REL332 Contemporary Theologies

Spring 2005

TTh 8:30-9:50 a.m./Vickner 302

Instructor:  Mary Solberg







Olin 316/ext.7470/msolberg@gustavus.edu

Office hours: MWF 2-3 p.m.; TTh  10:30-11:30 a.m.; & by appt.








Course Description 

For 20th-century Christian theologians, the heart of the matter was, how to talk about God at all. 

That century opened with a mighty confidence in the progress of "mankind" and ended in uncertainty about almost everything that mattered. Human beings managed to pack two world wars, the Holocaust, and the use of the atomic bomb on civilian populations into four decades—before the century reached even its half-way point. In its second half, the gap between the have's and the have-not's became a yawning abyss; the sustainability of life on the planet came into serious question; and the creation of human "community," locally and globally, became more urgent—and (apparently) less prized—than ever. Cultural diversity and religious pluralism, as well as the ancient seductions of wealth and power, seemed to frustrate understanding, within and across national borders. 


As the 21st century began, many celebrated the fall of Soviet communism, the integration and growth of the European Union, and the ascendancy of global capitalism. But AIDS devastated African nations; terrorists struck rich as well as poor nations; and corruption compromised corporate CEOs in the First World as well as political leaders in the Third. For better and for worse, God-talk wove its way into politics all over the world. 


Christian theology has as its centerpiece the conviction that the God of all times and all things entered into human history in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. The Christian faith 
tradition emerges as believers live out that conviction in intimate, reciprocal, and lively relationship with the "signs of the times." Christian theologians interpret the doctrinal, liturgical, biblical, spiritual tradition that has been handed down from previous generations to present ones. Like Jacob, they wrestle with God, demanding a blessing, even for a world that acts as if there is no God. 


This course introduces the work of a half-dozen great contemporary Christian theologians, three of whom lived, worked, and died during the 20th century. All six continue powerfully to influence how Christians think about and live out the relation between the conviction of God’s incarnation in human history and its meaning for the life of the world. Each of those whose work we will read—Karl Barth, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Paul Tillich, Gustavo Gutierrez, James H. Cone, and Elizabeth A. Johnson—is both critical and creative in interpreting the faith tradition in the historical context that shapes them as believers and as citizens of the world. 


Each theologian will challenge not only the intellect but also the heart and the conscience. Appreciating what they have to teach us requires that we be willing not only to read, probe, and test their proposals, but also to risk having our eyes opened, our assumptions shaken, our minds and hearts changed. I hope that our conversation with these theologians will deepen our consciousness of how our own theologies are situated: how the world we live in shapes them, and how they shape the way we attend to that world. 

Required texts:

Karl Barth, The Humanity of God

Paul Tillich, Dynamics of Faith

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison
James H. Cone, God of the Oppressed
Gustavo Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation
Elizabeth A. Johnson, She Who Is

A good dictionary. Use it. Bring it to class.

Course objectives and requirements: The requirements and assignments below are designed to

· introduce students to the work of some of the most influential Christian theologians of the 20th and 21st centuries;

· challenge, encourage, and assist students to articulate and examine their own theological convictions in conversation with the range of theological approaches represented in the work of these 20th- and 21st-century thinkers;

· promote accountability to self, classmates, and instructor; 

· develop skills in careful and critical reading, clear and effective writing, lively and respectful discussion of issues; and 

· foster appreciation of many dimensions of the process of learning as well as the content of the course.

I. Class work.
· Thorough preparation of all assignments before class. 

· Regular, on-time attendance. If an absence is unavoidable (and you are the judge of that), advise me by phone &/or e-mail, as a courtesy.
· Participation. Your active participation is essential. You can (a) raise questions from assigned reading; (b) respond to classmates' or instructor’s reflections and/or questions; (c) speak up in discussions; (d) be part of e-mail "conversations" with your classmates & the prof.

Twice—at mid-semester and at the end—you will hand in a “participation self-grade.” I’ll ask you to evaluate yourselves on class work and justify your evaluation in a paragraph, and I will work with you to maintain what is high-caliber and improve what’s less than high-caliber. (See handout on participation.)

II. Reading responses. 

During the semester, each student will hand in four “reading responses.” These writing assignments are designed to elicit careful reading and increasing skill in articulating what you have read. Two are due by mid-semester; two, during the second half of the semester. You may write a reading response to any day’s reading assignment. Do not write more than one on any one  theologian. 

Format for these assignments:

1. Double-space and write no more than a page and a half. Be concise and clear. (Writing guidelines: go to instructor’s website, http://www.gustavus.edu/~msolberg and click on “Writing Guidelines.”)

2. Indicate which reading you are writing about by using a footnote, correctly formatted and with complete publication information. Do not use “Work/s Cited” at the end of the essay. 

3. In the upper right corner of the first page, put your name and the date on which you are handing it in (single-spaced).  You may use a title for the response or not, as you choose.

Content for these assignments:

After reading your reading response, you and I should be able to answer the following questions: 

1. What does the author say? Or, What point does the material make? Don’t cover too much!  Describe a key point or argument or issue that emerges from the material. 

2. How does the author lay out his or her case? In your own words, explain how the author defines, analyzes, critiques, synthesizes, persuades, or whatever the author’s trying to do. Put it in such a way that the author would say, “Yes, that’s what I was trying to say!”

3. Presumably, part of the reason you chose this point or portion of the author’s work is that you thought it important or interesting or intriguing or provocative or challenging. Why? “I never thought of it that way before,” isn’t enough! 

I will get these back to you quickly with comments, questions, and a grade. I encourage you to come in and discuss with me ways in which you want or are attempting to improve your skills of critical reading, analysis, and writing. I am ready to help!

III. Constructing our own theologies. 

This is a semester-long project and process for each member of this class, in conversation with the theologians whose work we read. 

We will begin the semester by “sketching” our individual theologies. After we read and discuss each theologian, each of you will write up a couple of things 

· that you have learned from him or her, or 

· that reading him/her has suggested to you, that you may integrate into your own theology, or 

· that you’ll never integrate into your own theology. 

You’ll need to say why, in any case. 

You may write this in whatever form and at whatever length seems appropriate and helpful to you; you are the architect of and general contractor for your own theology, after all! This might take a couple of paragraphs, or a couple of pages, each time. 

This exercise will also be cumulative, that is, you may discover in the next theologian we read something that reinforces or contradicts or torpedoes something you’ve found helpful  (or unhelpful!) in this week’s theologian. You should bring these theologians into conversation with each other, as you use them to help you construct your own theology.

Each of you will share your construction projects with other members of the class, briefly and orally. Bring copies of a very short, summarizing handout for everyone, and hand in your unabridged version at the end of class.

Note: One-half of your take-home final exam will be an integrated, more finely tuned, and coherent statement of your own theology, as it’s been informed by our conversation with these six contemporary theologians.
IV. Final, open-book, take-home exam.
Each of these four elements will be worth roughly the same percentage of your final grade, that is, 25 percent.

