RE33 Christian Social Ethics

MW 2:30 p.m.-4:20 p.m.

Fall 1997

Prof. Mary Solberg

Office:  OM103-B/x7470

Office hrs:  MWF 9-10 a.m., MW 4:30-5:30 p.m. & by appt.

e-mail: msolberg

Course description:  None of us can avoid ethics.  We may avoid studying it as a discipline; we may plead ignorance of what it consists in; we may be in denial about its power to pervade our knowing as well as our doing; we may count on grace so utterly that we frankly don’t care about “good works” (or bad, presumably).  But in the end--and at the beginning and in the middle, too--we humans are as “stuck” with being moral as with being social creatures. 


There are at least as many ways to approach the teaching and learning of ethics as there are ways to “skin the (proverbial) cat”--itself a deeply controversial ethical matter. One can approach from its historical roots, “schools” of thought, the “great moral theories,” the “great men” (and now, too, sometimes, the great women) of ethics. Or one can pick large ethical problems and bore into them, or choose major texts and wrestle with them, or do case studies--or try a combination of several of these approaches. 


“Christian social ethics” can also be approached in any of these ways, but it must also include some attention to the question, “What (if anything) makes it possible to call ethics ‘Christian’?”   


“RE33 Christian Social Ethics” assumes little or no previous exposure to the study of ethics, Christian or other.  We will begin by doing some ethical “exercises”: reading, viewing, thinking about, discussing, and writing about a couple of issues that are packed with ethical freight:  truth-telling/lying and capital punishment. As we read assigned texts, we will also be engaging in the “practice” of ethics. We will aim to extricate a sense of what ethics is, and what it is for, from the questions we ask ourselves--where do we come from ethically, what gets us to do what we do, how is ethics done, what we do about differences--cultural and individual--are at stake?--and from the answers we begin to formulate together.  Most important, a sense of who we are as ethical people should emerge from how we do what we do in this class; noticing that will require increasing self-awareness and willingness to talk about what is going on.


As the course reaches its midpoint, we will turn to the question, “What makes ethics Christian?” A significant part of the answer to this question, of course, is the centrality Christianity assigns to the Bible, its key authoritative text.  We will read and discuss some ethically significant texts in both the Hebrew Bible (Old Testament) and the New Testament, and reflect on what sort of “authority” Scripture has or should have for Christians. Finally, we will turn to two deeply controverted issues in Christian social ethics:  sex and money, or (more soberly) sexuality and economics.  How well we are able to read about and discuss these issues, and how well we are able to draw salutary implications from our discussions, will depend a great deal on how well we have managed to learn to “do” ethics during the first half of the course.


The course depends on everyone’s willingness to work hard, collaborate, and take some risks.  It depends on the formation of a “learning community” comprising instructor and students, one in which the work of teaching and learning is a shared project. Whether it works depends on each of us.

Texts:



Course pack



James Rachels, The Elements of Moral Philosophy, 2nd edition



Patricia Beattie Jung and Ralph L. Smith, Heterosexism: An Ethical Challenge


John B. Cobb, Jr.,  Sustaining the Common Good: A Christian Perspective on the Global Economy

May Sarton, The Education of Harriet Hatfield (novel)


Daniel Quinn, Ishmael (novel)

Course format: Mainly, class discussion. Some interactive lectures by instructor. Several visiting conversation partners. Emphasis on critical thinking and accountability among members of the learning community.
Requirements: 



(1)  (25%) Class.  The point of a course in ethics is not to decide what’s right and what’s wrong, but to figure out how to decide what’s right and what’s wrong.  Figuring out how to decide involves reading, thinking, writing, and talking about lots of things.  This course is an opportunity to learn how to do all these things, and/or how to do them better.  For this to happen, each member of the class must make an active commitment and take responsibility for honoring that commitment.


I expect careful, consistent preparation and active, respectful participation.  Response papers to the reading will be assigned if needed to ensure that folks are reading carefully and coming prepared to discuss.


(2)  (15%)  Short essays.  See syllabus below.


(3)  (25%) Research assignment. Annotated bibliography on a topic selected from a list prepared by instructor.  Requires library exploration and research.  Due Nov. 3.  Details to come.


(4) (35%)  Final take-home exam.


(5) Each student is responsible for making an appointment to see the instructor for 10-15 minutes sometime during the two weeks before mid-term grades are due.  Office hours preferred; other arrangements can be made if necessary.

