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RS 220:  Topics in Theology

Theological Approaches to Evil and Suffering

Fall 2004

MWF 12:00-12:50 p.m., Clough 304 (Section 01)
MWF 3:00-3:50 p.m., Palmer 211 (Section 02)
Professor Elizabeth A. Webb
Office:  Clough 413

Phone:  843-3740

E-mail:  webbe@rhodes.edu
Office Hours:  MWF 9:00-10:00; TTh 1:00-3:00; or by appointment
Course Description:

Why does evil occur?  How can God allow it?  Is belief in God defensible given the occurrence, and the preponderance, of evil?  Can any sense be made out of people’s suffering?  Does God care about suffering?  Does God do anything about it?


These are questions that people have passionately pondered and debated for millennia, and these are the kinds of questions we will be grappling with in this course.  We will consider how the distinct issues of evil and suffering have been addressed by thinkers who represent significant Christian (and one Jewish) theological perspectives:  from classical theism, to modern philosophical theism, to modern and contemporary theologies of liberation and compassion.  Throughout the course, in order to provide a richer context for reflecting on evil and suffering, we will read literary texts alongside the theological.  We will end with a particular literary account of suffering that calls into question various theological responses, in order to stretch our questions even further:  does Christian theology really have anything to say about evil and suffering?


The goals of this course are as follows:

1) to become familiar with and make use of theological modes of thinking;

2) to understand theological perspectives on evil and suffering in their contexts;

3) to engage critically with particular theological interpretations, thus enhancing skills of analysis, comparison, and assessment;

4) to consider how other arenas of thought, in this case literature, may contribute to theological reflection, thus further enhancing critical thinking skills;

5) to develop and enhance skills of collaboration and presentation through opportunities for class leadership.

Required Texts (all available in the bookstore):
Stephen T. Davis, ed., Encountering Evil:  Live Options in Theodicy
Albert Camus, The Plague
Reading Packet

Course Requirements:
1. Preparation and participation are the first requirements of all members of the class.  The study of primary religious texts is neither an easy nor an automatic task.  Our class discussions of these texts and how to read them will be invaluable contributions to your learning.  You are expected to read and engage with the assignment for the day, coming prepared to ask and respond to questions and to discuss the material with your colleagues.  See pages 6 and 7 of this syllabus for guidelines for participation grades.  Preparation and participation will be worth 10% of your final grade.
2. Ten quizzes on the reading, that are, again, dependent upon careful reading of the assignments.  A quiz missed due to an excused absence need not be made up and will not be considered in the quiz average.  A quiz missed due to an unexcused absence may not be made up and will be considered in the quiz average.  Quizzes will be worth 10% of your final grade.

3. A presentation, in which a pair of students will be responsible for leading the class discussion on a particular day, introducing the material and raising critical issues for discussion.  See page 8 of this syllabus for guidelines and grading criteria for the presentations.  Please bring your top three choices for presentation dates to class on Friday, August 27.  The presentation will be worth 10% of your final grade.

4. Four essays, each of which, in 3-4 pages, is to engage critically with one or more of the texts from that section of the course.  You will be provided with a handout on each essay a week prior to its due date.  The due dates for these essays are September 13, September 22, October 13, and November 10.  See page 9 of this syllabus for guidelines for essay grades; see also “Writing a Paper in Religious Studies” on the Religious Studies Department’s web site (http://www.rhodes.edu/public/2_0-Academics/2_1_7-Religion/2_1_7_6-News/2_1_7_6_1-Paper.shtml).  Each essay will be worth 10% of your final grade.
5. A final paper of 10-12 pages that is to relate The Plague to some of the theological perspectives we discuss in class.  You will be provided with a handout prior to the paper’s due date.  This paper will be due during the scheduled exam period (see below) and will be worth 30% of your final grade. 
Grading:
Grades for the course will be determined based on the following ratio and scale:

Participation

10%


A    (94-100%)
C+  (78-79)
D-  (60-63)

Quizzes


10


A-  (90-93)
C    (74-77)
F    (below 60)

Presentation

10


B+  (88-89)
C-  (70-73)

Essays (10% each)
40


B    (84-87)
D+  (68-69)

Final paper

30


B-   (80-83)
D    (64-67)

Attendance Policy:
Our class discussions of these texts will be essential contributions to your learning, and therefore you are expected to attend every class session.  In the event of an unavoidable absence (illness or injury, sanctioned college event, personal or family crisis), it is your responsibility to notify me in advance (either in writing or via e-mail) and to procure any handouts and class notes.  More than two unexcused absences will adversely affect your grade for the course.

