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The Bible and Western Culture I 
RELS 2310 

Dr. Caryn Tamber-Rosenau 

MW 1-2:30 p.m. 

GAR (Susanna Garrison Gymnasium) 209 

 

Office: Agnes Arnold Hall 446 

E-mail: cmtamber@central.uh.edu 

Phone: 713-743-9341 

Office hours: Mondays 3-4 p.m. and Thursdays 1-2 p.m. 

 

 
 

 

Course description: 

 

The Hebrew Bible (Jewish Tanakh; Christian Old Testament) is a rich and diverse collection of 

texts that has shaped world history and the lives of individuals for millennia, and that continues 

to play a significant role today. The purpose of this course is to introduce you to these texts. We 

will read pieces of the Hebrew Bible in translation and explore the circumstances of their 

composition and, to some extent, their reception. We will examine what the Bible can and cannot 

tell us about the history of ancient Israel. We will also sample modern scholarship on the Bible, 

in the process learning about the various methodologies used by those who study it in an 

academic context. Students will have an opportunity to evaluate claims made by contemporary 

readers of the Bible about its content on hot-button issues.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:cmtamber@central.uh.edu


2 

 

Course goals:  

 To learn about the content of the Hebrew Bible, its genres, themes, and literary features. 

 To be able to explain what the Bible can and cannot tell us about the history of Israel, and 

to be able to speak and write clearly about the major components of that history. 

 To gain a basic understanding of the different methods scholars use to read and interpret 

the Hebrew Bible. 

 To explore how the Hebrew Bible functions in the contemporary world and how 

scholarly study can help us to make sense of modern rhetoric about the Bible. 

 

Required books: 

 

Coogan, Michael D. The Old Testament: A Historical and Literary Introduction to the Hebrew 

Scriptures (3rd edition). New York: Oxford University Press, 2014. (Coogan) 

 

An edition of the Bible with Apocrypha. I recommend this study Bible because it contains 

helpful notes, essays, and maps, but any straightforward translation is fine: Coogan, Michael 

D. et al., eds. The New Oxford Annotated Bible with Apocrypha: New Revised Standard 

Version (4th edition). New York: Oxford University Press, 2010. (Bible) 

 

 

Recommended book: 

 

Friedman, Richard Elliott and Shawna Dolansky. The Bible Now. New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2011. (Friedman/Dolansky) 

 

All of these books will be on reserve at the M.D. Anderson Library. 

 

Additional readings will be posted on Blackboard. 

 

 

Disclaimer: 

 

Please be advised that the Bible is not G-rated. It contains material about sex, violence, sexual 

violence, violence against animals, ethnic hatred, mass murder, and genocide. We will be 

treating all of these topics this semester.  

 

 

Course requirements and policies: 

 

1. New concepts will be introduced every class session, so students are strongly encouraged 

to make attendance and punctuality a priority. Excessive absences or lateness will affect a 

student’s grade, as will unexcused early departures from class. If you must miss class, 

please let me know in advance if at all possible; it will be your responsibility to make up 

work that you have missed. 
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2. Class participation is important! Please come to class prepared to contribute to class 

discussions and take part in group activities. 

3. It is impossible to pay attention and participate if you are checking your e-mail or on 

Facebook (and it’s also incredibly rude), so I ask that you refrain from using your 

computer, tablet, or phone for any non-class-related purposes during class time. Failure to 

honor this rule will result in a lowered grade. I strongly encourage you to use paper and 

pen to take notes. 

4. In between class sessions, I will occasionally need to communicate important information 

to the class via e-mail. It is your responsibility to check your university e-mail regularly. 

5. In most weeks, students will be required to read the following: (a) a chapter or set of 

pages from Coogan and (b) corresponding selections from the Bible. I will ask you to 

read in full some portions of the biblical text, and skim others for key characters, 

vocabulary, and themes. (“Skim” does not mean “skip”!) Even if you have read the 

assigned biblical materials before entering this class, read them again, with an eye toward 

what you have learned about them in the textbook and attention to the study Bible’s notes 

and commentary. 

