Standard Syllabus

Theology and Interdisciplinary Study: Topic
Theology 180

COURSE DESCRIPTION:  

There are two criteria for this course offering: a) that it present knowledge from the field of theological and/or religious studies focused on a topic of importance to an undergraduate student body; b) that in the consideration of this topic it take an interdisciplinary approach. Thus the course will achieve the learning outcome—to demonstrate an understanding of theological and religious questions and traditions--by the choice of the topic and the use of theological and/or religious studies methods, along with methods from other disciplines, in the investigation of the selected topic.  The specific topic of this course is variable, and thus this course provides flexibility in the core offerings of the Theology Department to address timely topics in a way which brings theological and religious studies resources to bear on the understanding of the issues at hand.  So for example, prior to the turn of the millennium, a course was offered on ‘The History of the Future’ where various conceptions of the idea of ‘future’ with a religious dimension (e.g. apocalypses, utopian communities, visions of urban and social planning, heavens and hells, etc.) were investigated as ways in which human beings have imagined their futures.  This example is offered to illustrate the formal requirements of this course as one which deals with theological and/or religious studies knowledge in dialogue with other disciplines, in this case history and sociology.  The student who successfully completes this course will be able to demonstrate knowledge about religion and its intersections with selected contemporary ethical, social, political, economic, or cultural issues.  

Knowledge Area satisfied:  Theological and Religious Studies Knowledge

Skills Developed:  Critical Thinking Skills and Dispositions

Values Requirements satisfied:  Understanding Spirituality or Faith in Action in the World

Learning Objectives:

Knowledge Area (Theological and Religious Studies Knowledge)

Learning Outcomes:

This course will develop competency in the area of Theological and Religious Studies Knowledge.  By successfully completing this course, students will:

a) Demonstrate knowledge with attention to historical development of the central texts, beliefs, ethical understandings and practices of at least one religious tradition:

The topics chosen for this course intentionally bring the resources of a religious tradition (texts, practices, rituals, traditions) in dialogue with another field of study (e.g. sociology, psychology, literary criticism, history, etc.) in order to acquaint the student with interdisciplinary study.  In this process the student will learn how the resources of at least one religious tradition deal with the specific topic chosen.  For example, if the course were The Psychology of Vocational Calling ( a course taught under 180) part of the course would be devoted to the consideration of vocations and life work within a religious tradition utilizing the texts, lives and practices of that religious traditionto understand how the tradition deals with major life choices.

b) Demonstrate Knowledge of the intersections between religion and selected contemporary issues:

This course is structured to allow the student to learn how interdisciplinary thinking which involves theological/ religious studies can be used to better understand a contemporary issue.  By teaching the student how to approach a contemporary topic (e.g. life choices, religious violence, the millennium, religions and modernity, the Christian perspective of Graham Greene; religion and contemporary cosmology) from the resources of two disciplines/methods, the student will be able to demonstrate both knowledge about the selected contemporary topics and at least two methodologically informed ways of understanding the issue.

c) Evaluate their own religious perspective and the religious perspectives of others:

Students will learn how a contemporary issue is approached from a religious perspective which may or may not be their own.  They will also learn how another discipline approaches the same topic, sometime incorporating religious issues (e.g. contemporary terrorism), sometimes methodologically suspending religious considerations (e.g. contemporary cosmology).  Students will learn how to raise questions and take perspectives on their won thinking about the chosen topic by evaluating the strengths and weaknesses of disciplinary approaches to the selected topic.  In evaluating these approaches the students will be able to identify and evaluate their own perspectives on the selected topic.

