THL 102: Theology Cosmology and the Environment

John J. O’Keefe, Ph.D.
Department of Theology, HC 129
p. 280-4799
e. jokeefe@creighton.edu

Office Hours

TBA.  I am in my office more than that, so if these times do not work, please make an appointment in one of the following ways:
1. See me after Class to set something up.
2. E-mail me at jokeefe@creighton.edu	
3. Call me at 280-4799
You should also feel free to drop by.  If my door is open, I am available.


Course Description
As the first in the Theology core curriculum, THL 100 introduces students to the Christian religion within the context of global religious diversity.

Although labeled THL 102, this course meets the same learning objectives as THL 100.  However, THL 102 has been designed specially for the Energy Major. As such it places extra emphasis on the emergence of scientific reasoning and on the relationship between humans and the natural environment.


Course Goals

· Students will be able to explain how religion functions in human culture and society and how the Christian religion fits with in the context of human religiosity.
· Students will be able to identify and explain the basic theological positions of the Christian church. Special emphasis will be given to the doctrine of creation and the relationship between material and spiritual reality.
· Students will learn key moments in the unfolding of Christian history and the relationship between them. Special attention will be given to the late medieval and early modern periods.
· Students will become familiar with some of the ways that Christianity and other world’s religions are responding to the current environmental challenges facing the planet.
· Students examined the issues of domestic diversity within the context of religion.

Method

The content of this course will be presented around one central problem or question: Is the Christian religion responsible for the environment crisis?  Beginning with a seminal essay by Lynn White in 1968, it has become relatively common to find voices in the ecological community that echo White’s charge that Christianity “bears a huge burden of guilt” for our current situation.  By examining this particular “problem” in depth, we will explore the breadth of Christian tradition in historical and cultural context.

The class will unfold in five parts.  In the first part we consider in detail White’s charge against Christianity.  White claims that there are anti-ecological forces operating at all levels of Christian tradition and history. We will consider these in succession and attempt to tease out when these charges have merit and when they are exaggerated. Thus, part II looks at Christian scriptures, part III at Christian theology, and part IV at key moments in Christian history.  At the end we turn our attention to a neglected part of White’s essay, where he claims that because Western anti-ecological attitudes were caused by religion, they require a religious solution.  Thus, in part V we consider how the Christian religion and other world religions are waking up to their environmental responsibilities.


Required Texts

Cory, Catherine, and Hollerich, Michael J. eds. The Christian Theological Tradition, Third Edition. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2009.

Gottlieb, Roger S. A Greener Faith: Religious Environmentalism and our Planet’s Future. New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006.

Various down-loadable readings

Policies

1. Attendance: Attendance is required. More than three unexcused absences will resulting in a 1 letter grade reduction. 

2. Exams & Due Dates: Essays are due on the date given; late papers—except for an extraordinarily dire reason—will be not accepted.  If you should face an unusual conflict with the date of the paper, please see me in advance about an alternative.  In the same way, there will be, as a general rule, no make-up exams.  If you should become ill on the day of an exam, please contact me as soon as possible by phone or e-mail and we will make some arrangement.  For athletes and others who need to travel because of university commitments, please see me in advance should a paper or test be due on a date when your team is traveling.

3. Academic Honesty: In many universities, problems with academic honesty have become acute.  Cheating in any form will not be tolerated and will result in an “F” for the assignment and almost certainly for the course itself.  For Creighton University’s policies on academic honesty, consult the Creighton University Bulletin (2009-2010), pp. 92, and the student handbook entitled “Learning in the Academy: An Introduction to the Culture of Scholarship in the Creighton University Arts and Sciences.”  

A pdf version of Learning in the Academy is available here:
https://www.creighton.edu/fileadmin/user/CCAS/docs/LearningInAcademy.pdf

Please come and see me if you have any questions regarding academic honesty.

4. Computers and Mobile Devices: The use of computers and mobile devices is generally permitted in this course for the purpose of advancing learning.  In general, that means, you may use your devices to take notes or, when asked to do so, check information online. At times you may be asked to close your computer and to turn off your devices. Although tempting, please avoid email, Facebook, and other social networking during class. Texting in class is profoundly rude and should be avoided.

5. Preparedness for Class:  ALWAYS BRING ASSIGNED READING TO CLASS. If you don’t have your reading, it counts as an absence.

