possibilities: 

1. Research the history--Cyrus' defeat of Babylon, return of captive peoples, the circumstances of the return to Jerusalem. 

2. Memorize 10-15 verses and recite them for class. 

3. Argue by similarities that ch. 35 belongs with chs. 40-55. 

4. Compare Creation passages with Genesis, Psalms, Job. 

5. Write a modern, rhythmic "Second Isaiah" prophecy for an oppressed group (Christians in Russia, blacks in South Africa or the U.S., etc.) a couple of pages long. 

6. Discuss any of the themes, such as Zion, the wife of the Lord--either by illustrating Isaiah's variations on the theme or by comparing to other writers' use of the theme (concordance, Dictionary of Biblical Theology, or other references may help). 

7. Show how Isaiah's Suffering Servant helps Jesus and the New Testament writers explain who Jesus is. 

8. Illustrate the use of Isaiah 40-55 in Christian hymns, The Messiah, or other art.

Day Two:
Assignment: 

Read Isaiah 42-48, making marginal notes of themes of Creation, the new Exodus across the wilderness, highway, desert transformed by flowers & water, the servant, the court hearing (in which God challenges the nations or their gods or Israel to answer tough questions). Read 40-48 again, circling often-repeated words that seem important.

In class:

Have students report instances of various themes and words. Hand out structure chart of Isaiah 40-55. Concentrate on Isaiah 42-44: a repeated "Fear not" oracle form with fixed elements. Notice the way the key word 'blind" links utterances with diverse moods and topics, also the theme of obedient or disobedient paths/ways. Alternating rebuke, promise and hymn of praise. Read some passages aloud for the rhythm and parallelism.

Day Three:
Assignment: 

Read Isaiah 49-55, the Zion section. Mark same themes as Day Two plus rebuilding of Jerusalem/Zion and restoration of her fertility and status as wife. Write down the characteristics and tasks of the Servant in each of the 4 Servant Songs: 42:1-7; 49:1-6; 50:4-10; 52:13-53:12. Note any contradictions. (Total one page of writing).

In class:

Students announce their projects. Discuss the themes, especially the Servant. Notice total structure and how it is set forth in miniature in Ch.40. Personal responses to the whole poem or parts of it. Question of historical fulfillment of the prophecy--only minimally in the return to Jerusalem, symbolically in Christ, perhaps eschatologically in the end times? Do Christians misread a prophecy meant for Israel? Should we understand II Isaiah as poetic hyperbole rather than accurate prediction about the transformed desert and the salvation of the nations? Is it all right to read these passages as God's comfort and promise to individual believers, anywhere, anytime?
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Possible texts for The Bible as Literature: 

Parables 
Stories from Genesis (Jacob cycle?) and Exodus 
Jonah 
Job 
Gospel of John 
shepherd/sheep/lamb passages (Ps.23,Ezek.34,Lk.15; Passover, Christ as Lamb,etc) 
Isaiah 40-55

Initial Is.40-55 assignment: look for themes of creation, exiles' return across transformed wilderness, God's confrontation and salvation of the nations, the servant of the Lord, other repeated themes.

1. Favorite passages approach: e.g. 43;1-3 as metaphor for personal experience (as mediated by hymns?), ch.53, Suffering Servant =Christ (as mediated by N.T.). 

2. History of exile, Cyrus' conquest of Babylon & policy of returning captive peoples to their homelands. 

3. The Servant songs: Cyrus, Israel, future redeemer 

4. Close reading of ch.42-44:15: linked poems 

a. First song of the Servant (who opens the eyes of the blind and is light to the nations) 
b. Hymn of praise 
c. "Disputation" with blind servant Israel, who refused to follow the Lord and was punished. 
d. Salvation oracle: leading Israel safely through the deep waters (exodus) 
e. "Trial of the nations" in which deaf and blind Israel is witness of God's past deeds 
f. Salvation oracle: the new Exodus and water in the wilderness 
g. "Trial of Israel" for faithlessness 
h. Salvation oracle of water and spirit poured out on Israel after the imminent return home.

Questions:

1. Is this less good literature than more clear and unified passages of the Bible? What gives it power as literature? (Explain the repeated form of salvation oracle, examine the parallelism, linking devices --is that any help?) 

2. How do you deal with prophecy that was partly fulfilled in immediate history, part in Christ, and part pushed even further ahead to an end of history (or simply mistaken?) Does such fulfillment matter to reading these chapters as literature? To reading the whole Bible as a piece of literature? May the chapters be read non-historically as lyrical expressions of faith and hope for anyone, anywhere? Should they be read rhetorically as persuasion of an audience to accept a particular judgment on their past and a particular hope for their future?
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