Religion 233: God and Faith in Autobiography

Autumn 2004

Instructor: John Barbour





Office: Chapel 108D Office hours: Monday, 1:20-3:20 and by appointment. 

Phone: 3083


You can often catch me before or after class.



email: barbourj





I. Purpose and Goals of the Course


Theology means thinking about God. There are many ways to think about God, and many ways Christians have sought to articulate their convictions. This course focuses on autobiographical texts in which the writer describes his or her life in relationship to God. The course is based on the central Christian theological belief that God is known in historical experience. We will study the different ways in which Christians have sought to understand God’s role in their lives by correlating their own experiences with the classic beliefs, symbols, and values of the Christian faith.


Autobiography provides a unique perspective on Christian theology. We will analyze the meaning of central Christian beliefs in terms of their implications for human life, looking at the ways these beliefs affect a person’s attitude to society and the Church, his or her moral decisions, relationships to other persons, etc. We explore theological statements in relation to personal experiences of sin, grace, salvation, and so forth. We study how classic autobiographical texts interpret the central Christian doctrines of God, Christ, and redemption.


We will seek to understand autobiography as a genre of religious literature with distinctive characteristics and concerns and various forms: memoir, confession, journal, letters. What are the comparative strengths and weaknesses of first-person writing about God and more abstract, systematic discourse?


This course has the objectives of helping students to develop the skills of reading, thinking critically, and speaking and writing well. It seeks to contribute to the development of a habit of thoughtful reflection about religion and personal values, and to help students come to a clearer understanding of Christian thought.

II. Required books:

Augustine, Confessions
Dorothy Day, The Long Loneliness

Langdon Gilkey, Shantung Compound
C. S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy

Daniel Migliore, Faith Seeking Understanding
Heidi Neumark, Breathing Space
Kathleen Norris, Dakota
Parker Palmer, Let Your Life Speak

Leo Tolstoy, Confession 

III. Requirements for the Course:

1. Close reading of assigned texts, on time. Please bring your book to class.

2. Attendance and participation in class discussions. These affect your grade (10%).

3. A midterm in-class examination (25%).

4. A short autobiographical account, required but ungraded. Details to be explained.

5. A research paper of 6-8 pages. Topics will be suggested (35%).

6. Final take-home essay examination (30%).

IV. Class schedule: 

9/10
Introduction to the course. The biblical background of first-person theology: Psalms and Paul’s letters.

9/13,15,17,20,22

Augustine, Confessions

9/24, 27, 29, 10/1, 4

Migliore, Faith Seeking Understanding

10/6

Test on Augustine and Migliore

10/8,11,13,15  Day, The Long Loneliness
10/18,20,27
Lewis, Surprised by Joy

10/22

No class; instructor at conference



fall break

10/29,11/1,3,5

Norris, Dakota

11/8,10,12,15,17
Heidi Neumark, Breathing Space
11/19

Palmer, Let Your Life Speak

11/22

No class; instructor at AAR meetings

11/23

 paper due, 4 p.m.


Thanksgiving Break

11/29

Palmer, Let Your Life Speak
12/1,3

Tolstoy, Confession
12/6,8,10,13
Gilkey, Shantung Compound 

Final examination: 12/18, 9 a.m. (section B)

 12/20, 9 a.m.   (section A)