Late Work Policy:

Permission for turning in work late must be obtained in advance; late work WILL NOT be accepted without such permission.  Even with permission, the penalty for a late essay or exam is one-third of a letter grade for each day or partial day that it is late (including weekends).  If you find yourself in some sort of essay- or exam-writing crisis, please talk with me before the crisis becomes insurmountable.  
E-mail Communication:
Please check your e-mail frequently for announcements, questions for you to think about while you are reading, and other matters related to class.  Likewise, e-mail is the best way to communicate with me when I am not in my office.
Students with Disabilities:
If you have a documented disability, I am more than happy to make the necessary accommodations.  Please talk with me and contact the Office of Student Disability Services (x3994) as soon as possible.
Schedule of Class Sessions:
August 25

Introduction to the Course
EVIL AND SUFFERING IN CLASSICAL THOUGHT

Evil in Classical Theism
August 27
Introduction to Classical Theism, Augustine, and the City of God

Webb, “Introduction to Theology”
August 30
The Nature of God

City of God, XI.10

September 1

The Nature of Creation (the “Metaphysical Argument”)



City of God, XI.16-23

September 3
The Nature and Fall of Human Beings:  Pride and the Perversion of the “Free Will” (the “Moral Argument”)

City of God, XIV.1 and XIV.11-15

No class Monday, September 6 – Labor Day
September 8
The Deficient Cause of the Evil Will

City of God, XII.1-9

September 10
“Rebellion”

Fyodor Dostoyevsky, from The Brothers Karamazov
Suffering in Classical Thought
September 13
 Revelations, Wounds, and the Goodness of God

Julian of Norwich, Showings, ch. 1-9

ESSAY #1 DUE
September 15
God’s Wounded Compassion

Julian, ch. 20-31

September 17
The Stumbling Servant and the Courteous Lord

Julian, ch. 51

September 20
Human Pain, God’s Pain

Edward Kleinschmidt, To Remain
THEOLOGIES OF EVIL:  THEODICY IN MODERN PHILOSOPHICAL THEISM

September 22
Introduction to Philosophical Theism

Stephen Davis, Encountering Evil:  Live Options in Theodicy, pp. vii-xiii

ESSAY #2 DUE
September 24
The Rise of Theodicy

G.W. Leibniz, Theodicy
September 27
The Challenge of Natural Evil

Voltaire, “The Lisbon Earthquake:  An Inquiry into the Maxim, ‘Whatever is, is right’ ”

September 29
The End of Theodicy (Already)?

Immanuel Kant, “On the miscarriage of all philosophical trials in theodicy”

October 1
A “Free Will Defense”

Stephen Davis, “Free Will and Evil,” in Davis, ed., pp. 73-107

October 4
A Protest Theodicy

John Roth, “A Theodicy of Protest,” in Davis, ed., pp. 1-37

October 6
Rethinking Divine Power

David Ray Griffin, “Creation out of Nothing, Creation out of Chaos, and the Problem of Evil,” in Davis, ed., pp. 108-144

October 8
An Alternative to Augustinianism?

John Hick, “An Irenaean Theodicy,” in Davis, ed., pp. 38-72


Iraenaeus of Lyons, Against Heretics
October 11
Heavenly Solace?

Nelly Sachs, Already Embraced by the Arm of Heavenly Solace
RESISTANCE, COMPASSION, AND THE REJECTION OF THEODICY
Theologies of Liberation:  Solidarity and Transformation
October 13
The Praxis of Solidarity

Rebecca Chopp, “The Interruption of the Forgotten”


ESSAY #3 DUE

October 15
Resisting “Masochism”

Dorothee Soelle, “A Critique of Christian Masochism”

No class Monday, October 18 – Fall Break
October 20
Protesting Injustice (of God?)

William R. Jones, from Is God a White Racist?

W.E.B. Du Bois, “A Litany at Atlanta”

October 22
Evil, Suffering, and Liberation

Cheryl Kirk-Duggan, “African-American Spirituals:  Confronting and Exorcising Evil Through Song”

October 25
The Ends of Liberation

Langston Hughes, Letter to the Academy
Theologies of Suffering:  Rejecting Theodicy, Espousing Compassion
October 27
The End of Theodicy

Emmanuel Levinas, “Useless Suffering”
October 29
Affliction and the Compassion of God

Simone Weil, “The Love of God and Affliction”

November 1
The Formation of Attention

Weil, “The Right Use of School Studies . . .” 
November 3
Compassionate Attention
excerpts from “Forms of the Implicit Love of God”
November 5

A Buddhist Perspective on Suffering and Compassion



Guest speaker Prof. Mark Muesse
November 8
The Limits of Attention

Siamanto, The Dance
A NARRATIVE OF SUFFERING:  THEOLOGICAL RESPONSE?
November 10
Introduction to Camus’ The Plague

ESSAY #4 DUE
November 12
The Plague Begins

Albert Camus, The Plague, pp. 1-65

November 15
“Plague was the Concern of All of Us”

