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INTRODUCTION

Our many quality English translations of the Hebrew Bible are worthy accomplishments. However, there is
no substitute for reading the Hebrew Bible in Hebrew. In his book Hebrew: The Eternal Language, Wm.
Chomsky quotes historian and orientalist Ernest Renan: '

A quiver full of steel arrows, a cable with strong coils, a trumpet of brass crashing
through the air with two or three sharp notes--such is the Hebrew language...the letters of
its books are not many, but they are to be letters of fire. A language of this sort is not
destined to say much, but what it does say is beaten out upon an anvil. It is employed to
pour floods of anger and cries of rage against the abuses of the world, calling the four
winds of heaven to the assault of the citadels of evil. Like the jubilee horn of the
sanctuary it will be put to no profane use; but it will sound the notes of the holy war
against injustice and the call of the great assemblies; it will have accents of rejoicing, and
accents of terror; it will become the trumpet of judgment.

This volume is a one year course in Biblical Hebrew requiring roughly 300 hours of study time to
complete. The student will learn the Hebrew alphabet, the basics of pronouncing Hebrew, and about 400 of
the most common words in the Hebrew Bible. By the end of the course the student will have read
approximately 1000 verses of Biblical text.

The rationale for this book

There are many carefully prepared teaching grammars for Biblical Hebrew already, some quite new and
user-friendly, but there are several reasons why another approach is needed First, existing texts focus on
teaching only the parts and pieces of the language from the sentence level and smaller. How the parts and
pieces function within a system in a larger context, such as a Biblical story, is left a mystery. On the other
hand, modern linguistics, computer-aided Bible research, and the experience gained from translating the
Bible into hundreds of languages world-wide have worked together to give us new, powerful and
perceptive models for describing Biblical Hebrew. We have learned that a writer’s choices at the word,
phrase, clause, and sentence levels are influenced by larger context in systematic ways. In other words, a
writer guides his reader through his text with grammatical signals. In this course we will study these
signals, referring to our study as discourse analysis.

No teaching grammar prior to this one has incorporated the work of the many discourse analysts of the
Hebrew Bible since the landmark work of F. I. Anderson in 1970, The Hebrew Verbless Clause in the
Pentateuch(New York: Abington). It is my sincerest goal to help people understand the Word of God more
richly and intimately. I have found the discourse analytical approach to the Hebrew Bible to be the most
powerful grammatical tool for gaining this intimacy. This book is therefore written to teach the exegetical
power of discourse analysis right from the start.'

! Several Hebraists of the 1990’s have called for an incorporation of discourse analysis into beginning Biblical Hebrew
studies, among them Dawson, Text-Linguistics and Biblical Hebrew (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1994), 218,
“However, it is clear that the most immediate—if not the greatest—benefit from text-linguistic research will be for
students and teachers of the language. In the same way that checking the cards in a deck to determine which (if any)
are missing is far easier if the cards are arranged in numerical order by suits, so also learning (and therefore teaching)
any language is greatly simplified if its forms are systematized—all the more so if it is a dead language. If the system
of text-types were presented to students (I do not mean the theoretical parameters, but rather the simple existence of
these text-types), and their associated mainline forms, then this much, in one stroke, would give the learner a handle to
begin sorting through the various distributions and functions of the Hebrew verb.” Also Longacre: “...discourse
analysis emerges not as an option or as a luxury for the serious student of a language but as a necessity” (quoted in
Waltke and O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 53. And
Joseph: A Story of Divine Providence: A Text Theoretical and Textlinguistic Analysis of Genesis 37 and 39-48 (Winona
Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1989), 42: “The whole legislates the parts, while, in turn, a study of the parts is necessary to the
comprehension of the whole.” Also van der Merwe, “From Paradigms to Texts. New Horizons and New Tools for
Interpreting the Old Testament” Journal of Northwest Semitic Languages 22/2, 179: “It appears that in the very good
old days Jewish scholars knew relatively much about the grammar of BH as well as how it was used to communicate in
the OT. Divorcing the study and teaching of BH grammar from rhetoric, concentrating on the forms of the language
\%




