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Scope of the Course

Many people associate religion with belief in a Supreme Being who is understood to be omnipotent and omniscient, who created the world, and who lives in heaven.  Many such people further believe that this God grants eternal life to those who believe in him and his revelation to humanity, and everlasting punishment to those who do not.  If belief in such a God is a requirement for salvation it seems reasonable to examine the grounds for such belief.  This view of God, and the relation of God to human life raises a number of problems of a philosophical nature.  Belief in a God of this nature has been challenged on the ground of metaphysical, epistemological, and moral arguments, and from the perspectives of study of history, psychology, sociology, anthropology and so on.  Many serious thinkers question this idea of God and the view of salvation associated with it.  Some people who think of themselves as believers hold radically differing views of God, and the relation of God to humankind.  Others hold that no conception of deity developed by human initiative can hold the authority they find in the revelation of God in the Bible.  They hold that this revelation is above and beyond the authority of human reason.  The question arises whether there can be any ground for agreement or dialogue between these opposing positions.  But even if this idea of God can be defended intellectually, their remains the problem of the great diversity of religious traditions of the world, each with their own understanding of God and of the purpose and destiny of human life.  Does the intellectual ground for belief in the God of the Judeo-Christian tradition offer support for the idea of divinity to be found in other religious traditions, and if it does is there any intellectual support for the elevation of one idea of God above others? This set of problems, broadly conceived, is the subject matter of the Philosophy of Religion.


This course will begin by examining an example of the religious rhetoric often associated with historical protestant Christianity, the famous sermon "Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God," by the Puritan preacher Jonathan Edwards.  While this sermon was presented over 250 years ago it remains an impressive expression of one historically and culturally important understanding of the nature of God, and the relation of God to humankind.  After examining the views expressed in this sermon, we will examine the attack upon this form of religion articulated by an important opponent of this kind of religious belief, the essay "Why I am not a Christian," presented by the agnostic philosopher Bertrand Russell.


After looking at both of these views, we will begin to examine the intellectual support for religious belief, particularly the support that Christians have traditionally offered for belief in God, and we will examine the response to this support that has been offered by those who do not find them convincing.  We will do this with the help of a short book called Philosophy of Religion by the philosopher John Hick.  This will be supplemented with readings available on Blackboard by some of the original authors of these arguments.  We will then look at a variety of arguments that have been offered against belief in God, and examine their validity.  To see how some religious thinkers have mediated between the views supporting belief in God, and the arguments against belief in God we will consider the thought of one influential theologian and New Testament scholar by considering the ideas of Rudolf Bultmann in the essay, "New Testament and Mythology."

Religious thought, however, has also been attacked from other perspectives.  One of them is what we might call militant agnosticism.  Clearly, to defend religious belief as “reasonable,” is different from defending it as “certain.”  For some religiously oriented philosophers, when it comes to religious belief, “reasonable” is the most that can be expected and it is “good enough.”  Others differ.  Some philosophers claim that to enjoin people to embrace an idea that is uncertain is fundamentally unethical.  We will look at these arguments as articulated by Blaise Pascal (1623-62), from W. K. Clifford (1845-1879) and from William James (1842-1910). 


Pascal’s approach to religious faith raises, among other things, the problem that there is not just one religious faith to accept or reject, but that the modern person is faced with a great variety of religious faiths.  All of these traditions make claims to truth, and they do not all agree.  In some cases they directly contradict one another.  If differing religions make conflicting claims, how can a person determine which is correct?  Given such conflict, how can a person reasonably accept the authority of any?  Some theologians, philosophers, and historians of religion have developed an understanding of religion that tries to mitigate the opposition between religious belief systems.  To understand this problem we will look at the work of one theologian, named Alan Rice who has formulated the various ways in which Christianity has been seen to relate to other world faiths, what he calls: exclusivism, inclusivism, and pluralism.  This question will occupy our attention for most of the second half of the course.   The course will conclude with some of the insights into the nature of religion and of religious pluralism of Mohandas K Gandhi.
Requirements:
1.
Your engagement with the issues of this course will require considerable interaction with the material and with others dealing with it.  You cannot hope to succeed in this class without regular attendance in class and serious interaction with the subject matter of the course.  You should come to class prepared (a) to summarize the thesis or argument of the reading of the day, (b) to say something significant about the material, and (c) to defend your views about the material.

2.
Reading assignments are to be read with care before they are discussed.  Read the material thoughtfully!  Know what the author is saying.  Think about the ideas!  Determine whether you agree with the author in question or not.  Try to determine where your agreements and disagreements lie.  As questions occur to you, write them out.  On average you are expected to undertake 2 hours of preparation for every hour spent in class.

3.
In the course of the semester there will be four major exams including the Final Exam.  Some of these will be, open-book, take-home exams, others will be taken in the classroom.  The answers to the take home exams are to be printed out in hard copy and they must be handed in on time!  Each of the four exams will count about equally towards the final exam.  In addition small unannounced quizzes may be given at any time.  If you are prepared for class they will be no problem.