Camus, pp. 67-110

November 17
Solidarity and its Limits

Camus, pp. 111-165

November 19
“The Excesses of the Living, Burials of the Dead, and the Plight of Parted Lovers”

Camus, pp. 167-185

No class Monday, November 22
THANKSGIVING BREAK NOVEMBER 24-28

November 29
A Child’s Torture and a Theology of the Cross

Camus, pp. 189-234
December 1
To Be an “Innocent Murderer” and an “Honest Witness”

Camus, pp. 234-308

December 3 and 6
A Community of Compassion and Solidarity

Video, “Weapons of the Spirit”

December 8
Weil and Le Chambon:  The “Miracle” of Compassion

Discussion Period

December 14
FINAL EXAM DUE AT 1:00 (SECTION 01)
December 15
FINAL EXAM DUE AT 5:30 (SECTION 02)
Guidelines for Participation Grades:
The emphasis on participation in the grading of this course indicates the importance of participating in class discussions for your learning.  This is a course in which a diversity of ideas will come into conversation, sometimes conflicting, often enriching each other.  Getting your head around these ideas and working with them will only be possible if you participate in class.  These guidelines are meant to give you some indication of what “participation” entails.

The emphasis on participation, however, is not meant to penalize students who are, for whatever reason, shy about speaking in class (I was such a student).  I know from my experience as a professor that very insightful comments and questions often come from students who have been the quietest.  The quality of your contributions is significantly more important than the quantity.  Having said that, I would like to help those of you who fear speaking in class to get past that fear.  You may find it helpful to write down a question or an observation and then read it at an appropriate time in the discussion, or give them to me and I’ll raise them for you.  Such devices may help you work up the courage to participate more fully, and will help to make evident to me that you are actively engaged with the material and the discussion.
“A” Range:

Consistently demonstrates clear understanding of content and context of readings through careful preparation and thoughtful analysis.

Connects daily readings to recurring themes of the course and/or with past readings; makes and adequately supports interpretations of texts and ideas; consistently raises questions and highlights issues of importance connected to the readings.

Is evidently engaged in class; listens respectfully to the ideas and opinions of others and responds in a way that benefits the discussion rather than dominates it.

Has two or fewer unexcused absence; comes to class on time.

“B” Range:

Frequently demonstrates attention to content and context of readings by raising good questions about texts and ideas.

Shows improvement over the semester in understanding texts and their significance and connecting daily assignments to past readings; makes and adequately supports interpretations of texts and ideas; often raises questions and highlights issues of importance connected to the readings.

Is evidently engaged in class; listens respectfully to the ideas and opinions of others and responds in a way that benefits the discussion rather than dominates it.

Has two or fewer unexcused absences; generally comes to class on time.

“C” Range:

Does not always complete assigned readings prior to class; is unable or unwilling to engage in discussions and/or respond to questions or raise questions related to the readings.

Makes connections between texts rarely and with difficulty; makes judgments about texts and ideas based solely on opinion or feeling; demonstrates little grasp of the overall significance of the readings and makes little effort to investigate their significance further.

Is generally passive in class, demonstrating little interest in the discussion, waiting for others to initiate discussion and usually only speaking when called upon.

Has more than two unexcused absences and/or has a pattern of arriving late for class.

“D” Range:

Is minimally prepared for class, having only scanned the reading assignments at best; consistently fails to bring assigned materials to class and shows no sign of engagement with the texts prior to class.

Makes indefensible connections between readings and/or judgments about the readings that are free from thoughtful analysis; is uninterested in the significance of the readings apart from passing the course.

Is passive in class; shows little respect for or interest in the points raised by peers and the professor.

Has more than two unexcused absences and/or often comes late to class.

“F” Range:


Includes everything in the “D” range but with chronic unexcused absences.

Guidelines for Presentations:
On the day that your pair makes its presentation, you are the teachers for that class period.  Thus the most important question for you to consider is, how can you best contribute to your colleagues’ understanding of that day’s material?

With that in mind, consider possible formats for your presentation.  Discussion, of course, is the primary format for the class period, but how might you kick-off the discussion, and how might you lead it?  Use your imagination.  Consider using video clips or some other kind of visual media, or music, to help you raise critical questions and lead us into discussion.  Dividing the class into small groups, and providing questions for each group to discuss, can be helpful.  Your class colleagues will likely find it most helpful if you have some sort of handout for them, that will help them to keep in mind critical issues and key insights from discussion.
Each member of a pair will receive the same grade for the presentation.  Therefore you each bear some responsibility to the other member of your group; if one expects to be “carried” by the other and does not contribute her or his fair share of work, the grades of both will be affected.  If you run into difficulties along these lines, please consult with me as soon as possible to ward off serious problems.

Grading will be conducted on the following basis, with a total of 100 points possible:

Delivery – 15 points possible 

Is the presentation well-organized?  Do the presenters articulate their points clearly?   Is there some energy and/or creativity to the presentation?