The second reason this course is needed is because the study of Biblical Hebrew needs to be made more
relevant for today’s student of the Bible. As already mentioned, we have numerous excellent translations,
exhaustive concordances with number-coded lexicons, and powerful Bible-study software. Can only one
year’s study of Biblical Hebrew be worth the effort? With such helpful Bible-study resources available,
there is definitely no need for most of us merely to translate the Bible all over again. Yet this is exactly
what most first year courses in Biblical Hebrew are teaching. The student learns that if he can translate the
Hebrew Bible into something like the Revised Standard Version, he is succeeding. Today’s student knows
it is a lot more efficient to simply purchase a Revised Standard Bible and a good computer program for
Bible study. Also, first year courses are traditionally designed as though they are nothing more than a
prerequisite to Biblical Hebrew II and IIl. However, students who take only one or two years of Biblical
‘Hebrew often quickly forget almost all of what they had worked so hard to learn. It is therefore the goal of
this volume to teach, from lesson one through fifty, useful nuances of meaning, especially those related to
the discourse analysis of Biblical Hebrew, that are not accessible through English translations. This course
seeks to stress the worth of reading the Hebrew Bible in Hebrew. Although this course in no way
discourages additional years of studying Hebrew, it does seek to teach some of the subtleties of the Biblical
prose that students can remember and use during a lifetime of Bible study even if the they do not continue
with formal study past one year.

The third reason this book is needed is to provide a course that can truly be used with or without an
instructor’s help. Of course, it is definitely best to study using this or any other book as a class with an
instructor, but often this is impossible. There are relatively few colleges and universities in North America
that teach Biblical Hebrew. It is assumed that many of those who may be interested in learning Biblical
Hebrew cannot, with reasonable convenience, access these institutions. Synogogue or church classes in
Biblical Hebrew are also non-existent in many communities. This book is therefore written suitably for
independent study. It takes an interactive approach in which the student and the text are in a kind of
running dialogue in a workbook fashion. The book constantly reviews and tries to anticipate the students’
questions by constantly cross-referencing the students to earlier lessons.

The organization of this book

The following three teaching guidelines control the organization of this book:
1. Teach what is most needed first.
2. Use a Hebrew Bible text as the basis for every lesson.
3. Teach discourse analysis from the start.

On teaching what is most needed first: By giving higher priority to the vocabulary and grammatical
constructions that actually occur more often in the Biblical text, the student will progress as efficiently as
possible, surprisingly quickly. To reiterate an earlier point, many students of Biblical Hebrew will only be
able to spend one year studying the language. This book is therefore designed to teach, in one year, the
most useful information about Biblical Hebrew that is possible in that given time. There is no attempt to
learn everything there is to know about Hebrew. However, there is no need to wait until the second or third
year of study to begin learning some basics of exegesis of the Hebrew Bible.

On the commitment to using only Biblical texts: This commitment keeps the lessons relevant, and the
student confident that he is progressing. A particular Biblical verse generates the concepts covered in each
lesson. Memorization of charts and paradigms does not occur until the second module of the course. This
writer does not believe that it is necessary for the student to know all the grammatical paradigms before he
can enjoy actual texts. In fact, the goal in this course is to keep the student as involved with actual text as
possible. Learning Biblical Hebrew is not treated as an end in itself. Rather, learning the language is
always treated as a means to greater understanding of the Bible.

unfortunately resulted in a very reduced picture of what constitutes a knowledge of BH. A recent shift in the study of
language from the message of communication to the recipient of communication draws attention to the entire range of
variables involved in a communication process. Apart from revealing how little we know of BH, it emphasizes the
inadequacies of the grammar-and-translation method of language teaching. Though we know relatively little about BH
pragmatics, I am convinced that introducing it in introductory courses can no longer be delayed.”
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Lastly and most importantly, on the choice of a discourse analytical theoretical base: A discourse is a text, a
group of expressions linked together from a beginning to an ending so that they develop an idea in some
orderly fashion. A story, a song, a thesis, an inaugural address, a friendly letter are all texts or discourses.
As alluded to above, linguists have recently been able to study hundreds of living languages around the
world, not only at the level of word, phrase, and sentence but at the level of discourse. Linguists have
come to realize that language users signal their audiences what they are doing in their discourses by the
grammatical constructions they choose. For instance, when writers are telling a story, they indicate story
structure, what is more and less important to them, how events are related, what is foreground what is
background, when tension is greatest, and so on, all by linguistic signals. Largely as a result of
organizations such as Summer Institute of Linguistics, and their effort to translate the Bible into the
languages of hundreds of indigenous peoples around the world, the pragmatic approach of discourse
analysis has proven to be an extremely fast and efficient theoretical base from which to learn a language.
Since there is no reason to believe that Biblical Hebrew would behave differently than any living language,
we seek to utilize the advantage of discourse analysis as we learn Biblical Hebrew.