Skills (Critical Thinking and Dispositions):
This course will focus on critical thinking and dispositions.  The goal of the course is to demonstrate how theological and religious studies interacts with other disciplines in the investigation of important topics.  All of the methodological approaches, whether they are from theology/religious studies, or from other disciplines, are all quite critically aware.  In light of this the student will develop the following capacities:

a) Comprehend, paraphrase, summarize and contextualize the meaning of various forms of communication:

Because the course is interdisciplinary students are required to comprehend, and paraphrase the understanding of a chosen topic from at least two perspectives.  This invariably involves the understanding of differing forms of communication.  For example, in the course on ‘Imaging the Future’ students had to explain the understating of the idea of the future in examples of cinematic, fictional, philosophical, religious and theological discourses.  This was accomplished by paraphrasing narrative sequences, rational arguments, mythic representation and the like.

b) Analyze relationships among statements, questions, concepts, descriptions or other forms of representation intended to express beliefs, judgments, experience, reasons, information or opinions.

Students will regularly analyze the relationship among statements, questions, concepts, descriptions or other forms of representations intended to express beliefs, judgments, experience, reasons information, or opinions.  By way of example: fundamentalism is a term which is used in the discourse of a wide variety of fields—religious studies, politics, philosophy, sociology, theology, to name a few.  Historically, it has a very specific origin and meaning which is often at odds with the largely negative connotations with which it is used in many fields.  By identifying and comparing the configurations of ‘fundamentalism’ in several contexts—religious, historical, social, political—the student can observe the relationship among disciplinary statements, questions, concepts, descriptions or other forms of representations intended to express beliefs, judgments, experience, reasons information, or opinions about fundamentalism, 

c) Evaluate the Strengths and weaknesses of varying points of view.

Students will evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the various configurations in relation to the phenomenon that they are describing and explaining.   Students thus take a specific topic and engage the topic from several disciplinary perspectives.  The course does not presume any single meta-disciplinary stance in the interdisciplinary discussion.  What is developed is the ability to understand various arguments, the selection of data in various disciplines, the questions that are asked by different disciplines, etc.   Through class discussion, papers, panels and other active class projects, students are required to identify the strengths of various approaches in creating a deeper understanding of the topic addressed, as well as potential ‘blind spots.’  As an example, The understanding of future in Augustine’s Confessions, Bk. XI, has had an important role to play in the discussion of time in western philosophy and theology.  The understanding of future conveyed in Adagio of Joaquin Rodrigo’s Concierto de Aranjuez, provides a very different impression of the future.  Both of these understandings are deeply informed by the Christian perspectives of the individuals, but they touch on very different experiences of ‘future.’  By using the appropriate methods of analysis for the given object—philosophical and musicological in this case—the student can understand both the disclosures and the limits of discursive and non-discursive understanding in a human phenomenon.

d) Construct cases, adapted to appropriate audiences, contexts, fora, and media, in support of reasoned judgments, and to engage in a process of argument and counterargument in order to express and test those judgments.

By bringing critical methods to bear on each other—the heart of interdisciplinary rather than multi-disciplinary study--the topic under investigation is in some ways doubly critically viewed.  Often times in this course, the perspective of one discipline is at odds with that of theology or religious studies.  Indeed when theology and religious studies are both brought to bear on the same topic, they are not always in agreement.  Thus the course is a model of critical thinking at work.  Students must not only take a critical distance from an issue or experience, but also learn how to evaluate the results of plural theoretical perspectives and varying ways to determine pertinent data and conclusions.  They must be able to argue why a certain perspective is more adequate for understanding the phenomenon under investigation than another method or discourse.  In doing this, they are not only dealing with argument within an accepted discourse but also learning how to deal with contemporary disciplinary plurality.  To extend the example in (c) above:  understanding that Rodrigo’s second movement was composed to express Rodrigo’s grief over the death of his infant son and his own shattered hope for a future gives the students the opportunity to observe that certain non-discursive modes of human understanding are not simply more ‘ambiguous’ than others, but may be able to express and understand this dimension of life in arguably more appropriate ways.  The students get to evaluate the argument in class discussion, by analyzing the structure of the music, the structure of Augustine’s thought about future as expectation, and evaluate which sheds more light on the human predicament of lost future in death.

