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Western Culture and Historical Awareness 
LBST 2101 - 337 

Rowe 161 

Dr. Barbara Thiede bthiede@uncc.edu /Macy 208A  

Zannah Kimbrel skimbrel@uncc.edu  

 Office Hours: Tuesday 2 -3:30 and by appointment 

 
 

 

 

 
    

 

Course Description: Ancient incantations and adjurations, spells and amulets. Magic words and powerful names.  In 

what way can religious ideas and magical thinking intersect? How might ritual items be understood as having magical 

powers of protection or healing?  We'll be defining what we mean by religion and magic and checking out the way they 

worked in the Ancient Near East, Late Antiquity, and the Medieval Age, with special, but not exclusive attention to 

Ancient Israelite and later Jewish communities.  

 

Attendance Policies: This means active participation in class dialogue informed by your careful and intellectually 

informed assessment of the assigned readings. Policies below are from the UNCC Faculty Handbook and the UNC-

system handbook:  

 

1. Students are expected to attend punctually all scheduled sessions in the courses for which they are registered and 

are responsible for completing the work from all class sessions.   

2. Students who miss class are responsible for the work missed.  

3. Instructors are not required to give make-up tests except in the case of religious observance (see below).  

4. You must be on time to be counted as present.   

5. Students may not miss more than two classes without seriously affecting their grade.   
 

ABSENCE POLICY: 
 

 1 absence: You miss the benefit of any class announcements about changes or expectations, you will miss critical 

lecture material and class discussion.  It is your responsibility to acquire notes and information from other 

students.  If you miss class, we will not repeat lectures, quizzes, or exams given in that class.  (See 2 & 3 above.) 

 2 absences:  you lose the “benefit of the doubt” at your final grade, if your work falls on the line between two 

grades. 

 3 absences: you lose ½ letter grade on your final grade for the course. 

 4 absences: you lose one full letter grade on your final grade for the course 

 5 and more: Two and a half weeks of missed classes or more will result in receiving an “F” for the course. 

 

All assignments are due at their announced dates and times.  In other words (and please note well), there will be NO 

MAKEUP OPPORTUNITIES scheduled except in the case of a documented emergency.  Completing work on time is 

mandatory.   

 

Please note: Documented emergencies do NOT include: 

 Having to seek medical care for routine illnesses or scheduling medical appointments during class hours. 

 Your car breaking down. 

 Similar unforeseen issues. 

 

Plan for the possibility of having to attend a funeral or be ill with flu or have your car break down.  Assume that 

you are likely to have to miss class for some unforeseen reason.  You have two days to do exactly that without 

serious penalty.  Attend class all the time so you have two days in reserve to have at the ready for unforeseen 

circumstances. 

 

As Prof. John Reeves, Blumenthal Chair of Judaic Studies writes: “'Emergency does not include your social involvements, 

travel plans, job schedule, disk and/or printer failures, the state of your love life, your obligations to other courses, or 

general malaise over the state of the world.  The world has been in a mess as long as anyone can remember, and most of 

the world’s work is done by people whose lives are a mass of futility and discontent.”  I know, it’s dark.  But here is the 

takeaway: More than two absences will seriously affect your final grade. 

This syllabus is a contract.  You agree to its provisions by remaining in the course. 

mailto:bthiede@uncc.edu
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Religious Observance: Students may take two absences for religious observance per academic year. Students must fill 

out the “Request for Accommodation for Religious Observance” form and turn it in prior to the census day (September 4) 

to be granted such an absence. See (http://legal.uncc.edu/policies/ps-134.html)  and 

(http://legal.uncc.edu/sites/legal.uncc.edu/files/media/policies/ps-134-AccommodationForm.pdf). 

 

Academic Integrity Students have the responsibility to know and observe the requirements of The UNC Charlotte Code of 

Student Academic Integrity (Undergraduate Catalog p. 299).  This code forbids cheating, fabrication or falsification of 

information, multiple submission of academic work, plagiarism, abuse of academic materials, and complicity in academic 

dishonesty.  Any special requirements of permission regarding academic integrity in this course will be stated by the 

instructor, and are binding on the students.  Academic evaluations in this course include a judgment that the student's work 

is free from academic dishonesty of any type.  Grades in this course will be adversely affected by academic dishonesty.  

Students who violate the code can be expelled from UNC Charlotte.  The normal penalty for a first offense is zero credit 

on the work involving dishonesty and further substantial reduction of the course grade.  In almost all cases the course 

grade is reduced to F.  Copies of the code can be obtained from the Dean of Students Office.  Standards of academic 

integrity will be enforced in this course.  Students are expected to report cases of academic dishonesty to the course 

instructor.  See http://www.legal.uncc.edu/policies/ps-105.html for further information.   