It may seem like a student just beginning the uphill climb of learning a new language has enough of a
burden to simply learn about the language at the sentence level and below. The addition of the higher,
discourse issues may seem as though it will overload the curriculum. On the contrary, the addition of
discourse issues organizes and systematizes the presentation of the introductory material with a system that
is inherent to the language being learned, and in fact, that is already a part of the student’s own experience
with how language works. Since the system used to organize the material is inherent to the language and
familiar to the student, the student is then able to learn more information more easily.

A couple last points

The emphases in this book will not be on composing and speaking Hebrew. Those who are interested in
learning modern, conversational Hebrew are strongly advised to find other better-suited materials. A
secure, automatic pronunciation ability for Hebrew is very important for being able to read and enjoy the
Hebrew Bible. Otherwise, the student will be so preoccupied with pronouncing the text, his comprehension
will suffer. However, an undue emphasis on perfect or “native” pronunciation is not necessary either. The
book does not promote a sloppy or carefree pronunciation of Hebrew, but it does not put the stress on
pronunciation that would be appropriate for a course on conversational Hebrew.

A first year teaching grammar is not usually footnoted, and although this one is not annotated as
extensively as a dissertation would be, there are numerous notes which point to the literature which
discusses the topic at hand. These notes are not intended primarily for the first year student who can easily
ignore them without compromising his course-work. Rather, they are for the benefit of instructors who
may want to use this book, but find they are unfamiliar with some late studies. In addition, they should
prove helpful to the student who has finished this course and wants to continue his studies. Or the notes
may help someone who has already taken some Hebrew but wishes to learn more about the discourse
analysis of the Hebrew Bible.
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PRONOUNCING HEBREW

A brief history

If the beginning Hebrew student looks at any page of the Hebrew Bible, he likely does not see a.thing that
looks familiar. As a result, simply learning the Hebrew alphabet often seems intimidating. And then there
is the matter of Hebrew proceeding from right to left. Students often ask, “How come Hebrew goes the
wrong way?” If we take into account that Hebrew went from right to left thousands of years before
Geoffrey Chaucer wrote “Whan in Aprille with his shoures soote” in Middle English, which language, if
either, goes the wrong way?

Actually, a student, knowing neither the phonetics of English nor Hebrew, and all else being equal, would
most likely far prefer learning the Hebrew. Unlike that of English, all Hebrew pronunciation makes sense
and operates according to a relatively small set of rules. There will be none of the kind of thing that
happens constantly in English: for example, a different pronunciation of the o in words like love and rove.
Or the classic: seven different pronunciations for one letter sequence, -ough- as in rough, though, bough,
ought, through, cough, and yes, even hiccough!

Originally, the Hebrew Bible was written in a different alphabet than the one you will be learning. Scribes
did not begin using the “square” Aramaic alphabet that is used in the Hebrew Bible today until the
Babylonian Exile in the Fifth or Sixth Centuries BCE. Originally the Hebrew Bible was written with
consonants only, i.e., without vowels. Many scholars believe that over time some of the consonants began
to do double duty as vowels and were then added to the consonantal text as aides to pronunciation and
clarity. You may wonder how any one could make sense of a language written without vowels. Can you
read this sentence without any problem?

Lts g swmmng n th Ik tmrrw.

Does the n mean on or in? You will see that the same type of interpretation must often be made in Hebrew.
You may also be interested to know that most Modern Hebrew is written with a bare minimum of vowels.

However, in the Tenth and Eleventh Centuries CE, Jewish scholars called the Masoretes /MAS-or-ites/
desired to add an apparatus to the text of the Hebrew Bible that would leave the consonantal text
unmodified but would also specify the exact pronunciation of the Holy Text. The result was the system of
dots, dashes, and other symbols that are written above, below, and in between the consonantal text.

