Philosophy 333 








    Spring 2008
Philosophy and Christianity

Course Syllabus 2.0
--This syllabus may be updated by mutual consent--
Instructor:  
Professor Randy Jensen


Office:   
VPH-211C




Phone:   
707-7069 (office) or 737-2921 (home)

E-mail:  
rjensen@nwciowa.edu
Web:  

http://home.nwciowa.edu/rjensen

Office hours:
MWF 10:40-11:40 or by appointment.  Of course, you’re welcome to stop by any time you see me in the office—and be sure to knock if the door’s closed.  If it does happen to be a bad time, I’ll just tell you that and we’ll figure out a better time.  Sometimes it’s also convenient for us to communicate by e-mail, so don’t hesitate to send me a question, comment, or complaint, or post something on my Facebook wall, and I’ll get back to you very soon.
Course Description:  What do you expect from a course that’s called “Philosophy and Christianity”?  The NWC catalog tells us that it’s “an exploration of some set of topics that lie at the intersection of philosophy and the Christian faith.”  Okay.  But what topics?  Nearly any topic in philosophy could be examined from a Christian perspective, and practically every Christian doctrine and practice has some serious philosophical implications.  So we need to narrow the field somehow.  Instead of simply choosing a set of topics myself, I’ve decided that we’ll choose our topics together.  In fact, we’ll essentially construct the entire course together.  

I should tell you that this approach is something of an experiment for me, so I’m a bit nervous about it.  Why do it?  Well, one of my reasons for conducting such an experiment is to try to reduce the distance between classroom discussion and the conversations we all have in “real life.”  Maybe you feel like your classes often don’t take up the issues you wish they would, or don’t pursue them in the way you think they ought to be pursued.  I know I often feel as though students aren’t forthcoming about their doubts and questions and sometimes don’t seem to connect to the issues I want to discuss.  My hope is that this kind of disconnect won’t be as noticeable in this class.  Furthermore, this is a small class of upper division students who are curious enough to enroll in such a class.  In my view, it makes a lot of sense for you to have more input, more control, over how things go.
One of our first tasks will be to develop a working list of problems to tackle.  As a way to approach this task, consider the following general questions:  
· As a thinking person, what makes it difficult or challenging for you to remain a Christian?  We all know the proverbial story about the young Christian who goes off to college and loses her faith.  What sorts of issues can lead to doubts and questions about what we believe?  (This question can be both general and personal…)  As educated Christians, how should we deal with these doubts?
· As a Christian, what makes it difficult or challenging for you to be a thinking person?  I’ve had people object to my philosophizing even when my aim was to defend some Christian principle because in their opinion we should simply believe (trust and obey) rather than trying to think anything through.  Is Christian faith inhospitable to critical thinking?  If so, is that a necessary feature of Christian faith or only a regrettable tendency?
These questions might lead some of us to develop a different kind of testimony:  not a story of how I became a follower of Jesus, but rather a story of how and why I still follow Jesus in light of all the doubts I struggle with.  (Incidentally, although I’ve framed all this from a believer’s point of view, someone who isn’t sure she’s (still?) a Christian could easily enter into this conversation.  Or so it seems to me, anyway.)
Since there are only a handful of us, we can all have a real say in what problems we plan to explore.  We’ll need to select some problems, spend some time getting clear about the nature of those problems, and then spend some more time thinking about the merits of various solutions.  It goes without saying that I’ve got lots of potential topics in mind, but I’d rather not mention any until you’ve had some time to think it over for yourselves.
Required Texts:  We’ll be deciding on this together, too, as we move through the course.  I hope all of us will bring relevant readings to the table, but I’ll be happy to take more of the burden here.  Sometimes we’ll hit on a text that we’ll all read together.  Other times, we’ll each be reading different things, and bringing the most interesting bits to one another’s attention.  I’ve been reading stuff by the so-called “new atheists” lately, e.g. Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, Daniel Dennett, Christopher Hitchens, and others, and I’d like us to look at some of that, if you’re amenable.
Graded Work:  We’ll decide this together, too—although whatever we come up with has to satisfy my professorial conscience.  This means you’ll need to do some writing, perhaps a combination of shorter essays and at least one longer piece.  And discussion and participation should clearly play a role.  We could have some kind of more “formal” oral presentations.  We could create a blog.  Any other ideas?  What would help motivate you to engage in the kind of investigation I’ve described?  What kind of work would help you learn the most?
· Oral presentation on atheist book
15%
presented after finishing books
· Medium paper on atheist book
15%
due a week after presentation



· Participation



15%

· Final Project



30%
due at the end of the course
· To Be Determined…


25%

Course Outline:  Probably we’ll map out chunks of the course as we go….  We’re starting with at least one essay from Philosophers Without Gods.  Then each of us will read a different substantial work by an atheist who’s critiquing religion in general and/or Christianity in particular.  Let’s start by reading something like 25-30 pages for each class meeting.  And let’s each bring 5 (or 4?) copies of an especially interesting paragraph from the reading for the day, so we can have some things to look at and spark conversation.