 

If you are ever found to be acting dishonestly (please see the UNCC guidelines on academic honesty), the most stringent 

possible responses will apply.  While I encourage students to work in groups on material or when preparing for exams, 

your final product must be an individual one and is graded as such.  I will never assign group projects of any kind. 

 

Course Syllabus: The standards and requirements set forth in this syllabus may be modified at any time by the course 

instructor.  Notice of such changes will be by announcement in class or by email notice.  If you miss class, be sure to ask 

other students (not me) if there were important announcements you should note. 

 

Instructor’s absence or tardiness: You must wait a full 15 minutes after the start of class before you may leave without 

being counted absent, or follow any written instructions we may give you about our anticipated tardiness. 

 

Disability accommodations: Students in this course seeking accommodations to disabilities must first consult with the 

Office of Disability Services and follow the instructions of that office for obtaining accommodations. 

 

Class Components: There will be regular quizzes (about 8).  They will be short, pragmatic, and intended to make sure you 

are reading the material.  Read assignments carefully before class and you should be fine.  Your Documentary Hypothesis 

exam will be a data and fact-based piece; you need to know that theory to study HB texts.  You will produce three essays 

(length below) and these may be on prompts I offer or, if you have an idea of your own worth pursuing (but check with 

me, first, please…).   

 

Grading:  

Quizzes (lowest dropped):   10 

Exam 1      10 

Exam 2:     25 

Exam 3:     25 

Final Exam:     30 

 

The grading scale used in this course is as follows: 

90 – 100 A = demonstrable mastery of material; can creatively synthesize 

80 –   89 B = some demonstrable proficiency in control of material & analysis 

70 –   79 C = satisfactory performance of assignments; little or no analysis 

60 –   69 D = inadequate and/or faulty understanding of material 

  0  –  59 F = unacceptable work 

 

http://legal.uncc.edu/policies/ps-134.html
http://legal.uncc.edu/sites/legal.uncc.edu/files/media/policies/ps-134-AccommodationForm.pdf
http://www.legal.uncc.edu/policies/ps-105.html


3 

Ten Rules for Classroom Engagement 

 

Below is an indication of my expectations; please read carefully. Your continued presence in this class constitutes full 

acceptance of the policies below of the policies below and all terms otherwise described in the syllabus. Please note: 

Failure to abide by the policies and terms of the syllabus may result in points deducted from the final grade in the course 

and/or reports to appropriate university officials which can have consequences for the student in question. 
 

1. This class assumes a scholarly attitude to religious beliefs and texts.  We will look at religion scientifically as a 

historical phenomenon. All texts and materials are treated as human products with human agendas. Faith-based 

interpretations and approaches may be appropriate in seminaries, houses of worship, and the like. They are not 

admissible in a secular setting. This classroom is a secular, academic space. 

2. Come to class prepared. Check your email every day. Before each class, make sure you have done the reading and 

thought about it so you can participate with clarity, honesty and intelligence. Such things are highly valued by your 

instructor. (See also #4, below.) 

3. All homework assignments must be typed. Work does not conform to basic literary standards will not receive a 

passing grade. If you have trouble with punctuating, writing complete sentence, developing a thesis statement, and 

the like, seek help at the Writing Resource Center.  

4. Class discussion is encouraged, of course. But if you are going to say something, make sure that it is well thought 

out and contributes to the class before you speak. Please remember that students come from many backgrounds 

and may have different opinions: If you cannot be respectful during discussions, you will be asked to leave. 

5. The instructor of this course is to be addressed in all communications as “Dr. Thiede.” 

6. Bushmen in the Kalahari Desert will hunt an antelope by running it to death, chasing after it until it literally 

collapses from heat exhaustion. Please let this amazing show of perseverance inspire you when you go hunting for 

information. For example, before you send an email to the instructor asking for an exam time, what pages were 

assigned, or the like, check course documents like the syllabus first. Do not expect a response if you send a 

question to the instructor that can be answered by reading the syllabus or other course communications. 

7. The standards for extra credit work are high in this class: While students are free to choose any topic they wish, it 

must be of sufficient quality to win the author a nomination for the Nobel Prize in Religious Studies. Any extra 

credit work without proof of nomination will be rejected out of hand.
1
  

8. Your classmates deserve their privacy. Do not give personal information or email addresses to outsiders who are 

not a part of this class. Class lists may not be used to advertise your particular affiliations, student groups, and the 

like. This constitutes spamming other students. The Student Organization Handbook explicitly states that “Student 

organizations may not disclose or collect information in e-mails that they are privileged to access because of their 

position at the University.” Class time and student emails are not to be used to promote personal viewpoints, 

agendas, or organizations you might belong to. 