DEFINITION: The system of dots, dashes, and other marks added to the consonantal text
by the Masoretes is called the text’s nikkud. The nikkud consists of two parts, the vowel
markings and a system of accent marks.

In this course you will spend a great deal of time learning and using the vowel marks and much less time on
the accentual system.

The consonants

You will learn more about the nikkud shortly, but let us begin where the Hebrew Bible began, with the
consonants, As you learn each letter of the alphabet and later, each vowel symbol, you need to associate
two things to each symbol just as you did back in the first grade or two of your elementary education when
you chanted “B says /b/ in ball.” Of course, you must learn each symbol’s name so we can later refer to the
letters in the lessons of this book. Learning the names of the symbols gives us the linguistic lingo we need
for instruction. Much more importantly, however, is that you learn the sound each symbol makes.
Although we are not studying Modern Hebrew this course will use the pronunciation that is most widely
heard in Modern Israel, also probably the simplest dialect to learn, the Sephardi. You will not likely
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become automatic in your ability to pronounce the Hebrew alphabet before Lesson 1, and that is not a
problem. But you must eventually gain this automaticity if you will ever unburden yourself from “thinking”

about pronouncing the Hebrew Bible and enjoy comprehending it instead.

If you take the time to

pronounce all the Hebrew verses, drills, and examples given to you in this text, you should approach this
automatic pronunciation of Hebrew by the end of this course.

THE CONSONANTS:
Letter Name Sound Letter Name Sound
N aleph silent '7 or 5 lamed n
o) bet /bl M or(fina)@ mem /m/
) bet I/ 33 or(final)] nun M/
or 1 gimel /g/ O or ® samekh Is/
T oor T dalet /d/ b3} ayin silent
i heh /h/ 2 peh Ip/
Y or 1 vay I/ D or (final)7) peh V57
T or T zayin /z/ ¥ ¥ oor (ﬁnal)? tsadeh Its/
n khet /kh/ P oor P koph /x/
O oor B tet I 9 resh It/
Yoor yod Iyl W oor ¥ sin /sl
D or (ﬁnal)-:-[ khoph k/ U or W shin /sh/
D or (final)7| khoph /kh/ N oo N Tav M

Notes:

1. Most of the letters have sounds that correspond nicely to sounds of the English alphabet as noted in the

chart.

2. The aleph [ N ] and ayin [ ) ] are thought to have originally represented a guttural stoppage of sound.
We will, however, after the modern practice, treat them as essentially silent in and of themselves. We
will see that both of these letters may be accompanied by a vowel in which case the consonant itself is
still silent, but the vowel is pronounced.

3. Five letters have final forms, the khoph, mem, nun, peh, and tsadeh. The final forms are only used when
these letters happen to be at the end of a word. Otherwise, the regular form is used. Keep in mind that
Hebrew is read from right to left as you look at these Hebrew words as examples of regular and final
letters (the vowels have been left off):

M1 (regular mem)
m:_ W (regular mem)
DWW (final form of mem)




P8 (regular tsadeh)
NY¥N (regular tsadeh)
VIR (final form of tsadeh)

. Many of the letters can take a dot, called a dagesh, within them, but only in a few cases does the dagesh
have any effect on the way the letter is pronounced in Modern Hebrew. The affected pronunciations are
within the ber [ 3 vs. 2 ], khoph [ D vs. 2 ], and peh [ B vs. B ]. The presence or absence of the
dagesh in Modern Hebrew does not affect the pronunciation of the other letters that take the dagesh.

. There are several letters, called the guttural letters, which cannot or very rarely take a dagesh. These
include aleph [N 1, heh [ 11 ], khet [T7 ], ayin [ Y ]. Resh [ 7 ]is not technically a guttural letter, but it
acts essentially like one inits usual refusal to accept a dagesh. You will later learn that the refusal of
these letters to accept the dagesh has some important effects on a word.

. One sound in Hebrew that we do not have in English is the sound of the letters ket [ I ] and khoph
(without the dagesh) [ D or the final form '[ 1. The sound, symbolized in this book /kh/, is made by
shaping the mouth in a manner similar to the way we do when we make our k& and then blowing so air
passes by the tongue at the back of the mouth. It is similar to the German c# in Bach.