Content – 35 points possible

Do the group members exhibit a clear understanding of the text?  Is there an absence of misunderstanding?  Are important points covered?

Reflection – 35 points possible

Do the presenters encourage the class to think beyond a simple understanding of the assigned reading (e.g., do they ask insightful questions?  discuss examples?  raise criticisms?  relate the reading to other readings in the course?  encourage other members of the class to do the same?)

Cohesion – 15 points possible

Do the elements of the presentation fit together well?  Does it seem that the work of the group is shared equally between its members?

Presentations may take place on any class day after August 30 except September 22, October 13, November 10, and December 3, 6, and 8.

*You must meet with me at least once before your presentation.  This meeting must occur after the presenters have read the material and begun to discuss the presentation.*

Please bring your top three choices for presentation dates to class on Friday, August 27.

Guidelines for Essay Grades:

The following interpretations of the meaning of each grade have been developed in order to clarify for you what is expected of your written work.  

An “A” means that the essay is well-written, reveals considerable insight, and moves beyond the range of the student’s common knowledge to begin to construct new perspectives and meanings for the subject.  The essay is well-organized around a central thesis, the text(s) is/are closely and insightfully analyzed, and your claims are fully supported by reference to the text(s).

An “A-” means that the essay is well-written and probes the issues with considerable insight.  The essay is well-organized around a central thesis, the text(s) is/are closely analyzed, and your claims are well-supported by reference to the text(s).

A “B+” means that the essay is well-written and that it faithfully includes the basic elements of the assignment.  The argument is organized around a central thesis, is internally coherent, and is clearly articulated.  The essay clearly analyzes and assesses the text(s), and your claims are clearly supported by reference to the text(s).

A “B” means that the basic elements of the assignment have been faithfully included.  

The essay has a clearly stated thesis, and the argument is internally coherent and clearly articulated.  There is clear evidence of an attempt to analyze and assess the text(s), and to support your claims with the text(s).

A “B-” means that while, for the most part, the minimal expectations have been met, the essay is lacking in clarity or focus.

A “C+” means that the essay lacks clarity or focus, tends to reveal more of the writer’s opinions than the results of the writer’s analysis, and lacks reflective insight into the issues being discussed.  There is a lack of attention to readings and discussions, and the writer’s claims are not well-supported.

A “C” means that the essay does not move beyond the reporting of information from readings and/or class discussions to engaging them with the issues being discussed; or, conversely, it means that the writer is merely stating his or her opinion without sufficient attention to the text(s).  It may indicate major misunderstanding of the text(s), and/or incompleteness of some part of the assignment.

A “C-” means that despite some moments of focused discussion and insight, major gaps exist in the development of the argument or discussion.

A “D” means that the essay contains serious logical errors and/or grammatical mistakes, and lacks both a central thesis and adequate development and support of your claims.

An “F” indicates that expectations for the essay outlined in the syllabus and handout(s) have not been fulfilled.

A Guide to Critical Reading

In this course, as in, it is hoped, all of your courses, you will be asked to read critically.  Many students wonder, quite rightly, what it means to read critically.  What goes into it, and how do you know when you’ve done it?

“Critical” does not necessarily mean “criticizing,” although informed criticism certainly may enter in.  Rather, “critical” in this context means reading with purpose, understanding, and openness, asking questions and seeking answers as you read.  Critical reading is not a science, not a system that each person can plug into in exactly the same way and receive exactly the same result.  Rather, critical reading is a way of approaching texts with sympathetic understanding and critical assessment which may become second nature to you the more you practice it.  The suggestions I offer here are ones that I and previous students have found helpful; feel free to share with me and your colleagues strategies that you find helpful for reading critically.

1. Read with intent.  Keep your syllabus and class and reading notes with you while you read.  Consider why we’re reading this particular text:  where does it fall in the schedule of the course?  what is the heading for this reading in the syllabus?  what comes before and after it?  what questions might we be asking and seeking to answer with this text?

2. Read the text more than once.  Read once through somewhat quickly to get a “feel” for it, a sense of where the argument is going and how the author writes.  Then read it again more slowly, seeking a deeper understanding of the specifics of the argument.  

3. Write in the text.  Underline main ideas, problematic words, ideas you agree with and disagree with. Have a running dialogue with the text in the margin – raise questions and criticisms, draw arrows connecting ideas, indicate summary paragraphs.  Assess the author’s argument – does it convince you?  why or why not?

4. Outline the text.  I suggest doing this after you’ve read the text through once; it’s less time-consuming this way and you’re more likely to write down the most important concepts and ideas, rather than just about everything.  Outlining after you read once also gives you an opportunity to go through the text again, thus perhaps answering previous questions and raising even more.  Again, include notes on your own assessment of the argument.  Read through and reflect on this outline before class, and bring it to class.