9. Any guests may attend this class only with the written permission of the instructor.  

10. If you have any issues that might compromise your ability to perform well in this class, please inform the 

instructor as soon as the issue is relevant. Think of this class as a nice residential home. If you had a serious 

problem with the house, such as an infestation of African killer wombats, you would want to do something about it 

as soon as possible. You would not want to wait until the last moment, for instance, when the wombats have eaten 

all your gardenias, and are about to construct an ICBM to demolish your house for good. Similarly, you should 

inform the instructor of any issues early, when something can still be done. Please. 

                                                 
1
 Please remember that the Nobel Committee only releases the list of nominees fifty years after their candidacy.  Therefore, you 

should consider getting your work done well in advance. 
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Introduction to the Course and Magic of Bible 

All readings must be completed by the class on which it is listed!  

Aug 25 Topic: Introduction to the course  / Nuts and bolts. 

 

Aug 27 Topic: The Freshman Myth 

 

Assigned Reading: 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/brian-harke/high-school-to-college-tr_b_620043.html 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/brian-harke/high-school-to-college-tr_b_628726.html 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/brian-harke/high-school-to-college-tr_b_661082.html 

 

Sept 1  Topic: What is Religion? (Or: How did scholars create “religion”?) 

Lecture 1: What is religion in western tradition? 

Assigned Reading: 

http://studyreligion.org/why/index.html 

http://studyreligion.org/what/index.html 

http://studyreligion.org/misconceptions/index.html 

 

Quiz 1: Covers Syllabus and Freshman Myth materials 

 

Sept 3 

 
Topic: What is Religion? (Or: How did Western Europe and Christianity create what we 

understand as “religion”?) 

Lecture 2: What is Religion in the Ancient World? 

Assigned Reading: 

http://www.religioustolerance.org/rel_defn1.htm 

 

 

Sept 8 Topic: What is Magic? What Scholars Assume About Magic in Ancient Israel 

Lecture 3: On Scholarly Claims and Actual Magic in Ancient Israel 

Assigned Reading: 

Article: “Magic in the ANE” (on Moodle site) 

Definitions of Magic (on Moodle site). 

 

Sept 10 Topic: What is Magic? (Is it a category separate from “religion”? Test Case: Egypt) 

Lecture 4: Religion and Magic – Test Case Egypt 

Assigned Reading: 

https://egyptmanchester.wordpress.com/tag/magic-in-ancient-egypt/ 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/egam/hd_egam.htm 

http://wcma.williams.edu/blog/amulets/ 

http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/activity/connections/Essays/EMillward.aspx 

  

Sept 15 Exam 1 

 

Sept 17 Topic: What is “Jewish” magic? What does bible say about magic?  A view from the minority 

report.  

Lecture 5: What does Bible say about magic? 

Assigned Reading: 

Jewish Study Bible: Introduction to Deuteronomy, pp. 339-342; Deuteronomy 18: 9-22 and 

commentary, pp. 387-8; First Samuel Introduction, pp. 545-47; First Samuel Chapter 28 and 

commentary, pp. 598-99. 

 

Quiz 2: Materials covered Sept 1- 8. 

 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/brian-harke/high-school-to-college-tr_b_620043.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/brian-harke/high-school-to-college-tr_b_628726.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/brian-harke/high-school-to-college-tr_b_661082.html
http://studyreligion.org/why/index.html
http://studyreligion.org/what/index.html
http://studyreligion.org/misconceptions/index.html
http://www.religioustolerance.org/rel_defn1.htm
https://egyptmanchester.wordpress.com/tag/magic-in-ancient-egypt/
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/egam/hd_egam.htm
http://wcma.williams.edu/blog/amulets/
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/activity/connections/Essays/EMillward.aspx
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Sept 22 

 
No class 

Sept 24 Topic: Is prophecy magic, part 1?  Test case: Bilaam 

Lecture 6 - On Foreign Magic-Makers - Test Case Balaam 

Assigned Reading: 

Jewish Study Bible:  Numbers, “Composition,” pp. 267-68; Numbers 22, pp. 327-330. 

Sept 29 Topic: On how holy dudes do their work in the ANE and in biblical literature. 

Lecture 7: On Time, Omens, and Holy (And Magical) Dudes in Bible 

Assigned Reading: 

Jewish Study Bible:  First Kings: 17-18 and commentary, pp. 695-700; Second Kings 2 and 

commentary, pp. 712-715; Second Kings 6: 1-7 and commentary, pp. 721; Second Kings 13:20-21 

and commentary, p. 734. 

 

Oct 1 Topic: What kinds of things are magical in bible? On bronze serpents, Urim and Thummin, etc. 

Lecture 8: On Magical Things in Bible: Ephod, Urim, and Thummin 

Assigned Reading: 

Jewish Study Bible: Numbers 21:4-9 and commentary, p. 310; First Samuel 14 and commentary, pp. 

