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Scope of the Course

Why is early Christianity worth studying as an academic subject?  Although we sometimes think we are living in a post-Christian era, it is evident that Christianity has contributed richly to the development of the culture in which we live.  Our calendar used to designate the present year as A. D. or Anno Domini, meaning "the year of our Lord."  We now call it C.E., meaning "the Common Era," but the calendar itself remains the same, still dating events from Christian origins.  The principal holidays that structure our year, Christmas, Easter, even Halloween and Mardi Gras are all derived from the Christian liturgical calendar.  Whatever the future of religion, it is evident that many of the great movements of Western history have been motivated by concerns that have arisen directly or indirectly, legitimately or illegitimately from the Christianity: the Crusades, the Protestant Reformation, the establishment of the American colonies, Colonialism, Imperialism and so on.  Christianity has also played a significant role in many contemporary movements for economic and political liberation, as well as contemporary reactionary political tendencies.  These considerations alone would make the origin of Christianity a subject worth study.


In light of its influence on Western civilization, it is remarkable that at its inception Christianity was not a Western religion, nor even a distinct and independent religion.  It was not one but a handful of religious movements among the many diverse currents of religious thought and practice within and on the periphery of first century Palestinian Judaism.  With these considerations in mind it is reasonable to ask about the thought and practices of Christianity in its earliest forms, what made it different from other contemporary currents of thought and religious practice.  It is also reasonable to ask what social, political, and ideological forces were involved in its separation from Judaism and how it managed to survive in the hostile environment of the Greco-Roman world, eventually to become the official religion of the Roman Empire.  Questions of this nature justify the existence of a university level course on Early Christianity.


Early Christianity is a course in the History and Philosophy of Religion.  This means that although we will be dealing with ideas and conceptions arising from Christian faith the criterion that will govern our inquiry will not be that of faith, but that of reason and historical evidence.  The broad parameters of our study will be the Mediterranean world and the Middle East between the times of Alexander the Great (c330 BCE) and the time of the Roman Emperor Constantine (c300 CE).  Within this broad field our focus will be upon Palestine, Asia Minor, Egypt, Greece, and Rome from the period of the Qumran community (c 100 BCE) to about the time of the Church Father Irenaeus (c285 CE).  This is the period in which, to the best of our knowledge, the documents that constitute the New Testament were composed, the principal lines of orthodox Christian thought were elaborated, and the main lines of social organization in the Christian community developed.  


The purpose of this course is enable you to begin to understand the development of the most significant lines of Christian thought and practice that emerge in this period of time.  This purpose will require us to understand the principal currents of religious thought and action that were present in the Middle East at the time in which Christianity arose.  With this as background we will attempt, from a scholarly exploration of the available documents, to reconstruct what can be known of the historical Jesus and his teachings.  Following this we will attempt to observe the development of the thought of the early Church, especially as it pertains to Jesus, and as this is reflected in documents generally attributed to St. Paul and to St. John.  We hope to compare these ideas with alternative lines of thought pertaining to the life and thought of Jesus that were contemporary with them, especially as these are reflected in what are generally known as the Gnostic Gospels.  Finally, we hope to understand some of the historical factors that led to the establishment of the one particular variety of Christian thinking that came to possess the status of orthodoxy and became normative for future developments of Christian thought.

Requirements:

Your coming to terms with the issues of this course will require your regular attendance at class, your diligent attention to class presentations, your careful reading of weekly reading assignments from textbooks and from relevant Biblical and extra-Biblical texts.  Exams will be based on all three sources.  During each class session there will be time for questions.  I am vitally interested in your opinions and in your response to the insights that we will be encountering in the course of our exploration.  Your understanding of the material will be enhanced by being prepared with thoughtful questions to ask.

Grades:

Grades will be based in your attendance and participation in class, and on the results of exams, quizzes, and assignments.  There will be a mid-term and a final exam, each of which will be worth about 45% of your final grade.  The mid-term and the final exam will include objective, short answer and essay type questions.  In addition, short quizzes may be given at any time in the course of the semester.  Some of these will be announced before hand, some will not.  If you are prepared for class they will be no problem.  Also from time to time short impromptu assignments may be given.  Although these are informal they should be taken seriously, since they are designed to enable you to relate to the subject matter at hand in a meaningful way.  The remaining 10% of your grade will be made up from the results of unannounced quizzes and written assignments, and your general contribution to the class.

