REL344-001 Special Topics: Liberation Theologies of Latin America, Africa, and Asia

Fall/1999

Tu-Th 10:30 a.m.-12:20 p.m.

Prof. Mary Solberg/OM 103-B

ext. 7470/e-mail: msolberg
           




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

Course description: For centuries, the peoples of Latin America, Africa, and Asia have been on the receiving end of what Western European and (more recently) North American Christians described as their "mission work": efforts to convert "nonbelievers" to Christianity. The missionaries brought their books and beliefs, their customs and convictions. They often also accompanied those who brought the sword or its equivalent, and when preaching and teaching failed--sometimes, before they were even tried--produced converts by force.


Liberation theologies that have emerged from Latin America, Africa, and Asia during recent decades have often been read simply as responses to EuroAmerican (theological) imperialism. A more careful appreciation recognizes that liberation theologies are a "new way of doing theology" that begins, not with the problem of nonbelief, but rather in the midst of the daily problems of the "nonperson” in his or her struggle for life and dignity. Across national, cultural, and continental frontiers, liberation theologians focus on several common themes and their significance for the doing of Christian theology. The distinctive ways liberation theologians understand these themes, especially poverty and liberation, emerge from and respond to the very different cultural, political, historical settings in which all theology is done.


This course is a an invitation into the places from which liberation theologies emerge and which they reflect and reflect on. We will travel into the Two-Thirds World via film, fiction, journalism, and selections from the works of some of liberation theologies' most articulate practitioners, women and men from Latin America, Africa, and Asia who are living dangerously and thinking deeply about the relationship between the "talk" and the "walk" as the gap between the world's have's and have not's widens.

Required texts:

Manlio Argueta, One Day of Life (novel)

Clodovis Boff & Leonardo Boff, Introducing Liberation Theology

Jean-Marc Ela, African Cry

Mercy Oduyoye, Hearing and Knowing
Chung Hyun Kyung, Struggle to Be the Sun Again
Other readings will be distributed as needed by the instructor.

Course objectives and requirements

As with every other academic course at Gustavus, the instructor of this one is expected to evaluate students and turn in grades to the registrar at the end. The requirements and assignments below are designed to 

(a) promote accountability to self, classmates, and instructor; 

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

(c) foster appreciation of many dimensions of the process of learning as well as the content of the course.

Assessments/grades to be based on the following:

I. Classwork (20% of your course grade)

a. Preparation of all reading and writing assignments before class.


b. Regular (on-time) attendance. Absences are excused only for very good reasons; I expect you to advise me by phone &/or e-mail and to get handouts, notes, and anything else you may have missed.


c.  Participation. At semester’s end, you will be asked to assess your participation and justify your assessment; unless I have a major quarrel with your assessment, I will accept your “self-grade” for this item.

II. Theological self-assessment (10% of your course grade) 

A brief essay in which you try to outline for yourself (and me) your sense of your own starting point as a person and a theologian.

III. Journal (30% of your course grade)


A brief reflection on each day’s reading, to be handed in at the beginning of class that day. Should be no less than one page, more if you are inspired; if more is less, though, don’t write more!  I will read and comment very briefly on these reflections and get them back to you as quickly as possible.  Use this framework:  

· What did the writer say?  

· Why did he or she say it?  

· What do you think about what the writer said?  

· Why do you think what you think?

At mid-term, you will be asked to hand in all journal entries and choose several (number to be decided) that you consider best, for me to grade. Ditto at semester’s end. Grade will be figured by adding up first and second half journal entry grades.

IV. Mid-term take-home exam:  Due  Tu 11/2  (10% of your course grade)


An essay (possibly 2)--probably a total of 4-6 pages--that help you and me assess whether and how you are integrating what we are reading and discussing.

V.  Final project: Team presentation and write-up (30% of your course grade)


One of the key objectives of this course is to facilitate our/your discovery of the “places” from which liberation theologies emerge: places that are geographical, political, economic, cultural, social, religious--and, above all, REAL, parts of this world and our shared global life.


In four teams of three, you will be asked to “adopt” one country on one of the three continents we will “visit” in this course: Latin America, Africa, and Asia. The culmination of this “adoption process” will be a presentation to the class at the end of the semester, introducing the rest of us to “their continent”--via the country the team has chosen--with facts, maps, music, photos, and other media. The intention is to help us understand why and in what ways liberation theologies might/would arise from and speak to the realities of those countries/that continent and how we can/should connect with that reality as theologians.

Teams:  


Latin America/Brazil: Brooke, Becky, Jesse


Latin America/Colombia: Betsey, Erin, Ian


Africa/Ghana: Sara, Kristin, Heather


Asia/Indonesia:  Ryan, Nick, Andrew

For purposes of accountability and planning, the following schedule will apply: 


Step A. (10% of the total for this project) By Tu 10/19, you will need to hand in (a) a preliminary bibliography of books, articles, videos, and other sources you have gathered to begin to sketch out the territory you will cover; and (b) a brief news summary of what’s going on in your country these days, including where you’re getting your news. All teams will share their news summaries with the rest of the class by e-mail (class alias: f-rel-344).


Step B. (10%) By Th 11/11, hand in a brief outline or narrative (whichever makes more sense) of the themes you think you will touch on in your presentation: examples might be land, education, the role of the church, the economy, significant moments in the history of your country, the role of women, relations between rich and poor, the role of Europe or the U.S. in that country’s history. Don’t try to cover everything important. Instead, think carefully (and like a team of theologians!) about which themes are most likely to illuminate, illustrate, and help you/us understand the reality of that people--and how could/should we connect what we learn there with liberation theology’s themes and with our own reality?  


Step C. (10%) Before you leave for Thanksgiving break, turn in a fairly clear outline of what you will present and how you are planning to set up your presentation. What A/V equipment, special “sets,” or other “stuff”--if any--will you need?  You may want to assign some brief reading to the rest of us to help orient us or bring us more quickly up to speed.  If you decide to do this, be sure you get copies to folks at least one class period before your presentation.


Step D. (40%) Your presentation (11/30, 12/2, 12/7, or 12/9). Key elements: creativity and imagination, as well as attention to what the assignment requires. (You are welcome to engage the rest of us as participants, extras, etc.) In any case, plan on facilitating at least 20 minutes’ worth of discussion among all of us in response to your presentation and/or questions you raise. Leave 10-15 minutes at the end for the whole class to provide feedback to you about what was especially effective, interesting--and what could have benefited from more thought, imagination, etc. I will take all of the above into account in evaluating your presentation.


Step E. (30%) Group write-up of presentation, due no later than 2nd day of exam period, Tu 12/14, in instructor’s office. It should include the following elements: (a) goals of presentation (what did you want to accomplish?); (b) main ideas (themes presented, why they were important, and why you presented them as you did); (c) relation of your presentation to the themes of this course; (d) reflection on                          one or two key things you learned from preparing for and doing your presentation; and (e) a bibliography. Not more than 6 (six) pages double-spaced. 

NOTE: Team members will get the same scores for each step.