571-4; First Samuel 23: 6-10 and commentary, p. 590; First Samuel 30: 7-8 and commentary, p. 601; 

Exodus 28, pp. 162-66 and commentary.. 

 

Quiz 3: Materials covered Sept 10-17 

Oct 6 Topic: What kinds of magical rituals are in bible? On magical transference, ritual and recipes. 

Lecture 9: On Ritual and Magic in Hebrew Bible 

Assigned Reading: 

Jewish Study Bible: Leviticus 16: 7-10 and commentary, p. 232; Numbers 5: 11-31 and commentary, 

pp. 280-81; Joshua 6: 1-20 and commentary, pp. 451-52. 

 

Oct 8 Exam 2 

 

Oct 13 Fall Break 

Second Temple and Late Antiquity 

Oct 15 Topic: The Apocalyptic Era and Magical Explanations of Evil 

Lecture 10 - On Magic in Second Temple Times - Jubilees - Enoch – Josephus 

Assigned Reading: 

Jewish Study Bible: Genesis 6: 1-4 and commentary, p. 19; The Book of Enoch, VI-X (on Moodle); 

The Book of Jubilees (from Chapter 5; on Moodle); DSS 4Q510-11; 4Q560 (on Moodle). 

 

Oct 20 Topic: New Testament and Rabbinic views on Magic: Permitted, or not?  

Lecture 11: On the Rabbis and Magic 

Assigned Reading: 

Bava M’tzi’a 59a-b – Rabbi Eliezer; Mishna, Ta’anit 3:8 - Honi, the Circle Drawer , Selected Gospel 

Texts (all on Moodle) 

 

Oct 22 Topic: On Magical Things and Magical Words  - Incantation Bowls, Amulets, The Divine Name, 

the Priestly Blessing, and Psalm 91  

Lecture 12 - On Women, Magic, and the Rabbis 

Assigned Reading: 

Article: “Amulets”; “Incantation text for success in business”; “Incantation text against demons”; 

“Incantation text for healing” (on Moodle) ; Jewish Study Bible: Numbers 6: 22-27 and commentary, 

p. 282; Psalm 91, p. 1371-2 and commentary; “Psalm 91 and demonic Evil,” pp. 1-4 (to “Crucial 

Questions”). 

 

Quiz 4: Materials covered Oct 13-15 

 

Oct 27 Topic: Sefer Yeztirah – Text of Mystery and Creation 



6 

Lecture 13: - Teaching Assistant’s  Lecture 

Assigned Reading: 

 

Oct 29 Exam 3 

Medieval Magic 

Nov 3 Topic: Magic in context: Power for the powerless?  Part 1.  

Lecture 14: Christianity and the Imaging of the Jew 

 

Assigned Reading: The Book of Splendor, Chapters 1-3, pp. 9-38. 

 

Nov 5 Topic: Magic in context: Power for the powerless, part 2. 

Lecture 15: Middle Ages Mythology: How Jews  Became Dangerous Magicians 

 

Assigned Reading: The Book of Splendor, Chapters 4-8, pp. 39-83 

 

Nov 10 Topic: The Art of Magical Self-Defense: The Legend of the Golem. 

Lecture 16: - Teaching Assistant’s  Lecture 

 

Assigned Reading:The Book of Splendor, Chapters 9-13, pp. 84-124. 

 

Nov 12 Topic: Demons (are everywhere?) 

Lecture 17: The Life (and Death) of Demons 

Assigned Reading: The Book of Splendor, Chapters 14-17, pp. 125-156. 

 

Quiz 5: Materials covered October 29-Nov 5 

 

Nov 17 Topic: Names and Numbers 

Lecture 18: God’s Name and Magic Numbers in the Middle Ages 

Assigned Reading: The Book of Splendor, Chapters 18-20, pp. 157-185. 

 

Nov 19 Topic: Life cycles and magic: Marriage. 

Lecture 19: Magic and Marriage 

Assigned Reading: The Book of Splendor, Chapters 21-24, pp. 201-228. 

 

Nov 24 - 26 No class: Instructor away at conference and Thanksgiving break 

 

Assigned Reading: The Book of Splendor, Chapters 25-27, pp. 229-259. 

 

Dec 1 Topic: Life cycles and magic: Death. 

Lecture 20: Magic, Birth  and Death 

Assigned Reading: The Book of Splendor, Chapters 28-30, pp. 260-281. 

 

Dec 3 Topic: The stars in the skies: Esther, Venus, and Magic-making Mazal 

Lecture 21: Magic and Redemption 

Assigned Reading: The Book of Splendor, Chapters 31-33, pp. 285-307. 

 

Dec 8 Topic: Review and wrap-up. 

 

Assigned Reading: The Book of Splendor, Chapters 34-36, pp. 309-348. 

 

 