Attendance Policy:
          Students are expected to be in attendance in class, every class session, unless prevented by accident or serious illness.  You are permitted three (3) unexcused absences in the course of the semester.  After three unexcused absences your final grade will be reduced by one letter grade for every unexcused absence.  Excused absences are restricted to accident, serious illness, or similar extenuating circumstances.  For an absence to be excused, a note from a health professional must be presented to your instructor promptly after any absence.  A record of perfect or near perfect attendance will also be considered in the calculation of final grades, and may be crucial when the result of other material puts you on the margin of a grade category.  The presumption is that if all your absences are the result of serious injury or illness they will be rare, and your record of attendance will be nearly perfect.  Inordinate absences from class will constitute grounds for dropping you from the course for non-attendance.

Grades:
          Grades will be based on the quality of class participation and the results of evaluations and quizzes.  Each of the tests will contribute about 25 percent of the final grade.  Attendance, short quizzes, and the students overall contribution to the class will also be considered in the calculation of final grades.

Policy on Absences from Exams:
          If you are absent from any major exams because of accident or serious illness, arrangements for a make-up exam will be made only on receipt of a letter or other notification from the appropriate medical authority.  There are no make-up exams for unannounced quizzes.

Policy on Papers Printed by Electronic Means:
          Take home exams for the course must be handed in on time.  You are presumed to use a computer and electronic printer to produce the final version of your papers.   Nevertheless, it is your responsibility to see that the paper is submitted by the date and time required.  And the paper must be submitted in hard copy.   Any malfunction that may have caused a file to have been mysteriously lost by the computer is your responsibility alone.    

Policy on Grades of I (Incomplete):
           A grade of I will be given for the course only in the case of extenuating circumstances such as accident or serious illness that make it impossible to complete all the requirements.

Drop Policy:
          A student may drop the course with instructor's permission until the last day allowed by the university to drop the course with instructor's permission.  That day is Monday Nov. 7, 2016.  The drop schedule is available on line at http://registrar.unt.edu/registration/fall-registration-guide
Academic Dishonesty:

          An explanation of the university’s Academic Dishonesty policy is available at the following web site:   http://www.vpaa.unt.edu/academic-integrity.htm
Americans with Disabilities Law and the Office of Disability Accomodation (ODA):
          The University of North Texas is on record as being committed to both the spirit and letter of federal equal opportunity legislation; reference Public Law 92-112 – The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 as amended.  With the passage of federal legislation entitled Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), pursuant to section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, there is renewed focus on providing this population with the same opportunities enjoyed by all citizens.

Books:
          Books for the course are available at the University Store in the Student Union Building, and at Voertman's, 1314 W. Hickory Street.  They include:


John Hick,  Philosophy of Religion, fourth edition,  Pearson 1990

John Hick, God Has Many Names (Philadelphia: Westminster Press) 1982


Mohandas K. Gandhi, Christian Missions: Their Place in India (Ahmadabad 


India: Navajivan Publishing House) 2007.  
Approximate Schedule of Topics and Reading Assignments:
Week of 
Aug.
29
Jonathan Edwards, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,” and Bertrand Russell, 

“Why I am not a Christian.” 
On Blackboard,  and John Hick, Philosophy of 


Religion,  Chapter 1 
Sept.
 5
John Hick, Philosophy of Religion,  Chapter 2: “Arguments for Belief in God.” St. Thomas Aquinas:  The Five Ways: Intellectual Arguments for the Existence of God.

12
St. Anselm and Rene Descartes: The Ontological Argument for the Existence of God. René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy. On Blackboard  

19
John Hick, Philosophy of Religion, Chapter 3: “Arguments against the Existence of God.” First Exam

26
The Problem of Evil:  John Hick, Philosophy of Religion, Chapter 4 .

Oct
 3
The Problem of Evil, cont’d

10
Interpreting the New Testament: Rudolf  Bultmann,  New Testament and Mythology. On Blackboard Second Exam

17
The Morality of Religious Belief:  W. K. Clifford The Ethics of Belief  and William James, The Will to Believe. On Blackboard
.  


24
John Hick, Philosophy of Religion, Chapter 10: The Conflicting Truth Claims of 


Different Religions.  Alan Race, Christians and Religious Pluralism,  Chapter 1
Nov.
 7
John Hick, God Has Many Names,    Chapter 1 and  2


Third Exam

14
John Hick, God Has Many Names,    Chapter 3, 4, 5.

=

21
 John Hick, God Has Many Names,    Chapter 6, 7.


28
Mohandas K. Gandhi, Christian Missions: Their Place in India (Ahmadabad 


India: Navajivan Publishing House) 2007.  pp. 3-39
Dec
 5
Mohandas K. Gandhi, Christian Missions: Their Place in India (Ahmadabad 


India: Navajivan Publishing House) 2007.  pp. 40-87

12
Final Exam Week:  Final Exam Tuesday Dec 13, 2016 10:30am-12:30pm



