REL112 Studies in Religion

MWF 11:30 a.m.-12:20 p.m.

Fall 2006/OM05

Prof. Mary Solberg/Old Main 304-B

ext. 7470/e-mail: msolberg@gustavus.edu
           




Office hours: MWF 10:30-11:30 a.m.; T 1:30-2:30 p.m.; Th 3-4 p.m.;& by appt.

Course description

Gustavus Adolphus College describes itself as "church-related" and "firmly rooted in its...Lutheran heritage." That it does so, does not mean it expects you to be. But these characteristics explain both why the College came to be and, even after 140 years, how it understands what it does.

Those who founded Gustavus were Christians, part of a religious tradition that, as you know already, has shaped and continues to shape the planet, for better…and for worse. Whatever it means to be part of that tradition—whatever it means “be a Christian”—and whether or not you are one, the fact that you decided to at this particular liberal arts college means that Christianity also shapes your daily life—and your future. So what, you ask?  That’s part of what this course is about.


The mission statement of Gustavus says that it sees itself as a community that nurtures "a mature understanding of the Christian faith." A “mature understanding” does not require belief, conversion, or a public confession. But it does require knowing enough about it to be able to understand it. Whatever your relationship with this or any religion has been, this course is likely to challenge both how and what you think about Christianity. We will also discuss other key notions including morality, authority, faith, and justice.


Many of us say we prize what we call “critical thinking”—but we tend to do little of it. Critical thinking about religion is even rarer. Why? Many people believe religion is mainly a feeling. What could there be to think about? Many contend religion should be and remain private. And yet, Many nations—including the United States—are almost continuously engaged in wars fueled by deep—and public—religious convictions. Many argue that religion is really no more than “blind faith,” and that no self-respecting scientist would also be a person of faith. This course will compel us to reflect seriously on the nature of religion and faith. 


Some of you believe in God; some of you wonder how anyone in their right mind could or would embrace such notions. Still others of you aren’t sure what you believe about any of this, and some just wish the whole business would just go away. Based on thousands of years of history, it’s not likely to

Wherever you currently find yourself in this landscape, this semester’s work requires a commitment only you can make: to discover, test, and articulate the beliefs, values, challenges, and unanswered questions that are already steering you into your future. If you are willing to take this risk, make this commitment, you will make priceless discoveries, not just about religion, Christianity, and the world, but more important, about yourself. 


This course is designed to be practical.  It offers each of us a chance to learn things we haven’t known, from texts of all kinds and from each other. Some of what we learn may reinforce what we have believed for years. Some of what we learn may challenge us: to broaden, deepen, fine-tune, or even change our convictions. Together, let’s aim to gain greater clarity about what we do and don’t value and believe.  Let’s help one another develop greater skill to think more critically and large-heartedly. Let’s encourage each other to recognize that each of us has something to say about, and do for, the world we share with billions of other people.  In achieving these goals together, we will all have ourselves, and each other, to thank.

Required texts:






John B. Cobb, Jr., Becoming a Thinking Christian



Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith



Elizabeth A. Johnson, Consider Jesus



Jonathan Kozol, Ordinary Resurrections



Coursepack (abbreviated CP in syllabus)




A good dictionary—your choice—for regular use. 