Attendance Policy:


Students are expected to be in attendance in class, every class session, unless prevented by accident or serious illness.  While the instructor cannot maintain records for every absence, attendance records are kept on the basis of occasional attendance checks.  The result is that at the end of the semester the instructor does not have a record of absences, but a fairly accurate record of students whose attendance is perfect or nearly perfect.  A record of perfect or near perfect attendance will be considered in the calculation of final grades, and may be crucial when the result of other material puts the student 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.  Please do not bother me with excuses.

Policy on Absences from Exams and Make up Exams:


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

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 course requirements on time.
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 Tuesday, March 29, 2011.  The drop schedule is available on line  http://essc.unt.edu/registrar/schedule/scheduleclass.html
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 new 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:

Four books are required for the course.  They are available from Voertman's, the University Store, and North Texas Book and Supply.


John Dominic Crossan,  Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography (San Francisco: Harper Collins) 1994.


Elaine Pagels,  The Gnostic Gospels, Vintage Books (New York: Random House) 1981.


Elaine Pagels and Karen L. King,  Reading Judas: The Gospel of Judas and the Shaping of Christianity (New York:  Viking) 2007.


Joseph B. Tyson,  The New Testament and Early Christianity (New York: The Macmillan Company) 1984.


In addition to these books, considerable reading will be assigned from the Bible and from extra-Biblical materials that will be placed on reserve the Willis Library or photocopied and distributed in class.  It is very important that you acquaint yourself with the location of the Reserve Desk on the first floor of the Willis Library.  It is also important you purchase for study in this course, if you do not have one, a copy of the Revised Standard Version or the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible.  Paraphrased versions of the Bible are not adequate for the kind of study this course requires.

Revised Approximate Schedule of Topics and Reading Assignments:
Week of

Jan.
17
Introduction: the Nature of the Historical Study of Christianity and the Historical Context in which Christianity arose. Tyson, pp. 3-129

24
The Synoptic Gospels and the Synoptic Problem.  Tyson, pp. 134-188

31 The Apocryphal Gospels and the Oral Traditions.  Tyson, pp. 188-231

Snow days

Feb
 7
Snow day Wednesday: Friday quiz over Mark



*


*


*


14
The Life and Teachings of Jesus from the Bible.   The times and contend of the Synoptic Gospels



The Gospel of Mark



The Gospel of Matthew



The Gospel of Luke    Tyson, pp. 133-188; (Tyson 235-281 recommended).


21
Reconstructing the teachings of the Historical Jesus. 


Crossan, pp. ix-74
 

28 The Life and Teachings of Jesus in Historical Perspective.  Crossan, pp. 75-122

Mar
 7
The Life and Teachings of Jesus in Historical Perspective, continued.  Crossan, pp. 123-201    Mid-Semester Exam Friday
Mar
14
Spring Break
21 Early Jewish Christianity.  The Acts of the Apostles.

Tyson.  pp. 287-310


28
Pauline Christanity.  Tyson, pp. 311-349


The Epistle to the Romans



The Epistle to the Galatians

Apr
 4
Johannine Christianity.  Tyson, pp. 188-209; 353-387


The Gospel of John



The Epistles of John


11
Diversity and Orthodoxy in Early Christianity.


Tyson, pp. 376-385; Pagels, pp. xi-xxxix.

18
Orthodox and Gnostic views of the Resurrection of Christ, Church leadership, and the Nature of God. 

Tyson, pp. 390-437; Pagels, Ch 1-3, pp. 3- 83.


25
Orthodox and Gnostic views of the Passion of Christ and the Persecution of Christians, the True Church, and Knowledge of God.


Pagels, Ch 4-6, pp. 84-169.

May
 2
Pre Finals Week:  Final discussion and review.  Pagels, pp. 170-181.

 9
Final Exam Week:  Final Exam, Friday, May 13, 2011 at 8:00 a.m. – 10:00 am.