6. Class Cancelation: In the event that class must be canceled the instructor will: 
1. Make an effort to have a sign posted on the door of the class
2. Send an email and post an announcement in Blueline.  A sign on the door by itself is not confirmation that class is canceled. 


Grading

 Papers: There will be three papers 4-5 page papers.  Each paper is worth 20% of the final grade.  These papers will answer the questions posed at the beginning of parts 2, 3, and 4. [Details will follow]

 Presentation: During the course of the semester each student will make a formal presentation to the class explaining in detail one of the charges mentioned by White in his essay.  This presentation is worth 15% of the final grade. [Details of this project will follow.]

 Final Exam: All students will take comprehensive final exam.  The exam is worth 25% of the final grade.

	Grading scale
	 

	A
	93-100

	B+
	88-92

	B
	82-87

	C+
	77-81

	C
	70-76

	D
	60-69

	F
	Below 60



Paper Rubric

	Thesis
25. Creative original thesis
23.	The thesis is fully developed and offers insight and originality.
22.	The thesis is Clearly stated and sets out a Claim to be argued.
18.	A thesis is attempted, but simply describes what the essay will cover.
16.	A thesis is attempted, but it is confusing, misleading, or imprecise.
0.	The essay lacks a thesis or the thesis does not reflect the assignment.
	



	Content
25. Highly accurate and comprehensive content 
23.	The content treats the subject matter with depth and goes beyond the course lectures, readings, and discussions.
22.	Ideas are presented Clearly and completely, and the interrelationship of the various parts of the essay is Clear.
18.	The content reflects the course lectures, readings, and discussions.
16	The content contains few or no factual errors.
0.	The content contains numerous factual errors, and does not reflect the course lectures, readings, and discussions.

	




	Argument
25. Impressive and persuasive argument
23.	The essay demonstrates original and critical thinking, and the arguments are persuasive.
22.	The argument demonstrates some critical thinking, and the argument exhibits a logical flow of ideas.
18.	Ideas are supported with evidence and/or logical reasoning.
16.	The essay argues its thesis, but without evidence or logical reasoning.
0.	No argument is given.

	



	Style
10.	Paragraphs are well constructed and organized to support the flow of the argument.
9.	A range of appropriate sentence structure is used.
8.	The essay is free of repetition.
7.	The essay is poorly written but understandable.
0. The essay is confusing and unreadable.  If you get a zero here, I will not try to understand the paper and you will get a 0 for the whole assignment.

	



	Grammar
10. Nearly perfect 
9. Some typos, but no serious grammatical mistakes
8. Distracting number of typos and grammatical mistakes
0.  Debilitating mistakes making the paper unacceptable. .  If you get a zero here, I will not try to understand the paper and you will get a 0 for the whole assignment.
	



	Misc
5. Paper is properly formatted and follows standard style sheet (if appropriate)
0. Paper is improperly formatted. 


	

	Total
	




Schedule of Topics and Readings[footnoteRef:-1]* [-1: * At strategic points during the semester guest speakers will present on topics about which they are expert.  Physicists will discuss modern Cosmology, Professors of English will lecture on Romanticism, etc.  The plan is to have at least four guest lectures.] 



Part I: Introduction to the Problems and Core Question

Week 1: Introduction to the core problem:

According to Lynn White Jr, the Christian religion is one of the main causes of the current environmental crisis.  Is this true, false, or a little of both?  What do you need to know to respond to this charge?

Part II: Christian Scriptures

Core Question: Are the Christian Scriptures hostile to nature?

Week 2: Old Testament
Week 3: The New Testament 
Week 4: The New Testament

Part III: Creation, Cosmology and Christian Theology

Core Question: Is the Christian Religion anti-cosmic?

Week 5: The Doctrine of Creation and the Struggle with Ancient Gnosticism
Week 6: The Trinity and Cosmology
Week 7: Christology and Cosmology


Part IV: Historical Turning Points in Christian History

Core Question: Are there particular themes in Western religious history that have contributed to the modern alienation from nature?

Week 8: The Ancient Imperial Church
Week 9: Medieval Christianity and Thomas Aquinas
Week 10: Enlightenment Rationalism, Romanticism and Modern Science

Part V: The Environment as a Global Religious Crisis

Core Question: Does the environmental crisis require a religious solution?

Week 12: The New Cosmology and The Religious Response
Week 13: The New Cosmology and The Religious Response
Week 14: Religious Environmental Ethics
Week 15: The Global Religious Village and the Ecological Future.
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