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Introduction

The purpose of this book is to get students reading Biblical Hebrew prose, and even a bit of
poetry, as soon as possible. To effect this we take an uncommon approach by teaching (in
descending order of frequency) the most common constructions, the most common verbs,
the most common grammar and syntax. Because all Hebrew in the book - whether for
teaching, illustration, or drill - is Biblical, from the very first students experience the joy of
working with genuine material,

In each Lesson, a verse or segment generates the concepts to be taught and the workbook
style of this grammar demands constant participation. To help students decipher words,
explanations focus on key, recurring features rather than on historical and exceptional
formations as the latter tend to spark interest and have value at a more advanced level of
learning. Of course verb paradigms and other didactic necessities are not neglected.
Conscientious study of this mixture equips students to approach passages with some
analytic skill. Their embryonic skill is put to use early on, as extended Biblical passages are
assigned for reading.

A major section of the book is devoted to annotations to the readings, but only very rarely do
the comments translate; rather they identify potential difficulties, and guide the students
through a reasoning process which consistently allows them to figure out such critical
components as the root of the word, the part of speech, and the syntactical setting. At ajl
times interpretive comments focus on the Hebrew idiom, alerting students to the fact that
we are reading this text in a time and culture far removed from its origins and that we are
working with a language which is built quite differently from English. If we can transmit an
appreciation for the structure and beauty of the Hebrew text, then we will have succeeded in
our task.

The only way we have to explain Biblical Hebrew grammar and syntax is to use English
nomenclature. Common structures in English such as adjective, adverb, phrase, and
sentence do not always function the same way in a Semitic language such as Hebrew. It is
because of this disparity that we decided to develop the Glossary. Its entries focus on points
of grammar as well as a vocabulary of terminology which is valuable in understanding the
Biblical text.

A decision we made early on was to omit transliteration although there are many systems
around. Some are highly phonetic; these make use of so many diacritical symbols, and
require such a sophisticated knowledge of phonics in order to be comprehensible that it is
almost like learning a third language to be able to read this Anglicized Hebrew. Other more
literal methods are not standardized, and the easiest ones assume that Hebrew sounds are
familiar to the English reader, which of course, they may not be. Practicing reading the
Lesson sentences, and later the more lengthy passages, even if labored at first, should help
the students develop some skill in reading Hebrew in Hebrew. For those who might find it
useful, a tape for reading practice is available,



A necessary but regrettable omission is of accent marks in most places, most particularly in
verb charts. Because of the design of the Hebrew font, the inclusion of the accent often
obscured the visibility of a vowel. So the accent marks had to go.

The reader will surely notice that punctuation is missing in Hebrew-English segments of the
text. We agonized over this decision. But where does one insert the punctuation when
Hebrew is read in this direction: +— and then one has to proceed in this direction: —

There simply is no graceful way out of such a predicament and so we had to assume that
readers would be flexible enough to adjust to compensatory measures. When switching
from Hebrew to English, we left extra space to create a visual pause, and of course, a capital
letter will signal the start of a new English sentence,

This book is an outgrowth of the elementary Biblical Hebrew course taught by Professor
Bonnie Kittel during her tenure at the Yale Divinity School. Along with being an inspiring
scholar, Bonnie was an exceptionally gifted and talented teacher. She transmitted her love
and enthusiasm for Biblical Hebrew to her students. Not insignificantly, Bonnie was always
sensitive to traditions not her own. Bonnie's untimely death was tragic, creating a great
personal and professional loss. We hope that her creative style and ability to excite all of
those who learned from her are reflected in this volume.
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