Values Area (Understanding Spirituality or Faith in Action in the World):

Because of the variable content of the course, it might achieve several of the values specified.  In all cases it will instantiate the value of understanding spirituality or faith in action in the world.  It will do this by developing the competency of demonstrating how faith traditions or belief systems have been or can be related to intellectual and cultural life.  The course is structured to accomplish this value directly: it brings into critical dialogue the major fields devoted to understanding spirituality and faith in action—theology and religious studies—and at least one other critical discourse which focuses on intellectual or cultural life.  By way of example, religious terrorism is a very diverse and complex practice.  The analysis of religious terrorism in the context of political or strategic studies tends to identify both the relevant data and the formal options for solutions in significantly different ways than does the analysis of the issue from the point of view of religious studies—say, on issues of cosmic war—or from theology—say, on the understanding of the demands of justice.  By being able to investigate a contemporary topic from the points of view of theology/religious studies and another discipline the course is specifically implementing a core part of the Jesuit tradition, that faith traditions understood intellectually can provide an important way of understanding faith in action.  

Learning Activities:

Possible Array of texts:

Bible
Marty and Appleby, The Glory and the Power
Pape,  Dying to Win
Qu’ ran
Note: Instructors may vary the textbooks
Possible Evaluation Methods:

Discussion

Group Participation

Examination

Quizes

Research Paper

Discussion Preparation papers

Film and Video Review

Class participation

Students will normally be assessed through at least two exams, class project presentations, and short research projects/papers appropriate both to the theoretical analyses and the chosen topics for investigation (for example, religious terrorism, religion and music, fundamentalisms, etc.). 

 As an example of a student research project, the class may be divided into small research groups, each assigned to a particular corporation involved in developing products for the future—e.g. communications, computer production, aero-space industry.  Students would be charged with explaining to the class in a presentation what the major components of the vision of the future is for the selected corporation and what is demanded to implement that view.  Likewise they would be asked to indicate what it might be like to live inside of that particular future.   Students successfully completing this assignment would  comprehend, paraphrase, summarize and contextualize the meaning of various forms of communication, analyze relationships among statements, questions, concepts, descriptions or other forms of representation intended to express beliefs, judgments, experience, reasons, information or opinions, evaluate the Strengths and weaknesses of varying points of view, and construct cases, adapted to appropriate audiences, contexts, fora, and media, in support of reasoned judgments, and to engage in a process of argument and counterargument in order to express and test those judgments.

Students successfully completing this assignment would demonstrate knowledge with attention to historical development of the central texts, beliefs, ethical understandings and practices of at least one religious tradition, and  demonstrate Knowledge of the intersections between religion and selected contemporary issues:

Whatever the assessment practices they will always be consistent with the goals of presenting knowledge from the field of theological and/or religious studies on a selected topic, and placing that perspective in dialog with other disciplines.

Sample Semester Schedule:

Week 1
Syllabus; Introduction to Religious Violence and Terrorism
Week 2
War, Terror and Violence in Christianity and Islam
Week 3
War, Terror and Violence in Christianity and Islam

Week 4
 War, Terror and Violence in Christianity and Islam
Week 5
War, Terror and Violence in Christianity and Islam
Week 6
War, Terror and Violence in Christianity and Islam/ Exam
Week 7
Terrorism, Religious Fundamentalism and Violence: Perspectives from Political Science 

Week 8   Terrorism, Religious Fundamentalism and Violence: Perspectives from Political Science








Week 9
Terrorism, Religious Fundamentalism and Violence: Perspectives from Political Science/
Exam
Week 10  Religious Violence and Terrorism in Ireland
Week 11
  Religious Violence and Terrorism in Iraq
Week 12
 Religious Violence and Terrorism in the U.S.
Week 13 Religious Violence and Terrorism in the U.S./ Exam
Week 14
 Evaluations of Perspectives on Religious Terrorism: Religious Studies and Political Science
Week 15
 Evaluations of Perspectives on Religious Terrorism: Religious Studies and Political Science—Student Projects
Note: Instructors may vary the presentation of methods, theories and religious traditions, but all of these items will be covered in this class.