A couple of Hebrew letters make sounds which we have in English, but which are represented by

digraphs in English. These are the tsadeh [ 3 X or Y ] pronounced like the s in Aits and the shin | U
or ¥ ] pronounced /sh/.
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The vowels

The nikkud, as you remember, are vowel and accent markings added to the originally all-consonantal text
by the Masoretes. Below is the vowel part of the nikkud. Each of the vowel markings is shown with an
aleph [ X ] so you can see how the vowel marks are placed in spatial relationship to the consonants.

THE VOWELS:
Nikkud Name Sound
(with an aleph)

}T{ qamets /a/ as in father

N patakh /a/ as in father

"N tsere (plene) /e/ as in prey

N tsere (defectiva) Je/ as in prey

N segol /e/ as in met

x khataf segol Je/ as in met

N hireq (plene) /il as in machine

N hireq (defectiva) /i/ as in machine or /1/ as in pin
IN holem (plene) /o/ as in hope

N holem (defectiva) /o/ as in hope

}5 qamets khatuf /o/ as in hope

§ khataf qamets /o/ as in hope
N shureq A/ as in rude

;:: kibbuts /u/ as in rude

N silent shewa silent

N vocal shewa shortened /ub/ as in the first syllable of McCoy
N khataf patakh lengthened /ub/ as in amount

Notes:

1. Several vowel marks may make the same sound. This is often no more than alternate plene, meaning
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full spelling versus defectiva meaning shortened spelling of the same sound. Notice that the same
symbol [ ] is sometimes pronounced /a/ and sometimes /o/. This symbol’s pronunciation is
determined by a reliable rule which you will learn in Lesson 3.

2. Two of the letters which you have already encountered as consonants, namely the vav [ 1] and yod [ " ],
can also be used as vowels. You will see shortly that the use of these symbols is not ambiguous. For
instance, whether the symbol 7  says /v/ or /u/ in a particular Hebrew word is determined by
completely reliable rules.

3. The marks khataf segol| 1, khataf qamets [ - 1, and khataf patakh [ . ] are often referred to
collectively as the compound or composite shewas. They make the same sound as their full vowel
counterparts segol [ 1, gamets [ . 1, and patakh[ _ ], only shorter.

Open syllables

The basic rule of Biblical Hebrew spelling is that every consonant except for the last one in a word or the
silent letters aleph [ N ] and ayin [ Y ] must be accompanied by some vowel. To pronounce the text then,
the reader proceeds from right to left, a consonant with its vowel, a consonant with its vowel.

An open syllable is one which ends with a vowel sound. Pronounce the following open syllables (every
qamets [ L] is a regular gamets pronounced /a/):

ToM oY T M3

wWow oy MYy o ,
23023 123D MM 555 5 1o 9 9 5
POPOP WP P poY N ¥ ¥ % B W W D DD
WO OO IIIDWMANDY W W W W W R D
BT T s T B TR | T T o B B < I

]
?
3

Remember that the letters aleph [ X ] and ayin [ ¥ ] are silent in and of themselves. However, they may be
accompanied by a vowel that is pronounced. In addition, some words may have an aleph or ayin that does
not have a vowel, and so the two silent consonants are present with zero pronunciation value. In such a
case they still provide an important clue to a word’s meaning. Pronounce the following open syllables that
have aleph and ayin incorporated into them:

T D3 U3 ON2 N2 U OW oW WDy oYY oW R RN
NN N R N Uh WM N ONT NTONTONTT DTN
ND DD OND NI NTT DT N N NI N NI DI OND un ND

Closed syllables

Closed syllables are those which end with a consonant sound as opposed to open syllables you learned
about above which end with a vowel sound. Unlike open syllables which often contain only one consonant,
closed syllables usually contain a minimum of two consonants, the one which begins the syllable and the
one which ends it. Pronouncing closed syllables will give you an opportunity to practice with the final
forms of the letters, so watch out for final khoph [ 5] 1, mem [ 1, nun [ 11, peh [ F] 1, and tsadeh | Y 1.
Pronounce the following closed syllables:
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37 M2 D3 EY E) o7 T YT oo of 3y oam ooy O OOW
by PR DU PRT MR M Smopm P opim ww S 5o
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Multi-syllable words

Proceeding to multi-syllable words is a relatively simple matter for most words. Multi-syllable words
usually have their emphasis on the word’s last syllable. This is such a prevalent pattern that you should
always pronounce the Hebrew words in this text with their emphasis on the last syllable unless you are
directed to do otherwise by an accent mark [ < ] in this book (The accent mark do not appear in the
“Assignments” sections of this book).