6. Approximately every other week, I will assign a scholarly article related to one of that 

week’s topics. These articles will be posted on Blackboard and are intended to give you a 

flavor for modern scholarly discussions about the Hebrew Bible. In weeks when we read 

one of these articles, there will be a short (10-minute) quiz about it at the beginning of the 

Wednesday class. Grades for these quizzes will be check (adequate understanding of the 

article), check-plus (superior understanding of and engagement with the article), check-

minus (deficient understanding of the article), or 0 (complete misunderstanding of the 

article, very incomplete answers, or missed quiz). No make-up quizzes will be allowed, 

and if you arrive late, you will have that much less time to complete the quiz. The lowest 

quiz grade will be dropped. 

7. Students will complete a short (2-3 pages) written assignment in which they will conduct 

an Internet search for “Bible (or “Old Testament”/“Hebrew Bible”/“Tanakh”) and 

_____,” one of the following five topics, corresponding to the five chapters of 

Friedman/Dolansky: homosexuality, abortion, women’s status, capital punishment, or the 

environment. Students will report back on who has made arguments about what the Bible 

has to say about their topic, and they will weigh in on what they think about those 

arguments. You may choose to address in your reflection the question, “how does the role 

of the Bible in your upbringing or tradition affect your perception of these arguments?” 

This reflection will be due via TurnItIn on Monday, January 30. 

8. Students will write a paper, 4-6 pages in length, based on one chapter of 

Friedman/Dolansky. This may be the same chapter as your initial assignment, but it does 

not have to be. This assignment will be due via TurnItIn on Monday, April 10. I will 

distribute a prompt for this paper in class the week before. 

9. There will be a midterm and a final exam. The midterm will be given in class on 

Wednesday, March 8. The final will be Friday, May 5 at 2 p.m.; I will let you know 

about a room assignment. 

10. There will be periodic opportunities to earn extra credit points by attending events on 

campus. Stay tuned for more information. 

11. This syllabus is subject to change. If I make any changes, I will notify you. 
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Grading: 

Internet search paper: 10% 

Friedman/Dolansky paper: 20% 

Quizzes: 15% 

Midterm: 20% 

Final: 25% 

Attendance and participation: 10% 

 

 

Academic integrity: 

 

Students at the University of Houston are required to adhere to the university’s academic honesty 

policy, which you can find here: http://www.uh.edu/provost/academic-affairs/policy-

guidelines/honesty-policy/ If you are unsure how the honesty policy applies to a given 

assignment in this course, please ask me. I have a zero-tolerance policy towards any type of 

academic dishonesty and will refer all violations to the department hearing officer. 

 

 

Special accommodations for students with disabilities: 

 

To receive reasonable accommodations for a disability at the University of Houston, students are 

to register with the Center for Students with Disabilities. If the CSD has granted you 

accommodations, please make an appointment with me to discuss how we can work together to 

make sure you receive those accommodations in this class.  

 

 

Course Schedule: 

 

Week 1 

 

Wednesday, January 18: Introduction, syllabus review 

 

 

Week 2 

 

Read: Coogan chapters 1-2 

 Leonard Greenspoon, “10 Common Misconceptions about Bible Translation” 

 

Monday, January 23: The lay of the land, scholarly approaches to the Hebrew Bible 

 

Wednesday, January 25: The Documentary Hypothesis 

 Discussion: Greenspoon article 

 

 

 

 

http://www.uh.edu/provost/academic-affairs/policy-guidelines/honesty-policy/
http://www.uh.edu/provost/academic-affairs/policy-guidelines/honesty-policy/
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Week 3 

 

Read: Coogan chapters 3-6 

 Read Genesis 1-3, Gen 12:1-9, Gen 22  

 Phyllis Trible, “Eve and Adam: Genesis 2-3 Reread” and “Not a Jot, Not a Tittle: Genesis 

2-3 After Twenty Years.” 