Another detail to learn here is what to do with a kek [ i1 ] that ends a word. If a heh ends a word and has
no vowel with it, i.e. if the heh closes the last syllable of a word, it is silent. For example, in the word
"1"'[ The first heh is pronounced /h/, and the second is silent. On the other hand, the word-ending Aeh
that has a vowel is pronounced /h/ as in the word H”B Once again, observe the difference:

<
7 78
0
final heh final heh
without with a
a vowel vowel
is not pronounced is pronounced

The one exception to this rule is when a heh has a dot in it. The dot is not the dagesh you learned about
earlier. It is a special dot that is only found in final hek called a mappiq. Heh with mappig is pronounced
as an aspiration or breath of air at the end of a word. We will not stress or practice with the mappig until
Lesson 19.4. All the syllables in the following words are open except for the last syllable which may be
open or closed. Pronounce the following words.

i S - S A - s e B 1 1735 145 ) B Wi~ S T~ S T
it Qg 53] Ml b Y R Py n~‘r‘m PR awr N np‘v YR T
M7 '15& 15?: Ton rr:: n‘vw

Silent and vocal shewa

Discerning between silent shewa and vocal shewa may be tricky for a little while. First we will examine
the problem by examining why the silent shewa is required. If you recall, every consonant except for an
occasional aleph, ayin, or the last letter in a word must be accompanied by a vowel. However, the need
quickly arises for consonants to close interior syllables, that is, syllables that are not the last syllables of a
word. In the case of a closed interior syllable, a silent “vowel” must be used. For instance, look at the
word Israel in Hebrew: ‘7&:“27‘ Let us divide it into syllables:
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The first syllable is closed because it ends in a consonant, but the rules of Biblical Hebrew orthography
require that the sin [ a ] be accompanied by a vowel. The Jewish scholars who added the nikkud to the
consonantal text would use the shewa [ : ] in such a case. Basically, because this sin closes the interior
syllable, the shewa is silent, and the syllable is pronounced /yis/.

The next two syllables are easier: one is an open syllable pronounced /ra/ and one is closed, pronounced
/el/. Assembled, the entire word is pronounced /yis-ra-EL/.

We can also solve the problem of distinguishing between a silent and vocal shewa from another angle by
listing the occasions when a shewa should be vocalized.! Remember that its sound is a brief /uh/:

1. When a shewa is under the first letter of a word, it must then be a vocal shewa as in n:ﬁn?
which is pronounced as three open syllables: 171 | 7 | *

2. When there are two shewas in a row, the second must be vocalized. (It then represents an open
syllable made with only one consonant) asin 1 WaW" which contains one silent skewa and
one vocal shewa. Once again, the word is pronounced as three syllables:

™on
rp

vocal silent

When you pronounce the following words notice how the gamets [ _ ] is slightly raised inside the final
khoph [ ’[ ] as compared to the gamets’ position with other letters:

omaay o mim oAy mewn o omEby o omuos
Y Wi a5 127 R x>
i “hyn '3 NN A TN
Swpp s pps T Iy mod
eI was! TP T e

! Some grammarians teach a third case in which the shewa is vocalized, namely, when it follows a long

vowel (either gamets, shureq, hireq, sere, or holem). Our technique will follow more closely the Modern
Israeli practice.
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Letter combinations

One last detail which we will cover in this brief introduction to pronunciation is letter combinations whose
pronunciations cannot be derived from the rules above.

Combination Sound
' asin IR /ai/asineye
Y asin ’TJ-RjS /ai/ as in eye
M asin 7'??5 /av/ as in lava
M, asin HNW /e/ as in prey
. asin nTJ’@STJIj /e/ as in prey

" asin ") /oi/as in boy
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