 

Monday, January 30: Creation and Primeval History 

 Due via TurnItIn: Internet search reflection paper 

 

Wednesday, February 1: Patriarchs and Matriarchs 

 Quiz and discussion: Trible articles 

 

 

Week 4 

Read: Coogan chapters 7 and 8 

 Read in full Genesis 34, Exodus 1-15  

 

Monday, February 6: Genesis Family Stories 

 

Wednesday, February 8: Exodus 

 

 

Week 5 

 

Read: Coogan chapter 11 

 Read in full Numbers 5:11-31, 12, 22-25 

 Martin Samuel Cohen, “The Biblical Prohibition of Homosexual Intercourse” 

 

Monday, February 13: Exodus and Wilderness Wanderings 

 

Wednesday, February 15: Wilderness Wanderings, Law and Ritual 

 Quiz and discussion: Cohen article 

 

 

Week 6 

 

Read: Coogan chapters 9-10 

 Read in full Exodus 19-23, Leviticus 11-15, Leviticus 17-26; skim Exodus 25-40, rest of 

Leviticus  

 

Monday, February 20: Law and Ritual, Ideas of God  

 

Wednesday, February 22: Ideas of God 
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Week 7 

 

Read: Coogan 12-14 

Read in full Deuteronomy 12-26, Joshua 6, Judges 12-16, 19-21; skim Ruth, rest of 

Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges 

 Robert Warrior, “Canaanites, Cowboys, and Indians.” 

 

Monday, February 27: Covenant, Conquest and Settlement 

 

Wednesday, March 1: Ruth 

 Quiz and discussion: Warrior article 

 

 

Week 8 

 

Monday, March 6: Review 

 

Wednesday, March 8: MIDTERM 

 

 

SPRING BREAK 

 

 

Week 9 

 

Read: Coogan 15-18 

 Read in full 1 Samuel 15-17, 2 Samuel 7, 11-12, 1 Kings 1-2, 8-9, 12  

 

Monday, March 20: The United Monarchy, David, Solomon, the Temple 

 

Wednesday, March 22: The Divided Monarchies 

 

 

Week 10 

 

Read: Coogan chapters 19-21 

Read in full 18-19, 21, 2 Kings 16-18; skim rest of 1 Kings, 2 Kings 1-15 

 Randall C. Bailey, “They Shall Become as White as Snow: When Bad Is Turned Into 

Good”  

 

Monday, March 27: Prophecy 

 

Wednesday, March 29: Life in the Southern Kingdom, The Fall of the Northern Kingdom 

 Quiz and discussion: Bailey article 
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Week 11 

 

Read: Coogan chapters 22-25 

 Read in full: Psalm 137, Lamentations, Ezra 1-2; skim Ezekiel, Isaiah 34-35 and 40-55, 

Ezra 3-10, Nehemiah 1-2, Haggai 

 Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz, “By the Waters of Babylon: Exile as a Way of Life” 

 

Monday, April 3: The Fall of the Southern Kingdom 

 

Wednesday, April 5: Exile, Return, and Restoration 

 Quiz and discussion: Isasi-Diaz article 

 

 

Week 12 

 

Read: Coogan chapter 26, chapter 27 pp 444-463 

 

Monday, April 10: Postexilic prophecy, Psalms 

 Due via TurnItIn: Friedman/Dolansky paper 

 

Wednesday, April 12: NO CLASS 

 

Week 13 

 

Read: Coogan chapter 27 pp 463-471; chapter 28 

 Read in full Proverbs 8-9, Ecclesiastes, Job 1-3, 38-42; skim rest of Proverbs 

 Sarojini Nadar, “‘Barak God and Die!’: Women, HIV, and a Theology of Suffering” 

 

Monday, April 17: Wisdom Literature 

 

Wednesday, April 19: Wisdom Literature, Song of Songs 

 Quiz and discussion: Nadar article 

 

 

Week 14 

 

Read: Coogan chapters 29-30 

 

Monday, April 24: Apocryphal Wisdom and History 

 

Wednesday, April 26: Tales: Jonah, Daniel, Susanna, Tobit, Judith, Esther 

 

Week 15 

Monday, May 1: Review 


